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John O’Toole

Drama: the Game-Changer in Education
Lost in Translation?

John O’Toole

Honorary Professor, Griffith University and University of Melbourne

Abstract

In this ‘converse keynote’, John O’Toole engages the audience in real
conversation about the factors that make drama distinctive in schools both as a
subject and a pedagogy. He identifies seven clear distinctions from conventional
practice in schools and the audience investigates these through discussion of their
own classroom experiences of drama. Using examples drawn from round the globe,
he identifies some of the cultural and other factors which inhibit the implementation
and spread of drama, and again, the audience explores some of these using their own
experiences. Finally, he sets the audience an advocacy task, challenging them to find
ways of breaking down the real or perceived cultural barriers to the introduction and

implementation of drama in schools.
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Why don’t we all do some drama?!!! (i.e. Let’s do some dramal!)

Why DON’T we all do some drama? (i.e. what’s stopping us?)

Why do you do drama, and not only do it, but make doing it your career? What
was your first meaningful encounter with drama or theatre, that set you off on your
journey to where you are today? While you are thinking, I’ll tell you mine. As a
twelve year old | was roped in at the last minute to a school inter-house play
competition, where | had to rush on near the end and cry out: “The manuscript...

melodramatic entrance. Apparently on the basis of that | was cast as Portia in the full
school production of the Merchant of Venice (it was an all-boys school) which was
great except for the bit where she has to kiss Bassanio. From there | was hooked.
Luckily for the world and for me, | learned quite early that my acting skills were
never going to top that. So, you know what they say, rather unfairly: if you can’t do,
teach. And when some years later I fellinto drama education | was fortunate to fall on
to the mighty shoulders of two drama giants, Gavin Bolton and Dorothy Heathcote.

OK, that’s my story — now it’s your turn. Make a pair with someone... and I
promise this will work much better with someone who is not your best friend sitting
next to you. Look round the room till you can make eye contact with somebody you
don’t know or don’t know well at least. Then quickly move to sit with them.
Introduce yourselves if you don’t know each other at all.

I am going to start by asking you to talk together very briefly ... but don’t
worry, you’ll be telling stories, so you’ll enjoy it! Let’s start with that very first
experience of drama — just each in turn quickly tell your partner what was your first
experience, how you felt, and how it’s affected you. You have thirty seconds each.
Go.

It’s a long road from there to wherever you feel you are now — and an even

longer road for me from “The Manuscript — it’s gone” to talking with today’s august
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gathering. Let’s analyse a bit of that road.

You’ve all in this room obviously discovered something of what is special about

drama, which makes it work in schools, whether you are using it as a pedagogy to

teach second language or history, or playbuilding, or doing full-scale theatre

productions?

It occurs to me there are at least seven key distinctions that make drama special,

and different. Different... but not easy or comfortable.

1.

10

The first is wrapped up in the very English words ‘Play’ and ‘creativity’.
Teaching and learning in schools is conventionally thought of as work...
schoolwork. In drama we do Plays. We come to drama, especially improvised
forms, from our early dramatic and creative play as infants... and we go on to
create plays. So drama is always “play-full”...and that makes it something
that is fun and engaging in schools.

The secondkey distinction follows directly from play, and that is questions.
Orthodox schooling is all about answers, and right answers. Teachers do ask
questions, but not real ones, only ones to which they already know the correct
answer. Drama always starts with a question to which there is no right answer:
What if...? And that leads us to the land of ‘As if...” where we can play with
the realities we think we know, and explore new worlds and new possibilities.
Questions lead directly to the third key distinction:dialogue. Of course
dialogue is central to nearly all drama, and drama teaching no less so.The
traditional pedagogic relationship in both East and West is that of a teacher
who imparts knowledge and skills one way to each unknowing student.
Through drama new knowledge is shared and constructed together by teacher
and students through conversation, and conclusions and decisions agreed
together.

The fourthdistinction is that drama is about telling stories. In most
schoolrooms teachers tell stories as a sideline to the main activity, say
learning to read, or how things work in science. In drama and theatre, the
story is central to the learning, as we’ll now begin to demonstrate.
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Let’s disrupt this keynote a bit more.

