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ABOUT M6

Founded in 1977, M6 Theatre 
Company specialises in 
creating dynamic, high quality 
and relevant productions for 
children and young people.

M6’s work is driven by a passionate 
belief in the power of theatre to 
enrich, challenge, inspire and 
even transform lives.

From the company’s base in Rochdale, 
M6 reaches audiences of over 15,000 
per year.

Researched with young people in the 
North West, and supported by Healthy 
Young Minds, Hench looks at what it 
means to be strong and how, for boys 
and young men, being strong is not 
always the best way of staying well.

Hench, by Mary Cooper is one of a 
series of single voice plays produced 
by M6 for audiences aged 13+.

These powerful contemporary stories, 
told through intimate, emotionally-
charged performances, captured 
on film, share the pressures young 
characters face at difficult moments in 
their lives.

The scale of child and 
adolescent mental health issues 
in the UK is at crisis point:

•   1 in 4 people experience some form 
of mental health problems in their 
lives. Many of these problems start 
in childhood.

•   850,000 children and young people 
in the UK have a diagnosable mental 
health disorder.

•   Half of all lifetime cases of mental 
illness begin by the age of 14.

•   3 children in every classroom or 
10% of the population of children and 
young people are in need of support.

On average more young women are 
diagnosed with mental health problems 
than young men, but suicide is the 
leading cause of death among young 
men in the UK. This suggests that 
young men are suffering with mental 
distress, but are not receiving, or 
indeed asking for the help they need.

Commissioned by Heywood, Middleton 
and Rochdale Clinical Commissioning 
Group, this film and accompanying 
resource is designed to support 
young people to:

•  Gain more understanding of issues 
surrounding mental health.

•  Develop confidence and emotional 
literacy through discussing sensitive 
issues and sharing their views.

•  Experience deep emotional 
engagement, feelings of empathy 
and increased self esteem.

•  Remove the stigma attached to 
talking about mental health issues.

•  Know where to get further help 
and support.

“ Without schools and mental health services 
working more closely together, and without 
good early intervention, we will never 
address young people’s mental health”
Sarah Brennan, Chief Executive, Young Minds.
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THE STORY

Hench is a 15 minute monologue which 
includes both voiceover and live action. 
We hear 17 year old Zak in the voiceover 
while watching 15 year old Zak on film.

Zak, aged 17, is looking back at his 
younger self and remembering what 
happened when he was 15.

He recalls how, after losing interest 
in football, he was persuaded by his 
step-dad, Adam, to start training at the 
gym with Ben, his step-brother, and to 
begin a nightly routine to build up his 
‘scrawny’ physique.

As 17 year old Zak speaks we see his 
younger self preparing for a visit to the 
gym; warming up before Ben comes 
round to call for him.

We hear how Zak felt displaced in 
his family, under academic pressure 
at school and stressed by the 
expectations of his peers to have a 
girlfriend and be popular. He tells us 
about his terror as he felt ‘the most 
awful thing in the world was about to 
happen’ to him. However, we watch as 
he rejects the concern of both friends 
and family. As Zak exercises we realise 
that, while he is attempting to ‘carry 

on as normal’, he is experiencing 
acute anxiety. When Ben arrives 
Zak is overtaken by a panic attack. 
Immobilised, unable to open the door, 
and afraid that Ben will see him at his 
weakest, Zak tells Ben to go away and 
leave him alone.

Having pushed away all offers of help, 
unable to speak about his feelings, Zak 
takes the only action he can think of …

‘There was only one thing I could do. 
And that’s what I did’ he says, leaving 
the audience to consider what action he 
took - and, more broadly, what action 
young men do – or could - take when 
they feel desperate and isolated.

HOW TO USE  
THIS RESOURCE

This film is designed to be shown 
to young people aged 13+ with the 
support of a teacher/facilitator.

We recommend that you watch the 
film and read through the booklet 
before showing the film to students.

