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Drama: Bridging the conversations between our inner selves and the outside world.

Margaret Hawkins, citing the New London Group (1996/1999) defines “literacies” as “the requisite knowledge and skills to send and interpret messages through multiple media and modes in (rapidly changing) local and global contexts, and to align meanings within situated social practices.”  










2004, p. 20
What are the literacies?


Over ten years ago, Maxine Greene (1995) wrote that, “there are . . . many kinds of literacy but as an object of hope and desire, any literacy will be associated with a yearning to make some sense” (p. 25). Since that time, literacy has become an ever more expanded collective noun that addresses the multiple ways in which we are/can/must become literate.   Our research has pointed us to more than thirty recognized literacies (financial and civic literacies being the two latest).  While most of us still place reading and writing as foundational, there are other literacies that are not dependent upon traditional methodologies (unless, of course, you broaden the definitions of what is meant by reading and writing).  


Today, students need “access to a whole range of literacy codes and practices . . . to be able to grasp information coming from a range of different media at the same time,” write Smith, Ewing and Le Cornu (2007, p. 143).  The literacies—a word that our computer still refuses to recognize—that interest us most in terms of this conference: historical; ethical; cultural; economic; socio-political; environmental; and health literacies, for example, are those that lie at the core of the effective practice of democracy;  a practice that, ideally, embraces equality of access, equity that is flexible and fair, and quality in experience and intellectual challenge. To be literate, in our terms, then, is to be able to function in the world as a participant in, contributor to, and shaper of a democratic society—the critical capacity to be a reader and writer of the world— to have, in other words, literacies that shape us as much as they are shaped by us.   Whatever the form these literacies take, they will always include some kind of speaking, listening, reading and/or writing. 


We would like to begin by focusing our discussion on the role of drama and its relationship to those literacies. Drama is a recognized discipline in British Columbia and while is it a choice for secondary students as a subject area, it is part of the mandated curriculum for primary and elementary students.  That means that teachers of younger children need to be able to teach drama—a bit of a blow if you have never had any experience with it and a bit of a challenge to those of us who are in pre-service teacher education.  So how do we bridge that divide for our students?  We’d like to tell you a bit about how we arrived at a way of connecting Ministry requirements with teacher preparation in a way that is teacher friendly and engaging for students.  And because drama, like any practice, relies on theoretical foundations, we though we would share a little of that with you as well.  Sprinkled throughout, of course, will be our very first efforts at Powerpoint.  If you think teaching drama is a challenge . . .

How does drama educate?

In a time when creativity, innovation and much of our economic health is dependent upon our abilities to communicate, and schools are increasingly seen as the laboratories for democratic life, “the quantity and quality of talk in the classroom . . .is an important part of preparing citizens to find and use their voices” (Bloem, Klooster & Preece, 2008, p. 6).  Drama educates through a multiplicity of metalanguages—what the joint declaration of the UNESCO World Arts Conference (2006) calls “the humanizing languages of the arts” (p. 2)—and it requires each student to bring his or her own personal contexts and feelings into play.  Drama teaches students “many of the skills that they need to be an everyday participant in our diverse and complex literate society” (O’Mara, 2008, p. 159) by engaging them holistically with the meanings offered in a story, where they explore human behaviours and experiences in social circumstances under fictional pressure. These holistic experiences then become the material with which their metaphorical worlds are woven. 


Twenty-five years ago, drama innovator Gavin Bolton (1984) recognised the power of embodied narrative when he argued for placing drama at the centre of the curriculum. Rather than seeing literacy practices as discrete competencies unconnected to students’ lives outside school, Bolton, together with Dorothy Heathcote (2003), crosses disciplines and subject areas.  They create learning contexts in which students use their literacy skills in multi-modalities immersed in situations that demand their participation.  For example, students in role as landscape designers present their design for a garden landscape at a school for blind children or a group of university students in role as seamstresses create a wedding dress for a princess.  Enterprizes such as these demand extensive research and skills from many areas of expertise.  It is this “apprenticeship into the very specific forms of [social] languages and literacies represented inside and outside the classroom” (Hawkins, 2004, p. 17) that makes drama such a rich pedagogy. 