Working again with your pair, each of you is going to tell a story about a drama
lesson or learning experience. A’s story will be of a triumph, a real success story. B’s
story will be of a challenge, misadventure or even disaster, a drama experience or
drama lesson where things did not go at all as planned.

In case you are worried that describing a failure to possibly a stranger might
make you look silly or lose face, I’ll digress here to recommend that everyone should
read a new book called A Reflective Practitioner’s Guide to Misadventures in Drama
Education,’ in which twenty famous drama educators tell stories of their most
terrible failures, and what they learned from the disaster. It’s a wonderfully revealing
and valuable example of trial-and-error learning, where, as the saying goes,
‘experience is what you get when you are looking for something else’!

Now decide who is going to beA,who will tell the happy story and who is going
to be B, who will tell the disaster.

Now, all the As, you will describe one real triumph or success you’ve had in a
drama classroom either as teacher or learner — perhaps a lesson or unit you taught
that really worked. If you haven’t yet done any drama teaching (or never had a
success yet!), then one where you were the learner, perhaps here at this great
university drama department, or way back in your own schooldays...but just not that
very first experience you’ve described earlier. Try to remember the event as clearly
and succinctly as you can.

Now, A, you have one minute to tell your partner about it. B, listen carefully,
but don’t interrupt or ask questions until it’s over. As you listen, listen carefully and
also look and observe your partner’s physical and vocal expression as they tell their
tale. Go.

5. Before we go on to analyse that story in more detail, let’s note the fifth key
feature of drama that makes it different from conventional teaching: empathy.

11
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What you learn is not just objective facts out there, but something you
subjectively identify with — all drama is about stepping into somebody else’s
shoes, so it’s bound to call upon your empathic skills and develop them ...
and then stepping out of them again, so you learn too about emotional
distancing.

So, back to your pairs:

Now, B, it is your turn. Not for your own disaster story, yet. We’ll get to that.
I’m going to ask you to tell back to A the story you have just heard — A’s story. But
you must tell it in the first person, as if it had happened to you — it’s your success
story. See if you can be so convincing that A actually believes you! In order to be
convincing, you will have to capture something of A’s physical and vocal
expression — capture and feel, not just mimic. See how convincing you can be. A,
don’t interrupt, even if you think they are getting the story wrong. Just look
interested, and give them feedback at the end. OK. Go.

| imagine that if B was really convincing, it had quite a lot to do with how
effectively they were able to embody something of A’s physical and vocal style of
expression.

6. And that is a pointer to the sixth key distinctive feature of drama:
embodiment. Drama really is what the educational philosophers dream of — a
fully embodied pedagogy. Every educator talks about it, but nearly all
conventional subjects in education STILL only set out to feed the brain, not
the body and especially the emotions. As somebody once pointed out: leave
your body at the classroom door and just bring your USB drive to your desk.

Now put A’s story aside for a few minutes — we are going to come back to it. B,
it’s your turn again, but to be yourself this time, not somebody else. It’s time for you
to tell your less happy story, your own misadventure, to A. Just as before, A, listen
and watch very carefully, as you can probably guess what you’re going to be asked to
do next. Everybody clear? Right — go.

12
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Now, A: Will you please re-tell B’s story of disaster back to them, and once
again, in the first person, and see if you can make B believe it happened to you
instead. B, it’s a bit harder this time: once again, let yourself be interested in it as if it
was someone else’s story and don’t interrupt. But this time it’s not just anybody’s
story. Imagine you are A’s best friend, and they are telling you this sad story seeking
advice. At the end, I’ll give you a few minutes to offer them some suggestions as to
what they might have done, or how they might do better next time! Ready. Go.

Remember both these stories, which you now both jointly own.

7. But before you can really claim ownership of what you are learning, we need
to invoke the seventh crucial characteristic of drama: reflection and analysis.
You know that anytime when you’ve had an especially exciting drama or
theatre experience with other people, watching a play or a film, or taking part
in a particularly absorbing rehearsal or process drama, as you walk out you
can’t help bursting out with what sounds like burbling. You know?... “Wow -
wasn’t that ‘great’ or ‘cool’ — depending how old you are... What about the
bit where...!I! ... And when she came out with that...!!"” Well that’s not just
meaningless burble (and there’s even a bit of research to prove it)2. It’s the
beginning of reflection. You’re beginning to process the rich holistic
experience you’ve had — emotional, intellectual and sensory — into some kind
of understanding that you can use. So to be useful learning, drama
experiences have to be turned into useful knowledge by reflection and
analysis.