It is important you are familiar with 
your school’s safeguarding policies and 
protocols to ensure support for any 
students affected by issues explored 
in the film.

Before commencing with any follow 
up activities, emphasise that the play 
is based on research and interviews, 
but is not based on the story of any 
one person.

The discussion questions, exercises 
and group activities have been 
designed to follow a showing of the 
film. Some may work better for your 
group than others, so please adapt or 
modify the exercises for your 
own group.

Listed at the end of this booklet are 
some organisations and useful sources 
of information which may be helpful for 
you as a facilitator or for the audience 
of the film.



FACILITATOR TIPS

If you are facilitating the 
discussion or workshop 
following a screening of 
Hench, you may find the 
following tips helpful.

Introduction

You may want to give an outline of 
what is going to happen and how it is 
going to be done. Try and make sure 
everyone agrees with the way things 
are going to be carried out.

Active Listening

Listen attentively to what is being 
said by each participant in the group, 
summarise it briefly and feed it back. 
You could add an interpretation and 
explore the point further by asking an 
open question.

You can show active listening by 
making eye contact and having positive, 
open body language (e.g. not turning 
your back on the group or folding 
your arms etc.) and responding in an 
affirming and reasoned way.

Open Questions

These are questions to which there is 
not a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer or a right or 
wrong answer. They encourage the 
participants to say more. 
E.g. ‘Why did Zak feel that way?’

Reflections

You might take the last phrase or 
part of a sentence and repeat it back, 
turning it into a question. E.g. ‘I think 
Zak feels pressurised’ ‘You think Zak 
feels under pressure?’

Commands

‘Tell me more about that’ can be a 
useful sentence. It helps the participant 
to further explore their initial response.

‘I wonder what you feel about...’ is 
another useful way to begin a sentence.

Empathy

This is best thought of as ‘trying to 
understand’. The facilitator is trying 
to understand what the participant 
thinks and feels and can be particularly 
useful when the subject matter is 
sensitive or when there is a level 
of personal sharing.

E.g. ‘There are a lot of pressures 
on young people aren’t there?’ Or 
‘Sometimes it might feel difficult to 
find the right person to talk to.
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FACILITATION QUALITIES

Respect

Respect is crucial. It demonstrates 
that the facilitator values the person 
making a contribution to the discussion. 
The facilitator can show this by 
listening to, responding to and 
valuing each person’s response.

A simple ‘thank you’ can work 
wonders and give the rest of the 
group confidence to contribute. 
By stating that there is no right 
or wrong answer, the facilitator is 
validating different points of view. 
Each point of view is valid and a non-
judgmental stance is called for, even 
if the facilitator personally disagrees.

Personal Integrity

This could be defined as the facilitator’s 
ability to hear diverse and sometimes 
difficult opinions but retain the ability 
to be objective.

Authenticity

This is the facilitator’s capacity to 
be themselves. It involves honesty 
and sincerity, responding openly 
and naturally to all participant 
contributions.

FACILITATOR TIPS

Linking

It is a useful skill to be able to refer one 
participant’s comments to another e.g. 
‘What you’re saying is a bit like what 
Sam said earlier about feeling worried 
by other people’s expectations’.

This can give a quality of completeness 
to a discussion.

Paraphrasing

Taking what has been said and using 
different words can sometimes can 
sometimes broaden a discussion.

E.g.

‘Zak likes watching Goggle-box with 
his Nan.’

To

‘Zak feels relaxed with his Nan doesn’t 
he? There’s no pressure on him to be 
anything other than himself.’

Summarising

During the course of a fast moving 
discussion, when there is a natural 
lull, it might be useful to take the 
opportunity to summarise the points 
made so far. It can also help move the 
group forward to mention points that 
haven’t come up yet.

