Dramatic Clud, Conducted By
Voluntesers, 'Draws 6u$‘ Patients
At Minnesota State Hospital
by MRS. MIRIAM KARLINS
Volunteer Services Coordinator
Hinnesota State Division of Public Institutions

A volunteer activity which is conducted solely "for fun' is reaping thera—
poutic benefits at the State School and Hospital (for epileptics) at Cambridge,
Mimmesota.

The activity——-a good example of what orgeniged volunteer sorvices can
accomplish in an institutional wrogram—-consists of leisure—tine dramatic club,
in which paticnts are encouraged to write, dircct, and.prbduce their own plays.

The project is not psychodrama nor any othor such type of professionally-

directed therapy. It is conducted solely on the basis of "fun for all," and
" therc is no organized therspeutic goal in sight.

The volunteer leesders, recognizing that therapists are trained peonle, have
avoidéd the use of the word, "therapy.! Nevertheless, therapeutic results are
being odtained, as professidnal staff have obscrved that withdrawn patients are
transformed and others definitely improved,

The activity was started in 1950 by four University of Minnesota students
who felt that a dramatic club night add to the recreational enjoyment of the
epileptic paticnts at Cambridge. The volunt::ers invited 35 to 40 selected patients
to the club's first meeting, 2t which a series of brief scripts were written by
the leaders themselves as a boginning.

At this first nceting, however, the pationts were told that the volunteers
preforred to heve then writc and act in their own skits. Thoy esked that any

pationt who wished to do so subnit a script by the next necting.

§N-DCC-Mw e

Pl .



-2 -

Patients reshonded enthusiasfically,‘and scrints started coming in., Th
volunteers stressed ﬁhat it would nst be nccessary for cach »aticnt in the groun
to subnit 2 script in ordler to romain in the club., But after a fow nonths of
ectivity, it wes founﬂ thet rost »ebients were eager to try their heand at writing.

The voluntecers collect the serints as they are written, ty»ye them, eand reke
nminsr changes in consultation with tho writoers., Invmost cascs, the scrints are
uscd in almost the exect form in which they have boen submitted.

If the patient wishos hel», the voluntcer is heppy to nmeke suggestions as-to
content end writing style; but khelp is given only if requested,

In reading over and typing the scrints, the voluntecers usuelly select the
casts in advencc of the noxt ncoting end cen thus dutermine how nany nlays can be
presented. In many cases, the writer of the scrint roguests cortain follow—

natients for marts in his play, end such reaucsts arc slways honored. Bach writer -
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¢irccts his own play.

Since the group hes growm to 50 to 55 nenbers, 6 to 8 skits are worked on
sinultencously. The nunber of skits used, however, veries witk the cast nceded
for each play. Interest in the group has beconc so widespread through the hospital
that there is now 2 waiting list of paticents who wish to join the clubdb or who have
been recomended by staff nembers as in nced of such activity.

The planning and production of each groun of skits, from the initial scloction
of cests to the final »resentation, takes a nerisd of about 2 month., During this
tine, the group coneé out once a week for rcheesrsals, and, in the coursc of the
nonth, from 10 to 15 seripts are handed in for use as the following ronth's »ro-
ductions.

The following is the schedule of a typical manth's aroject by this drama clubt

The first meeting is uscd to acquaint the group with the subnitted scrints
and their authors, and parts arc assigned, Bach writer-director thon takes the

3eorle who will be in hisg cast into one section of the auditorium, and cach of
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tho grouns shends the first neeting reading over the »nlay end discussing the parts.

At the seemd neoting a week later, cach groun is brought indivicdually on
stage to cnact its skit (reading the »arts) and to “roparce the stege sotting in
torns of spacse and Hroas necded.- Patients svuend tire between rehearsels studyiﬁg
their »erts and sccuring props end costunmes, The average longth of 2 skit is 10
ninutes, and the voluntcers rotate snong the growrs working on their individual
nlays to offer cuncouragenent, occeasicnally nmeke sugpestions, and give advice when
requestod,

The third meeting is the dress reheersal, and any props which the peiients |
have bevn unable to securce are obtained by the volunteers.

At the fourth nceting, the plays arc cﬁacted on stage before the eatire

hospitel Honulation., This srogran usuzlly lasts about 2 hours, end a neriber of

the voluntcer croun 2cts as nester of corcronies while the otheors halp backstage.
—_— & — A

The naticnts who wrote-and -iroduced the sizits erc brought out in front of the cur-
tain and introduced, and they, in turn, earnounce their own »ley and nenbers of the
cest,

Prompting is done fron offstage by the netients thonsclves, and & thone song
which was written by one of the meaticnts is sung by the combined casts in front
of the curtain before and after the cntire cvening's progran. At the ond of the
final production, as well as after cach rchearsal, 2 social hour is held, with
nixed dencing cncouraged.

The
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woting following the final »Hrotuction is spent discussing the progren,
2nd suggcestions and c:iticisms arc nmele by the nationts themsclves. A menber of
the hosnital staff is rescnt a2t 211 nootings and rcohearsals, end whon guestions
erisc that nced orofessional interopretation such matters arc inmediately brought
to the attention of qualified staff,

At the noxt meeting, the ncwest group of skits is considered, and a new

production is started.



Minncsote winters, however, they have nissed only one reeting of the drena groun
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Paticnts participating in this activity include nen and wonen from late teens
through niddle ege. Since the mejor portion of this hos»nital's »opulation have
IQs below 50, = nunber of the drena group nenbers heve very low IQs. Conscauontly,
scue nmenbers of the group are unable to read end therefore lezrn their »arts only
by having then rced to them. Hevertheless, the remerkeble thing sbout the activity
is that such patients are so stimileted that they will spend hours ferenning! with
heln of ancther patioent in order to learn their narts.

