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Drama Therapy:          
Empowering Cancer Thrivers to Grow and Heal

Registered Drama Therapist Peyton 
Welch understands the physical, men-
tal and emotional toll that debilitating 
illness, including cancer, can take. In 
October 2019, the 40-year-old Arkan-
sas native turned Houston transplant 
was diagnosed with stage II/III brain 
cancer for which he underwent brain 
surgery followed by radiation therapy. 
 “The diagnosis hit me like a ton of 
bricks,” he recalls. “I remember think-
ing, I will never be the same again.”
 Fortunately, years before his cancer 
diagnosis, Welch, who suffers from 
epilepsy, discovered—and ultimately 
pursued a career in—a novel yet power-
ful form of therapy: drama therapy. 
Now, he shares this beneficial approach 
with other cancer thrivers and their 
families from all over Greater Houston 
at Canopy at Memorial Hermann The 
Woodlands Medical Center.
 Amanda Poole, Canopy manager, says, 

“Drama therapy is a wonderful addition 
to our line-up, which includes a wide va-
riety of programs and services addressing 
the emotional, physical and social needs 
of those touched by cancer.” 

Cancer Journal: What is drama therapy?
Welch: Drama therapy is an expressive 
and action-oriented therapy that fo-
cuses on the “here and now.” It actively 
intertwines psychology with theater, 
allowing participants to see and under-
stand their real-life struggles in a new 
way, making discoveries through their 
own experiences and experimentation.

Cancer Journal: Who might benefit from 
drama therapy?
Welch: Just about anyone can benefit—
individuals, families and communities 
struggling with change, loss or other 
challenges. This approach can provide 
the context for participants to tell their 
stories, set goals and solve problems, 

express feelings or achieve catharsis. 
Through drama, the depth and breadth 
of inner experience can be actively ex-
plored, and interpersonal relationship 
skills can be enhanced.

Cancer Journal: From which therapeutic 
approaches does drama therapy draw?
Welch:  In my drama therapy work, I 
often combine select elements from 
existential therapy, which focuses on 
self-awareness and freedom; person-
centered therapy, a non-directive, 
empathic approach that empowers and 
motivates the client in the therapeutic 
process; and Gestalt therapy, which 
focuses on the individual’s experience 
in the present moment. However, each 
approach is based on a client’s specific 
needs and objectives. 

Cancer Journal:  What theater tech-
niques does drama therapy involve?
Welch:  Drama therapy employs a wide 
range of drama tools and techniques. 
Common approaches include improvi-
sation, the use of masks, performance, 
storytelling, role playing, puppetry and 
playback theater.

Cancer Journal: What does a typical 
drama therapy session look like?
Welch:  Each session begins with a 
check-in in which participants share 
how they are currently feeling. This 
provides important information to the 
drama therapist about how to lead the 
group that day, what issues are ready 
to be worked on and what resistances 
will need to be worked past to get the 
group to function openly and smoothly. 
Next, a warm-up gets everyone fo-
cused on each other and on being in 
the “here and now.” A warm-up also 
prepares muscles that may be used in 
activities later in the session and pre-
pares imaginations so everyone is ready 
to work together creatively and safely. 

Rebecca Clarke, a metastatic cervical cancer “thriver,” shares her story via a tableau during a drama therapy 
session at Canopy. "I call it 'Solace' because it depicts the only comfort I can give my elderly mother, who has 
lost two sons to cancer and feels helpless in coping with my cancer," she says.
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Exercise May Increase Cancer Survival
It’s common knowledge that exercise is 
important for good health. In addition, 
studies have shown that regular exer-
cise can lower cancer risk and improve 
a person’s quality of life during cancer 
treatment. But did you know that regular 
exercise may also help decrease the risk of 
cancer recurrence and improve survival? 

Reducing Cancer Risk
Physical activity may lower risk of cancer 
by helping control weight, regulating 
hormones or insulin and strengthening 
the immune system.
 A study from the researchers at the 
American Cancer Society and the Na-
tional Cancer Institute, published in the 
May 16, 2016, issue of JAMA Internal 
Medicine, linked physical activity with a 
lower risk of 13 specific types of cancer, 
including colon, breast, endometrial, 
esophageal, liver, stomach, kidney, head 
and neck, rectum, bladder and lung 
cancers, as well as myeloid leukemia and 
multiple myeloma.

Each session usually includes at least one 
major drama therapy activity in which the 
group participates, then discusses. Par-
ticipants who have assumed a role need to 
“de-role” afterward in order to reconnect 
with themselves. The group ends with a 
closure activity, such as a game, ritual, 
review of the session or song.

Cancer Journal:  Can you provide an 
example of a “major drama therapy 
activity”?
Welch: We often use metaphors and 
symbolism. For instance, in one activ-
ity, participants navigate an obstacle 
course made up of chairs, each labeled 
with a word or phrase representing an 
obstacle, such as “mud,” “monkey 
bars” or “ice.” Each person navigates 
the course, acting out how he or she 
would overcome each obstacle. It’s 
fun to see how different people face 
and deal with different challenges. 

Then each person will write down one 
obstacle they are currently facing. We 
put everyone’s obstacles on the chairs 
and go through the course again. There 
is no right or wrong way to go about it. 
I tell participants, I want you to be you. 
What is your ideal way to overcome 
these obstacles? Then we process, 
which sparks ideas. We always close on 
a positive note. 

Cancer Journal: How does one become a 
drama therapist?
Welch: To become Registered Drama 
Therapist (RDT), you must earn a 
master’s or doctoral degree in drama 
therapy from a program accredited by 
the North American Drama Therapy 
Association (NADTA) or a master’s or 
doctoral degree in theater or a men-
tal health profession with additional 
in-depth training in drama therapy 
through NADTA’s alternative training 
program. I received my master’s degree 

Drama Therapy continued from page 4 in drama therapy from Kansas State 
University in 2017 and was registered 
through the NADTA in 2019. 