 “Drama,” writes Hughes (1991), “allows students to build a bridge between their own inner worlds and the external reality of other people, events and ideas” (p. 137).  The variety of strategies (or teaching genres) are in themselves bridges of access as they can only work when they are experienced, shared and undertaken by the whole class.  In the work we do, there are two fictional worlds, the one provided by the story and the one created by the drama participants who “play” within the context of that story and who reframe those worlds to reflect their own thoughts and actions.  And for us as teachers, unless there is a bridge between those fictional worlds and the real world of the students’ everyday experiences, we will have failed in our mandate.   

In the past, the traditional creative drama approach was to use a story as a resource and is exemplified in the work of the early drama educators such as Winifred Ward in America or Peter Slade in England. In Cinderella, for example, most tellings begin with Cinderella scrubbing the hearth and ends with the wedding, so the story would be told or read and then re-enacted and each piece of the plot played out sequentially. Roles would be cast, scenes delineated and the language, while improvised, would closely follow the plot of the story.

In more current practice that adherence to plot is loosened.  We might start with showing the students a shoe that was found in a garden.  Where did it come from? What kind of person could it belong to? Who might be able to answer our questions? What might some of those questions be about? (Here we are entering into the middle of the story.)  Or we could begin by planning the menu for a ball. What sorts of food and drink would be appropriate for a young man’s introduction to society? (Starting before the story) or we could ask, “I wonder what might cause someone to treat another badly?” (Exploring the themes and context for the story). If the story is read aloud as the starting point, we could then move into drama by asking such questions as, “If you were the Prince, what would you say to your future sisters in law? How might you want to include them in the celebrations?” or “As the step-sisters, you note that the wedding is two weeks away and you haven’t yet received your invitations. To whom might you write about this glaring omission?” (Going beyond the story) (Saxton & Miller, 2006, p. 18/19).

When we are working just with the ideas and events in the story, we can play on the line of the story, between the lines or beyond the lines (Brownie, Close & Wingren, 1988; Manzo, 1969) because in drama, we are always looking to find what lies beneath the lines and those lines are, in great part, constructed by the students’ own responses and actions.  Drama, when taught effectively, offers opportunities for students to project themselves safely into fictional worlds that challenge, interrogate and demand their engaged and committed attention. It is beneath the lines, in the subtext, that ambiguities, assumptions, perspectives, attitudes and biases are made evident and our inner voices can be expressed, explored and reflected upon.  


As another example of that kind of learning, we offer the following.  Here, however, there is no story to draw upon, the only source being an idea and the students’ own life narratives.  In a role drama that addressed the theme of community-making (Burke & Malczewski, 1990), students were put into the position of imagining a world they had the responsibility to create; to populate a new planet, leaving behind the safety of the known.  In fulfilling the task, they were challenged to bridge their understanding of the best of their real world into the creation of an ideal metaphoric world.  Charged with choosing applicants who could best meet the needs of a new community, they formulated some overarching questions:  Who would be the best people to populate a new world? What would the characteristics of such people be?  One of the suggestions was the people chosen must be healthy.  This was not a surprising requirement but what was illuminating was the discussion and questions that arose from that suggestion: What does it mean to be healthy? If someone was disabled, did that necessarily exclude him or her from the concept of health?  What did "healthy in mind and body" mean?  Another characteristic they suggested was these candidates be young.  A student asked, "Does that mean my parents couldn't go?  How are we going to learn from past mistakes?" (Miller & Saxton, 2003).  The quality of these negotiations drove the dialogue to ever-expanding circles of projection and hypothesis as students grappled with meanings and implications that have significance in their imagined world and, more importantly, to their real worlds.


It is these key questions and ideas that allow students opportunities to explore possibilities within the safety of a metaphoric world they control. This ability to hold both worlds in the mind at the same time and to move between the two as the drama unfolds, allows the drama to be consciously experienced.  It is, of course, in those moments when thought and feeling unite; when a student is both outside and inside the experience, that rich reflection and expression is built.  

How we arrived at a way of helping generalist teachers to work in drama?