Which is what we are going to do now, even with these tiny snippets of drama,
your stories.AND I’'m hoping you might test out my theories here to see whether I’m
right or not! If I am right about my seven key characteristics of drama teaching and
learning, then some or all of these ought to have been present in A’s story, and have
been missing, or gone wrong, in B’s.

13
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Here are my seven Drama Keys again:

Play and creativity

Questions — real questions

Dialogue — openness and sharing of knowledge and decisions
Story — some kind of central narrative

Empathy — effective emotional identification... and distancing
Embodiment — body, emotions and cognition equally involved

N gk~ w P

Reflection — understanding what you now know

Together, now look at A’s happy story, and go through these keys in turn, seeing
whether they were present, and how much they contributed to the success. Maybe
you’ll find some other or more important keys. 1’ll be generous and give you a little
longer this time... but not much!

Whatever the keys to the success of your drama experience were, if they work
then every drama lesson should be a dazzling success... However, of course there are
other factors which prevent that. Very quickly indeed, go back toB’s experience, and
look at the disaster story. Just check through those seven Drama Keys and see which
of those were either not present, or overlooked, or perhaps were not able to happen.

There are of course many reasons why a drama ends up less than perfect, and
this is why | have forced you to tell these tales of woe, because of course we can
learn much more from something that at least partly fails, than from something that
works perfectly, from which we only can learn that it works perfectly, and it raises no
questions. And that brings us back to our second key distinction from conventional
teaching, where learners are expected to get right answers, and only right answers,
and are marked on that, and so trial and especially error are discouraged, and
students often damned for it.

Some of the reasons for your drama’s failuremay in fact be cultural, which

14
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brings us closer to the main theme of this conference. Just this year, there are - or
will shortly be appearing - four very sobering articles, three of them in the journal
that | edit, Applied Theatre Research, and the other in Research in Drama Education.
They are from right across the globe: Nigeria®, Romania®*, Hong Kong® and Ireland®.
Each of them describes a major initiative with the very best of intentions to establish
drama in schools, either as a subject or a teaching method - or both. None of them
has been wholly successful, and some considerably less than that.

Is it because many of the traditions, ideas, structures and training programs
come from the Anglophone Western world — UK, USA or their ex-colonies like
Australia? Well, interestingly, each of these four initiatives has struggled for
numerous reasons, some of which are quite different from each other.

In Nigeria, Drama has actually been mandated by the federal government but,in
one region at least, it is still barely seen in schools. This is partly to do with their
rigid curriculum and a slow pace of change, as well as local authorities’ reluctance to
implement and encourage drama, and the lack of teacher expertise and training
opportunities — factors common world-wide and mentioned in several of the articles.
However in South Eastern Nigeria, a dominant reason for these very factors is the
community’s own perception that drama is part of the community’s culture and
nothing to do with education: that this culture is [quote] ‘not teachable’. Ironically,
Nigeria and the parents of Nigerian children have wholeheartedly adopted an entirely
Western,mercantile, view of schooling as solely a place to learn vocational skills.
None of the arts are seen as likely career paths, therefore they have no, or little, place
in schools — even drama as a teaching method. So in this case the influence of
Western culture militates against drama in schools.

In Romania, a country where there is patchy implementation of drama in
secondary schools, there is a serious disconnect in the expectations of school students
themselves. A few young people who study drama understand the opportunities
drama provides for learning in its own right and for behaviour change; more see it as
a pathway to showbiz. Those young people who do not study drama tend not to value
it and exclusively see it as the latter, and many also express a belief that the claims of
drama for change of understanding or behaviour are pretentious and hypocritical.

15
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Ireland is different again. A country we are told whose citizens do value drama
and with a great adult theatrical tradition, and one that is moreover part of the
Anglophone culture, well-exposed to English drama education traditions... yet it
does not have a drama curriculum at all, in spite of many attempts by practitioners,
academic educators and even education authorities themselves. The author puts this
down squarely to philosophical confusion and lack of clear messages. Authorities
cannot work out what drama is supposed to be doing — is it a pedagogy, is it an
art-form, is it a therapy or social engineering tool? So the attempts have petered out
with little serious drama in curricula or inschools.