Cancer Journal: What do you hope 
participants will take away from their 
drama therapy experience?
Welch: My personal mission statement 
is “Learning to accept life’s challenges 
and values by embracing hope, creativi-
ty and personal worth!” I tell everyone, 
your story matters. Share your story 
and know there is always hope.

To learn more about Welch and his 
cancer journey, see “Peyton Welch 
Tells His Story and Helps Others Tell 
Theirs” on page 28.  g

To register for a drama therapy session at 
Canopy, call 713.897.5939. To find out more 
about the services and programs offered at 
Canopy, visit memorialhermann.org.

Excercise continues on page 6
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Peyton Welch Tells His Story and Helps Others Tell Theirs
VOLUNTEER SPOTLIGHT

A “word cloud” describing Memorial 
Hermann volunteer Peyton Welch 
would be chock full of words such 
as passionate, energetic, creative, 
thoughtful, generous, nurturing and 
engaging. In describing himself, how-
ever, Welch uses words such as anxious, 
fearful, thankful and hopeful.
 Before Welch began volunteering 
at Canopy at Memorial Hermann The 
Woodlands Medical Center in 2020, he 
had become a cancer “thriver” him-
self. In 2019, he was diagnosed with 
anaplastic ganglioglioma (AGG), a rare 
and malignant form of brain cancer for 
which he underwent brain surgery fol-
lowed by radiation treatments.
 Now, he leads drama therapy ses-
sions at Canopy, helping other cancer 
thrivers navigate their life journeys. 
As Welch explains, “Drama therapy 
is an expressive and action-oriented 
therapy that focuses on the ‘here and 
now.’ It combines theater techniques 
with therapeutic principals, providing 
a hands-on opportunity for change and 
personal growth.”
 Amanda Poole, Canopy manager, 
says Welch is a “bright light” at Can-
opy. “Peyton is a wonderful person, 
incredibly kind. And drama therapy has 
been very well received by our guests.” 
 Welch has always loved theater. “I 
grew up in the tiny town of Crossett, 
Ark., population 7,000, give or take,” 
he says. “Most people spent their time 
hunting or fishing, but that was never 
me. I have always been the creative type, 
so I got involved in community theater.”
 He says his uncle was also a big influ-
ence. “My uncle worked at Theatre Un-
der the Stars in Houston. He was dean 
of music at Houston Baptist University. 
And he worked all over the world with 
Gilbert and Sullivan. During summers 
when I was 8 or 10, I would come to 
Houston, sit in the orchestra and watch 
the shows, then go backstage and meet 
the performers. That was where my 

love of theater blossomed.”
 Upon graduating with a Bachelor of 
Arts in film and theatre from Southern 
Methodist University in Dallas, Texas, 
in 2001, Welch moved to Little Rock, 
Ark., and went on tour with the Ar-
kansas Repertory Theatre while also 
working as a “traveling actor” with 
the Arkansas Children’s Theatre. He 
and his wife, also an Arkansas native, 
moved to Los Angeles, Calif., in 2004, 
so that Welch could pursue the enter-
tainment business.
 “It was in LA where I had my first 
grand-mal seizure,” he recalls. “After 
my third, we moved back to Little Rock, 
and my seizures continued.” 
 Welch had over 70 seizures the year 
before his first brain surgery in 2011. 
And while his seizures became more 
controlled, they continued, prompt-
ing the implantation of a Vagus Nerve 

Stimulator in 2013.
 Welch’s epilepsy didn’t stifle his 
creativity. “I used these challenges in a 
positive manner. I attended an applied 
theater workshop in Nashville, Tenn., 
where I first learned about drama 
therapy, and participated in a psycho-
drama workshop in Tupelo, Miss.”
 While attending the 2014 North Amer-
ican Drama Therapy Association Confer-
ence in Yosemite, Calif., he enrolled in 
the master’s program in drama therapy 
at Kansas State University and in 2017 
earned his master’s in drama therapy. 
The next year, as his wife was wrapping 
up her doctorate (she is a nurse practi-
tioner), the couple decided to relocate to 
Houston, where she has family. 
 Welch became a Registered Drama 
Therapist (RDT) in 2019. About that 
time, he began having dizzy spells. An 
MRI revealed a brain tumor. He was di-
agnosed with malignant, anaplastic gan-
glioglioma brain cancer, a diagnosis he 
describes as “overwhelming, stunning, 
shocking, unbelievable.” In November 
2019, at the age of 40, he underwent 
surgery to remove the tumor, followed 
by several sessions of radiation. 
 “A little over a year later, I am finally 
coping with it,” he says. “I am taking it 
one day, one moment, at a time. I have 
doubts, fear, hope and joy.” He empha-
sizes the “and,” saying, I have come 
to realize that it’s not black or white, 
because these feelings do co-exist.”
 With his trademark passion, he says, 
“I consider myself a cancer thriver! I 
tell people, there is always hope. You 
have worth. You bring light into this 
world. You have a purpose. Tell your 
story. Your story matters.” g

To learn more about drama therapy, see 
“Drama Therapy: Empowering Cancer 
Thrivers to Grow and Heal” on page 4. 
For information about all of the programs 
and services available at Canopy, visit 
memorialhermann.org.

“I consider myself a cancer thriver! 
I tell people, there is always hope. 

You have worth. You bring light into this world. 
You have a purpose. Tell your story. 

Your story matters.”

–PEYTON WELCH
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