Many of the pre-service students we teach and the generalist teachers who ask us to conduct in-service workshops have very little or no drama experience—in fact, there is sometimes a culture of ignorance about the arts in general.   They are intimidated by the thought that they will be required to do things for which they have no training.  How then can we help these teachers? How to provide the safety of text (something they know and do understand) with opportunities for students they teach to contribute and build the work so that they see it as their own (something that may be seen as intimidating and confusing)?


Research confirms that “visual images and the creative arts are central to supporting literacies and numeracies” (Shirley Brice-Heath, 2000, p. 123). One of the most effective supports for our pre-service students (and for us) is offered by picture books.   When choosing those books, we look for writing and illustrations that engage all the domains—cognitive, affective, physical and spiritual—that the curriculum must address if students are to be fully educated.   The question then becomes, how do we create what might be called a “constructivist structure” and write it up in such a way that both teachers and students have a sense of freedom from the very constraints that a structure provides?  Answering this question took us a number of years and a lot of help from our teachers and students who allowed us to “do” drama “to” them, and were not afraid to tell us where we went wrong and generous enough to encourage us with feedback that was rich and rigorous.


We began to explore those questions first prompted by Roberto Innocenti’s Rose Blanche (1998) and a drama lesson we found in a drama journal (Wall, 1993), designed to explore issues of the Holocaust as part of the high school curriculum. The experiential exploration of the text and the illustrations generated an actualized empathic response from students: We quote: “In ‘conscience alley,’ I realized how complicated it must have been for Rose to choose to help the children.” “As the wife of a German soldier, I had to put aside my own feelings and thoughts about the war and see it from her perspective.” This emotional engagement with the story seemed to tap into other ways of knowing.  The students were seeing the story right from the inside, with all of its contradictions, questions and challenges, negotiating the ugliness of the content with a sensitivity and understanding that was surprising, considering teenagers’ reputation for disengagement. 

After that experience, we looked for other picture books that presented themes and issues relevant to the curriculum and to students in elementary and intermediate, as well as secondary classrooms.  Jane Yolen’s Letting Swift River Go (1992), a re-working of the story of building the Quabbin Reservoir in which towns were drowned in order that urban centres might have sufficient water supply, engaged ten year olds as deeply as senior high school students.



Younger children saw the story as what happens when you have to leave your home and watch the world you know change; the older students recognized the power of change but also appreciated the opportunities the drama strategies and techniques offered for building and understanding character and subtext as theatrical skills. While the content and exploration followed the same structure, the intellectual and aesthetic approaches differed.  


Then we found Jim McGugan’s Josepha: A prairie boy’s story (1995), the story of a young immigrant boy and his experiences in a one-room schoolhouse at the turn of the twentieth century.  It is a wonderful source in which students can explore their own school experiences and differences.  That same story, used with pre-service teachers or generalist teachers brings their own experiences into the discussion—experiences that, as for Josepha, are about matters of access and who has the right to education.  Other stories like The Composition (Skármela, 1997) or Beneath the Surface (Crew, 2004) raise, in just a few pages, issues of censorship, of power and of silence as a form of protection; whereas Woolvs in the Sitee (Wild, 2007) or Way Home (Hathorn, 1994) deal with contemporary societal issues from the perspectives of young people. 


Story dramas built around texts such as these allow us, in Maxine Greene’s (1995) words, “to name what we see around us—the hunger, the passivity, the homelessness, the ‘silences’ . . . [I]t requires imagination” she writes,” to be conscious of them, to find our own lived worlds lacking because of them” (p. 111). As we have continued to expand our interest in children’s picture books, we have discovered that many of these stories are a means of generating rich conversations about abstract concepts that are often only situated in textbooks weighted with the baggage of assignments (Manuel, 2008, p.39).

What does the research say?