Because of this variance in IQ range, the nlays differ widely both as to
content and finished product. However, every skit is produccd,Aregardloss of
stylé or content, thus providing each club nenber with satisfying experience.

Interest of the nHaticnts in the activity is cogualled only by that of the
volunteers. Since the voluutecers live in the Twin City ereca, thoy rust nmeke 2

round-trip of =lnost 100 niles cvery weck to keep their engegenent. Desnite

in the 3 years it has beon active,

This fa2ll the group hopes to charter & bus to take one of their full Z2-kour
shows on tour of the other institutions in the state. The show would be staged
for the benefit of other paticnts and Herhaps heold stirmmlate sinilar ectivity in
the other nental hospitals.

The voluntecrs in charge of the Canbridge Dramatic Club, George Dewis (cheir-—
nan}, Bud Goldsticn, Virginia Riggs, end Mrs. George Davis, say they hed only onc
purposc in nind—to provide recrcation 2nd leisurc—tine activities for the
natients. This purposc, they instist, has never changed. They emmhasize to
patients the nlcasurc of the activity rather than stressing eny sct roquirenents
or the nerfection of the final production.

As & rcsult, they go out to the institution as friends and do not reprosent
suthority. The relationship they have built wr with the »natients is not that of
teacher to Hupil but rathor of interested fricnds who can be esked for guidance or

edvice if the matient sceks it. Thorefore, cxcollent rapport has been established
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between these voluntcors end the paticats.

Beceuse of this relationshin, these voluntoors arc ce.utioué about using the
word, "thorapy", and heve carcfully avoided it in their mrogrem and in their
inter retation of the nrogrem, They feel that, if their activity does have thera-
peutic value, the nrofessiommal _'_>roplé nay intervret it 2s thoy wish. The volunteors,

however, continue to cmhasize the nlecasure of the activity and at no time comnsider

therselves therapists,



ZGiovertheless, It's Good

Therany, Psychologist Says

by JOHI HAWKIHSOﬁ
Supeorvisor, Psychological Scrvices
Stete Division of Public Institutions
St. Paul, Mirmesota

Despite ormhatic stetenents by loadors of the Gamﬁriﬂge Dramatic Club that
they have no defined thcrepeuticvgoals, it is epparont to ne that good reosults arc
being obtained,

Peationts who initielly werc painfully shy and withlrewn have beon graduallyﬁ
but very markedly trzasforned as‘a rosult of thoii Herticination in dranatic club‘
activitios. They now holfi themselves ecroct, spoek freely, and narticipate spon-

B tengously..,.in EToun - activitics... . .. ... RN

For these withdrawn, apparcotly schizoil persons, then, the cxperionce has
been clearly therapeutic.

It is intercsting to sncculatc 2s to whether thesc rather dremetic mersonelity

.
changosvworc in nart the result of the srofessed indiffercnce of the groun lcaders
ag rogards ﬁhcrapoutic outcono., It scoms highly Hrobably thet their euphasis on
wurcly recreationel goals, and with it their carcfully-cnforced nolicy of nonrintér~
fbrence, nade it possible for emotionally-withdrewn individuals to meke the dif-
ficult prelininary ovefturcs towerd groun yarticination at their own pace.

During the rchearsal I attonded, fdr cxermle, one girl spent noist of her
tine stending off from the groun with her head bowcd.. However, there were no
frenetic efforts to foree her into group particiﬁation, as would have beon the

tendency hed the objectives been evowedly theraveutic. Undue -rossure at this

stage would likely heve driven hor away.
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I saw this sanc girl a nonth lator during the actual -irosentation of a2 skit written
by herself. She wag still »aiafully shy, her cyes were down—cest, and she shoke
elriost inewdibly., However, she manageé to takc the stage and snnounce to the
eudicnce the title, cast of cherscters, scenes, etc. She bolted behind tho cur-
tain onee but returned to complete hor announcenent.

What brings such a neorson to subject himself to this snguish? We cen specu-
late upon the underlying narcissism of the schigoid individuel as 2 possible moti-
vating force. Mere confidently, we cen molnt to the high »restige values attaching
to dranatics groun nerticination within the institutional sctting. But peorhans an
oven nore positive force is the gemuinely non—authoriterien "this is for you, and
this is for fun'" attitude of tho volunteer groun loalers.

Iﬁ the oninion of this writer, =2n imroriant corsllary of this lcader attitude

is the fect that it deliberately lde—crmhesizes avowed therameutie goals. Fuarther—

ﬁéré;Aéigbably af least in peart as a fﬁnctiéémggmfkis.ﬁg;enwhasié;\if”éfbé£os a
relaxed, unhurried, truly pernissive atnosphere in which the cnotionally—withdrawn
individual can feol safe in taking his first cautious steps towerd group participe-
tion. Institution staff as well es voluntecers heve noted with nlcasure the very
real end sometinég dramatic porsonality changes which anperently reosult prinarily
fron this narticipation.

It is z2lso significant that, Curing the catire 3.ycars of this activity, not
one naticnt oxierienced a seiéure during the Herfornance of the final production.
Occasionally, a petient has had a seizurc during a rchearsal; but, strikingly, few
scizures have been recorded, despitc the fact that nost ﬁombors of this group have

nunicrous scizures during the course of a weck,