Finally, Hong Kong has a culture and educational traditions close to your own,
and one that is becoming familiar, like you, with the Anglophone drama education
tradition. Here there have been mixed results, and some progress, including the
implementation of drama as a subject in many schools, and as a pedagogy in a few
schools. That’s where, for some, it stopped, for what are described as ‘a mixture of
internal and external factors’. The results of a study in three of those schools show
very similar results to a study carried out a decade ago in Singapore by our friend
Madonna Stinson’. Where there was in the school a supportive management and
well-trained teachers, drama pedagogy flourished. Where there was [quote] ‘little
support from school management’, “ a conservative school culture’ and teachers who
were dragooned into it rather than willing enthusiasts, then drama struggled and was
much less productive. This was compounded, as usual, by lack of training and
professional development opportunities. In addition the often quoted ‘crowded
curriculum’ was invoked, meaning that drama had to be crowded out.

Now, if you are not too depressed by these stories, it’s time to apply their messages
yourselves. So, back into your pairs:

First, look at the hard luck story, B’s. Go through this checklist and see if the
drama’s lack of success was due in any measure to any of these factors:

e Lack of support or unhelpfulness by the authority of the school or wherever
the disaster happened?

16
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¢ Resistance or reluctance by the students or learners themselves?

e \Wrong expectations by the students?

e Low expectations by parents or community of the educational possibilities of
drama?

e Lack of skill by the teacher or leader (perhaps you?)or even the teacher’s
resistance to drama?

e Lack of training or PD opportunities for the teacher or leader?

e Cultural mismatch?

Other external factors might have included:

e An inappropriate space or spaces (perhaps a product of lack of official
support)?

e Inappropriate timescale and durations?

e Lack of resources that the teacher really needed

e Some purebad luck - external interference

e Something else entirely?

Go through the checklist quickly, and decide which of these was a factor, and how
significant?

Now look at one or two of the main factors that inhibited success in B’s drama,
and together, try to work out what you might be able to do about them, if you were in
the same situation.

Finally, you’re going to do some ‘proper’ fictional role-play. By now, | hope
you really know each other’s story backwards, and identified with it, so much that
perhaps you are a bit confused about who each incident happened to!

A, you of the original success story. Put yourself instead into the shoes of the
very conservative Principal of a local school, where so far, you have not let drama,
whether as a subject or a pedagogy, into your far-too-crowded curriculum... Maybe
the children get to do a co-curricular drama club, and occasional performances at

17
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school assemblies or speech nights. No more than that. Most important, remember,
is that as far as you are concerned, it is alien to your school culture.Part of your
resistance to drama is that once you experienced, or observed, a really terrible drama
experience... if it fits, the very same one that B has described and you’ve been
reflecting on today. If that doesn’t work, think of another bad drama experience that
you might have witnessed or experienced, to strengthen your resolve to keep drama
at bay.

B, you are a parent with two children at the school. You are a very influential
local community member, and have been involved in many events to help the school,
such as fundraising. You have recently been quite inspired by drama and its potential;
somehow, you or your children have experienced that wonderful lesson or drama
experience your partner described to you, and you know its effects and power. So
you have been reading up on drama, and perhaps even seen some more, or even
attended some brilliant drama workshops. You are determined for your children —
and all the others whose parents you represent - to give them this opportunity, and to
get drama established in the school curriculum — either as a subject or pedagogy, or
both (you decide). You get an appointment to speak to the Principal, and you are
determined not to leave before you’ve persuaded the Principal to think the way you
do. You will use the story that inspired you, A’s story, to help sell this proposal. Most
important, remember, is that as far as you are concerned, it is exactly what your
school culture is in need of.

So that we have a happy ending to this lecture, I’m not going to be democratic,
but dictate the ending. B, you’ve had to re-live your bad news story all today, so it’s
time for you to have a bit of a triumph. However you get there, eventually, the
Principal will be persuaded at least to give drama a try. But before that, Principal, dig
in your heels... you’ve seen how awful drama can be!

This time we will start the roleplay standing up, facing each other, as the
Principal, A, welcomes the Parent, B, into your office. You’ll sit down together, and
A will invite B to say what you’ve come about. Everybody stand, face each other and
step away if you have room, then: three, two, one: GO!