Along with creating safe structures for our teachers, we also had to make sure that what we were offering was based on strong theoretical and practical foundations (academics working behind the scenes require the former and classroom teachers need the latter). We are all aware that the isolating nature of technology, concerns about safety, and the breakdown of social and cultural traditions, is changing relationships with and within our worlds.   Classrooms have now become one of the few places where people can gather together to discover and practice the skills of social literacy, a term that for us, encompasses many of the ideas that lie at the heart of the hidden curriculum—the unspoken rules of social encounter that are defined and reinforced within school contexts. In a paper on theory of mind and autism, Cambridge psychologist Simon Baron-Cohen (2001), identifies qualities of language appropriate to the social context—attributes which have long been identified by drama educators as foundational to the skills of improvisation. For instance,  


• the ability to adapt the content of one’s speech to what your listener knows or needs to 


know 


• to be sensitive to the contributions of another


• to recognize what is appropriate to say in a particular context


• to take turns so that each participant can contribute


• to help your listener follow when a change of topic is occurring (p. 179).  


Yet, at a time when we should know better, most of our classrooms are still organized within a proscenium relationship that has been around in theatre for at least the last three centuries.  There are performers (teachers) whose audiences (students) are expected to sit and not speak. This mode of knowing, characteristic of 90% of primary/elementary classroom instructional time in schools in North America [Pianta, Belsky, Houts & Morrison, 2007], disconnects us “physically and emotionally, from the things we want to know” (Palmer, 1998, p. 51) and, more importantly, it disconnects us from ourselves and those around us.  


Drama education is teaching “in the round” and because it is a collective process, it is often hard to spot the teacher.  The circle is fluid with participants and teacher moving in and out as they respond to the situations. Teaching, Parker Palmer (1998) writes, is an act of hospitality, “an endless reweaving of the social fabric on which all can depend” (p. 50).  This metaphor of guests and host describes a relationship that, in drama, generates opportunities for learning beyond curriculum content and derives most often from “teaching as conversation” in which the students’ conceptual frameworks—the ways in which they currently understand the world—are a valid and necessary part of the talk (Anderson, 2009).  Because a story drama structure is always situated within a context that demands all kinds of talk (Little, 1984), it offers possibilities for understanding content in ways that are constructive and collaborative because the learning is embodied, enacted and social—just as theatre itself is a social art form.


In this community of practice, students become members of multiple discourses with the added opportunity for discovering how their physical engagement becomes embodied “signposts” for affective and cognitive understanding of who they are in relation to others within a community of learners.  Because the body is the place where our internal thoughts and feelings meet the outside world, it is through the body that we begin to understand what it is that we are actually saying and meaning.  Researchers today are concentrating on the neurological, social and technological changes that are effecting how students learn.  In so many studies, the antidotes suggested are, for example: less teacher-directed learning (Knapp, 1999); content made relevant and engaging, resisting the “forced marches through textbooks” (National Council of Teachers of English, USA, 1988; 1993); collaborative learning opportunities (Anderson, 2009); learning that engages students with issues of morality and ethics (Winston, 1998; Noddings, 2008).  Stanley Pogrow (2009) points out that many students today lack a sense of understanding; that beyond the age of nine, students need the kinds of thinking skills that will help them to deal with ever more complex content.  They need, he says, “to understand what it is to understand” (p. 410) in order to be able to retain and organize the new content.  He recommends (nothing new for you) intensive, interactive conversations, conversations that give time to students for the expression of their ideas, where these are listened to, fed back, challenged, reframed, deepened by both teacher and peers.  Such conversations, he suggests, can be generated by what he calls “outrageous” acts of teaching (p. 411) that use dramatic techniques to promote engagement.  His research on the changes that have led him to this conclusion are wide-ranging and make a great deal of sense.  He is, in a strange way, promoting drama as a cross-curricular learning medium.  Using drama strategies in literacies-of many-kinds-building, is a powerful “engager” to promote understanding.  Ever since the word “literacies” has been in the educational vocabulary, educators have been suggesting the use of strategies and techniques that are central to effective drama teaching and learning—in fact those strategies and techniques are the drama curriculum. 