A final summary is a good way to end 
a session, bringing proceedings to a 
conclusion.
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FOLLOW UP ACTIVITIES

Following the film, allow the audience a few 
moments to reflect. Ask them to spend a few 
moments talking to the person(s) next to them 
about what they have seen, heard and how 
they are feeling.

QUESTIONS FOR PARTICIPANTS 
FOLLOWING A SCREENING

At the end of the monologue, 
Zak said ‘There was only 
one thing I could do. 
And that’s what I did.’

What do you think he did?

Take a range of responses. Encourage 
discussion about the possibilities.

Refer to the very beginning of the 
monologue, when we heard Zak say 
‘The first time was about 2 years 
ago. It’s taken me a long time to 
talk about it.’

Does this open up other possibilities?

What pressures does 
Zak feel under?

E.g. Body Image, exam and pressure 
from teachers at school, peer pressure 
to have a girlfriend, parental pressure 
from his Mum about his exams, fitting 
in both at school and at home.

Build up a picture of the amount of 
‘small’ pressures on Zak and the 
effect they are having on him.

Zak explained what happened 
to him on the bus ‘My throat’d 
locked. I started to sweat, the 
lights felt too bright. I couldn’t 
see properly. My legs were 
rubber. My heart was exploding, 
my hands were shaking, 
I couldn’t breathe.’

What was he describing?

Are there similarities between this and 
to what we saw happen to Zak during 
the film?

Is there anyone Zak could have spoken 
to about his panic attacks?

How do you think the 17 year old 
Zak we can hear in the voice over 
has reached the point where he is 
comfortable to speak about his 
feelings and experiences?
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SELF IMAGE

Why did Mary Cooper call 
the play ‘Hench’?

What does ‘Hench’ mean?

What suggestions are there 
for alternative titles?

At the end of the monologue, 
when he was experiencing his 
second panic attack, Zak said 
‘I felt so weak and pathetic... 
and ashamed.’

Why does Zak feel this way?

What does Zak think it means to be 
strong?

What do you think it means to be 
strong?

Try and recall the different pressures 
on Zak to ‘be a man’ both physically 
and emotionally. E.g. Gaming, gym 
culture, his male role models, 
football team.

THE PEOPLE IN ZAK’S LIFE

This exercise will help you 
discuss Zak’s relationships 
with his family, friends and 
open up further discussion.

Try and recall everyone Zak mentioned 
during the monologue.

E.g. Mum, Nan, Dad, Step Dad Adam, 
Step Brother Ben, Sister Lily, Simran, 
football team

Set small groups a task:

Each group is given one of these people 
to discuss for a moment. Ask the 
groups to remember any information 
about the character and how Zak 
seemed to feel about them?

What ‘pressure’ (if any) did Zak feel 
from them?

Share back with the rest of the group.

Exercise:

Place a chair in the centre of the 
room and imagine it is Zak. Ask 
for volunteers to represent each of 
the characters mentioned in Zak’s 
monologue.

Ask the volunteers to place themselves 
near or far from the chair to represent 
how close they feel to Zak?

What would each one like to say 
to Zak? What does Zak need to say  
to them?

Encourage those watching to 
contribute to the discussion, by asking 
if they agree with the positioning.
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In an empty space, imagine 
a long line stretching from 
one end of the room to the 
other, with the opposite ends 
representing ‘Agree’ and 
‘Disagree’.

Some or all of the statements are 
read out and members of the group 
go to the place on the line which 
best represents their opinion.

•  Zak’s gym routine was good for him.

•  Everyone wants a big chest.

•  Energy drinks are causing Zak’s 
panic attacks.

•  Zak doesn’t fit in with Adam and Ben.

•  Zak hasn’t got any real friends.

•  Zak should go out with Simran.

•  Zak’s mum is putting too much 
pressure on him.

•  Banter is harmless. It’s just a laugh.

•  His peers would definitely judge Zak 
if they knew about the panic attacks.

•  There is more pressure on girls to 
look a certain way than on boys.