18
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Wouldn’t it be nice it was always like that? We can hope and work for it.

So, in conclusion, we have looked both at the seven distinctive and wonderful
qualities of drama, and we have looked at some of the factors that can inhibit its
implementation. To return to the conference theme, which may have come up in your
own discussions, are there major globalisation and glocalisation problems in the
development of drama education in Taiwan and South East Asia?

We can at least reflect on how you have managed the little drama tasks | have
set you today. Were there any glocalisation issues there? Only you will know that,
because the disadvantage for me as the teacher today, is that of course I have no idea
what you have been talking about throughout this keynote!

Also, we might just reflect on those four stories I told you, from Africa, Eastern
Europe, South East Asia and the British Isles. As one who is myself very much part
of the said Anglophone drama tradition, | suspect that cultural differences and
mismatches are a very small part of the problems we face, if any. In Ireland or
Romaniaor Australia, our students and our bosseshave just as confused expectations
and understanding about what drama can do there... and in many other places too. In
Nigeria, Hong Kong and Singapore, the community perceptions of drama’s place
outside education, and a lack of sufficient training and professional
development,often bedevil the bravest attempts to implement drama on a large or a
small scale, or both. And universally, dramaeverywhere conflicts with the
conventional relationships and hierarchy of educational systems, where the master
has the knowledge and the students have not... whether that system is based on
traditions that date back to medieval Christian monasteries,to modern Muslim
madrassas, to the European industrial revolution or to Confucius.

But to finish on an upbeat note. In spite of all that, of the weight of all those
systems, we’re here today, practising our drama and its seven distinctive features for
real-world education — because it is powerful, it is persuasive, and it educates the
whole person.

19
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The drama method can even permeate something as monologic and Confucian
as a keynote. Did younotice how | opened the keynote with a question and a story.
We have alldone some pretend play together, had dialogue, told stories, practised
empathy, been a little bit embodied and done lots of reflection.

Thank you for doing my work for me, so well!
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A Preliminary Exploration of Dramatic Interpretation
Applied to Cross-disciplinary Elementary-school
Courses in the Arts and Humanities Learning Area

Hsi-ju Chen
Assistant Professor, Department of Drama Creation and Application,

National University of Tainan

Abstract

This study employs “drama”, a branch of the performing arts learning area of
elementary education, as the medium to create a cross-disciplinary course that
connects the learning areas of “language” and “arts and humanities”, drawing
inspiration from three types of guided museum tours while simultaneously involving
the Taiwanese dialect, visual arts, and music. This study examines the viability of
redefining a museum’s art collection as an open, dialogic “exhibition text” that not
only elicits experiences appealing to students’ collective senses in a classroom setting,
but also encourages the brainstorming and expressing, or sharing, of ideas while
unleashing an aesthetic mindset that fosters the interpretive significance of exhibition
text. Based on the above objectives, the study analyzes the design and
implementation of a cross-disciplinary course with components of drama education
integrated, as well as its influence on students’ understanding of artworks.

Keywords: Arts and humanities; dramatic interpretation; drama education;
museum education; cross-disciplinary courses
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Implementing Reader Theater into English Teaching:
Exploration of Students’ Aesthetic Experiences

Chi-Mei Lee

English Teacher, Zhonggan Elementary School,

Xinzhuang District, New Taipei City

Abstract

The purpose of this study is to explore students’ aesthetic experiences during the
process of implementing a reader theater into English teaching. The researcher
explores students’ aesthetic experiences through their concrete behaviors, feelings,
growth, and changes after interacting with plays, activities, and classmates in a
reader theater. On the basis of relative theories and practices, this study conducts
action research by collecting the related data and offers the following findings. First,
the aesthetic experiences in a reader theater do enhance students’ understanding of
language contexts and affective aspects. Second, the aesthetic experiences in a reader
theater also strengthen students’ cognitive ability. Third, the beauty of language and
the beauty of the learning process revealed by the students both transform the
teacher’s horizons for English teaching. Finally, the aesthetic experiences in a reader
theater have more influential impacts upon an individual’s learning characteristics

and living experiences.