Aboriginal education at the University of Victoria is beginning to be embraced as a way of knowing that has much to offer our students and our faculties and is closely aligned to the world of drama education.  This articulation was demonstrated in a recent study (Williams & Tanaka, 2007) of student immersion in indigenous pedagogy through the use of traditional textile arts:  Students experienced the principles of traditional indigenous ways of teaching and learning such as mentorship and apprenticeship; learning by doing; learning by deeply observing, through listening, telling stories and singing songs; learning as a member of a team with “positive intent and an open heart” and learning by sharing.   For students the ability to “spin like a dust storm”—another indigenous principle of learning is something that we, as drama teachers and theatre artists, recognize as a condition of our work.  Even within the tightly woven structure of a drama (or, indeed, any lesson you have planned), it is the unknown, ephemeral, changeable moments that drive the experience.  Our research into complexity as post-modern curriculum reinforces how much of our current understanding has always been present in the knowledge and experience of our aboriginal elders had we paid attention.  “Curriculum is not just the facts and skills we teach,” Wolk (2008) reminds us, “but the knowledge we create together and the understandings and connections that each learner makes from that knowledge” (p. 118). So, the research is there—has been for a very long time. 

How does an actual drama strategy work?



Having found a good story, what are the strategies and techniques that will generate the conditions for exploration?  How can we add the action to explore the content, to bring the story to life?  Having generated that action, how can it be transformed into a new level of experience? “Activities,” writes Selma Wasserman (2007), “are rarely memorable, nor do we think of them as having the power to affect us in long-lasting ways.  Experiences, on the other hand, deeply engage us, on both a cognitive and affective level” (p. 292). Drama transforms activities into experience when things matter, when the strategies are scaffolded in such a way that reflection is inherent.  And reflection is key to this deep engagement.  Nevertheless, for as much as our students have been taught the value of reflection and had it modeled, how often in practice they leave out the reflective components of the lesson.  “Oops, we’re out of time. We’ll talk about it tomorrow.”  But by the time tomorrow rolls around, students have moved on and so has the teacher. This avoidance has puzzled us.  Is that they have had no experience of reflection in their twelve years of schooling?  Is it that they think reflection is simply an optional component of a well-planned lesson or that the doing (after all, it is “Drama”) is more important than the thinking about? Perhaps, as Eric Booth suggests in The Everyday Work of Art (1999), we simply “have an ingrained bias” against such an activity, deeming [our] thoughts not “worth noticing”(p. 54)?  But, in drama, whether the reflection occurs as part of the drama (for instance, writing in role) or outside the drama (discussing possible choices), reflection is how we can see our ideas mediated and how our thinking can be changed. And for students every time their suggestions or comments are taken up, there is a sense of validation:  “My ideas matter.  I am making this drama.” As Preece (2004) maintains, it is here that “literacy is at its most robust.  It’s learning that stretches” (p.xii). As early as 1980, the Commission on the Humanities was telling us that, “by awakening a sense of what it might be like to be someone else or to live in another time or culture, [the arts] tell us about ourselves, stretch our imagination, and enrich our experience.  They increase our distinctively human potential (1980, pp. 1/2).


In the reflective exchange and negotiation of ideas and viewpoints, students are also practicing the most important of all the literacies, that of social literacy.  The ability to negotiate ideas and meanings within a community and to arrive at an understanding of the changes needed and the importance of the values we hold—is to experience the making of bridges into the world of peers, others and our own adulthood. 


Our last example is used to introduce a story drama structure based on Margaret Wild’s The Very Best of Friends (see Miller & Saxton, 2004, p. 32), a story about a long-married couple, James and Jessie, their farm, their pets (in particular, a cat named William) and the death of James.  It brings together the diverse points of view, the knowledge and feeling responses of the group to big ideas central to the story.  The big ideas or key understandings and questions—themes that are all part of the written as well as the hidden curriculum—are what drive this story along: “What is a friend? How you treat your friends and your pets may be reflected in their actions toward you,” “Loss changes people in unexpected ways.” 


Here is how we suggest the teacher helps students begin to enter the story:


• Three to four words or phrases are presented, each one is written in the centre of a large, individual piece of paper:  OUTCAST; FRIEND; BELONGING; THE FARM.


• The class is asked to divide into groups of 6 – 8 and, in those groups, to sit around one 
of the four pieces of paper. They are asked to brainstorm images, thoughts, phrases and 
so on, generated by the word(s) and to write their responses on the 
paper.


• After 3 minutes, students rotate to the next “station”, read what is written and add their 
own thoughts. 