•  Social media is a good thing.

•  Girls find it easier to talk about their 
problems than boys.

Take the time to ask the participants 
why they have chosen to stand where 
they have and encourage debate 
between different points on the line.

The group could also devise 
statements of their own.

Agree Not Sure Disagree

OPINION LINE CREATIVE WRITING/DRAMA

Use the following extracts 
from the script as a stimulus 
to inspire a piece of creative 
writing, or develop a short 
improvised scene.

‘The first time was around two years 
ago.

It’s taken me a long time to talk 
about it, but that’s not because I don’t 
remember.

I remember everything about that day.’

—

‘My throat’d locked. I started to sweat, 
the light felt too bright, I couldn’t see 
properly. I went downstairs. My legs 
were rubber.’

—

‘I didn’t tell her what had happened, 
just said I felt sick, told her not to say 
anything to Mum.’

—

‘There was only one thing I could do. 
And that’s what I did.’
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FURTHER HELP 
AND INFORMATION

Five Ways to Wellbeing
Rochdale teenagers worked with 
animation company Kilogramme and 
made a short film about what the 5 
Ways to Wellbeing mean to them.

View it: 
m6theatre.co.uk/hench/rmbc

Self-harm in children 
and young people 
handbook
Download this advice from Healthy 
Young Minds for professionals 
working with young people who 
are self-harming.

Self-harm in children and young 
people handbook (PDF): 
m6theatre.co.uk/hench/hym

Advice for helping 
young people suffering 
from Anxiety and/or 
panic attacks
How to deal with panic 
attacks – NHS.UK

m6theatre.co.uk/hench/nhs

Coping with anxiety and panic 
attacks – Mind

m6theatre.co.uk/hench/mind

Healthy Young Minds
healthyyoungmindspennine.nhs.uk

Service for children and young people 
experiencing significant emotional and 
mental health problems.

#Thrive 0161 716 2844
healthyyoungmindspennine.nhs.uk/
thrive/

Service for children and young people 
who are experiencing emotional health 
and wellbeing issues, e.g. feeling 
stressed and worried.

Kooth Online 
Counselling
kooth.com

Safe, confidential counselling, 
advice and support online.

Rochdale and 
District Mind
www.rochdalemind.org.uk/
youngpeople

CALM 
(Campaign Against 
Living Miserably)
Service specifically for men.

0800 585858

Childline
0800 1111

Samaritans
116 123

https://m6theatre.co.uk/hench/rmbc
https://m6theatre.co.uk/hench/hym
https://m6theatre.co.uk/hench/nhs
https://m6theatre.co.uk/hench/mind
http://healthyyoungmindspennine.nhs.uk
http://healthyyoungmindspennine.nhs.uk/thrive/
http://healthyyoungmindspennine.nhs.uk/thrive/
http://kooth.com
http://www.rochdalemind.org.uk/youngpeople
http://www.rochdalemind.org.uk/youngpeople
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FEEDBACK

 
Students were really 
captivated by the story 
line and could identify 
with the issues.

They were happy to 
share views on how 
Zak could have got 
help earlier. 

Pastoral Key Worker, 
St Cuthbert’s High School

 
Very powerful. 
Excellent! 

Teacher, 
Cardinal Langley High School

 
It was very positive 
to hear young 
people talking 
about these issues.

Many felt empowered 
enough to give advice 
and it provided 
an opportunity to 
speak openly without 
necessarily disclosing. 

Key Worker, 
Rochdale Connections Trust

 
Incredible engagement! 
A fantastic early 
intervention. 

Safeguarding Officer, 
Wardle High School

 
Open up to someone, 
don’t suffer alone. 

Male student, 
aged 16

 
This type of pressure 
happens to all boys, 
not just me. 

Male student, 
aged 13

 
I never thought young 
males can be so 
affected by others, 
even when they look so 
physically strong. 

Female student, 
aged 15
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