Keywords: Reader Theater, Aesthetic Experiences, English Teaching
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Danny: What did you have?
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All: Ha, ha, ha!
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Unitl What Time Is It?

Class English Name Chinese Name No.

Characters: (1) Narrator (2) Danny (3) Dino (4) Niki (5) Danny’s dad

Opening:

1. (2): Niki and Danny are drawing.

2.(3): What are these, Niki?

3.(4): They’re bananas.

4.(3): What time is it?

5.(4): It’s ten o’clock.

6.(1): It’s ten o’clock.

7.(3): (Grrr...) Bananas, yummy! | like bananas.

8.(1): Dino likes bananas.

9.(4): (Grrr...) What time is it?

10. (2): It’s eleven o’clock.

11.(2): It’s eleven o’clock.

12.(3): (Grrr...) What are those?

13.(2): They’re cupcakes.

14.(3): (Grrr...) Cupcakes, yummy! I do like cupcakes.

15.(1): Dino likes cupcakes very much!

16.(3): (Grrr...) What time is it?

17.(): It’s eleven thirty!

18.(3): (Grrr...) Bananas, cupcakes... (mouth watering)

19.(2): (singing) Hickory, dickory, dock. What time, what
time is it? It’s twelve o’clock. It’s twelve o’clock.
Hickory, dickory, dock.

20.(5): It’s twelve o’clock. Time for lunch!

21.(2)(3)(4): Hooray!

* very much ZEif7  *mouth watering [ 1<

Ending:

FAL KR © 2% p #%+k Dinoonthego! (= ) ' 2
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Unit2 What Are You Doing?

Class English Name Chinese Name No.

Characters: (1) Narrator (2) Danny (3) Niki (4) Irene (5) Owen (6) Dino

(7) Danny’s mom

*QOpening:
1. (2): Danny’s family is having a picnic.
Owen is with them, too.
2.(3): Come, Dino! Let’s go running together.
3.(6): Ok! Let’s go! One, two, one, two...
4.(2)(5)(7) :Go! Go! Go!
5.(2): Niki runs and runs and runs and runs......
6.(2)(5):  Twenty! Cool, Niki!
7.(3): What are you doing, Dino?
8.(6): I’m swimming. (waving arms)
9.(0): Dino is waving his arms just like swimming!

10.(2)(5): Wow! Forty! You are fast!

11.(7): Niki! Come here. Take a rest!

12.(3)(6): Coming!

13.(5): Ha, ha, ha...... Look at Dino. What’s he doing?
14.(3): He’s “swimming”.

15.(2): Dino is running with his arm bands!

16.(1): Ring...Ring...... Danny is Calling Irene.
17.(4): Hello?

18.(2): What are you doing, Irene?

19.(3):
20.

- £

*having a picnic 17 P54 *together — & *waving arms [~ #i=

*fast |} *arm bands & = [U{f5]

FAL KR ¢ 2% p #%+k Dinoonthego! (= ) ' 2
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An Exploratory Study of the Impact of Interactive
Storytelling on Young Children’s Oral
Expression Skills

Tsal, Yi-Wen

Assistant Professor, Department of Early Childhood Education,
National Pingtung University

Lee, Tze-Kuang

Associate Professor, Department of Child Care,
National Pingtung University of Science & Technology

Abstract

This study investigates the impact of interactive storytelling on young children’s
oral expression skill. This study adopts the ranging group of the quasi-experimental
research method as a post-test design, supplemented by course of action research, to
explore the use of interactive story strategies and the circumstances of children’s oral
expression skills. The 18 research subjects were 4 to 5 year-old children recruited
from a private kindergarten in Pingtung County. They were randomly divided into
experimental and control groups of 9 children each. The experimental group used an
interactive storytelling approach, while the control group used a general storytelling
approach. The quantitative and qualitative research data were collected respectively
from “Children’s Oral Expression Test” and the observation records of the
storytelling activities. The major findings of the study are as follows. First, the
interactive storytelling activities have a more positive impact on young children’s
oral expression skills than traditional storytelling. Second, interactive storytelling
activities should focus on the environment and time arrangement as well as the way
of questioning. Third, wordless picture books are likely to inspire children towards
oral expression and draw their attention in learning. Finally, several
recommendations have been provided for future research.

Keywords: Interactive storytelling, oral expression
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