In looking at what is going on, we see participants building a collective understanding through talking, writing, reading, responding, clarifying, generating, composing and so on (for a more complete list of thinking skills, see Asking Better Questions, 2007, p. 19). Students sometimes draw their ideas symbolically, choosing a particular coloured pen. They use specific fonts, sizes and styles of writing to emphasize their ideas and, as the papers become filled, many of the entries are juxtaposed, forming their own internal conversations.  As participants move from paper to paper, they are gathering a shared vocabulary that allows them insight into one another’s thinking. Physically, they are organizing themselves in space, adjusting community space and recognizing personal boundaries. As the activity moves forward, they are having to read more, building on more and more ideas while working to a time limit.


• Students are then asked to return to their original station to read what has been added to 
their initial thinking and to discuss their responses.


Now students are faced with the expansions of their original work.  The discussion is generally lively because they are intrigued to see how their ideas have been used to generate new concepts.  Ambiguities and contradictions are explored with curiosity (“Where did that come from?” “Isn’t it interesting that these ideas are so opposite and yet both so true!”).  And while no one is sure who wrote what (the safety factor), there is recognition among participants of the diversity and the breadth of their fellow participants’ ideas and experience—an important means of building community.  

• The next activity requires students to synthesize the thoughts and ideas that are lying on 
the paper, into an image—a tableau or still photograph—that they make with their bodies.  
Their task is to interpret the collective meaning that they now bring to the words on their paper and to stand that collective meaning on its feet, so to speak. This is the rehearsal period where they are trying out ideas; reframing; refocusing; negotiating and representing their collective understanding using their bodies.  


• These tableaux are then shared one at a time while the other groups observe and 
comment first on what they see and then on what they interpret from that information.  
The teacher or a student may want to put a hand on the shoulder of someone in the 
tableau and ask, “What is in your mind?” in order to hear what that person is thinking.


• The presenting group then has an opportunity to respond to what they heard and may, if 
time permits, reframe their tableau to incorporate the contributions of others. 


Reading embodied language involves students in reading (and interpreting) sign—sign at a feeling as well as a descriptive level.  Deconstructing an image requires focussed observation and deep sensitivity while, on the other hand, those within the tableau are required to keep their messages consistent, coherent and still, as any movement blurs the meaning.  Often, participants work with sentence strips, captioning the tableaux to illuminate inherent meanings. Other groups may be invited to caption the tableau they are observing and the variety of captions offers validation for the presenters and, often, new perspectives—“We never realized what we were making.”  We know how often it is that a comment from someone outside our process can help us to see what it is that we are actually saying and meaning. The reflection on the meanings conveyed and the process of conveying them is a transformative moment; it is when learners become their own teachers within a community of shared practice.  Many of these students have not worked in this way before. They have never considered the impact of how embodied meaning, framed through the elements of theatre—movement, stillness, sound, silence, light, dark—can contribute to understanding.  Many of them have had creative and artistic experiences but have not been asked to consider and reflect on them. 


Students, Nel Noddings (2008) tells us, “need to explore and discuss such great existential topics as faith, immortality, happiness, love, character, suffering, and morality . . . [they] also need to consider important personal and social issues” (p. 36) that are relevant to their own lives.  As the big questions and ideas are uncovered and explored through the drama process, students come away with a better understanding of how their beliefs, values and biases may enhance or constrain their perspectives and how those dispositions may influence them in relation to real-world issues. 


For us, drama works because it is an art form where narrative lies at its heart.  Enacted stories become places to integrate curriculum, bridging to all manner of literacies.  Drama offers the space, as Davis (2005) puts it, “to foster and lay bare the stuff of connection and community” (p. 15).  As the process unfolds through conversations, negotiations, confrontations, it provides a place for practicing the skills of the hidden curriculum.  And, in that unfolding, students’ sense of self-efficacy and self-identity are validated by a community of peers as together, they shape the work and themselves in the creation of imaginative possibilities.  When students express the realities of their felt and lived experiences through the metaphors of dramatic fiction, communication, collaboration, conciliation become spans in the bridges they are building as they find their way across the landscapes of their experiences to join the terra incognita of a democratic society. 
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