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ORIENTATION LECTURE I

The place of drama in education is, very briefly, to contribute to the education of the whole child, or, to assist in the mental, emotional, social and physical development of the human being. In order to explain how drama can be expected to do such a thing, it is necessary to define what we mean by drama, and how and why it is to be used in education.

Drama is primarily a ‘recreation of experience’. It is something which is lived, felt, experienced. It is not merely something which is read out of a book, nor even something which is seen performed on the stage. If drama is ‘doing’ and education is ‘learning by doing’ then it follows that drama itself is an education. By recreating from within and experiencing for himself certain moods, emotions, characters, situations and events, the child comes into possession of the raw material -with the help of which he learns, grows and develops.

It is necessary to make a distinction at this stage between drama and the art of theatre. Theatre, which is essentially an adult activity and a complex and rich art, is primarily concerned with the impact on spectators, because its main purpose is communication. Drama is primarily concerned with its effect on the participants.
In drama, the audience is not only unimportant, but may at times be unnecessary or even positively harmful. It is of course desirable to introduce children to the art of theatre by about the time they are at secondary school; but we must be aware that we are dealing with something quite different. With drama, we are trying to provide, not an introduction to an adult art, but a way of doing and learning, a path to the development of the individual and his potential abilities.

Once we accept this distinction, then many of the problems that we have been used to dealing with when worrying about school drama, disappear. To begin with, we need not worry about the availability or otherwise of ‘plays’ for children. Drama is everywhere in life, and all sorts of suggestions can be made use of by the skilful teacher, as we shall see later, to get a drama started. Once creative work begins, it is not long before children (and even teachers) are writing their own plays to suit themselves. Better still, they can dispense with the formality of ‘writing’ a play; they ‘create’ plays and act them, which is what should be done with a play. Again, there is no need to worry about the lack of stage, or suitable space, or the lack of lighting effects, costumes, props and so on. All these are necessary in theatre; but one can do without them in drama. Even a classroom will do, though of course, a less crowded place with greater possibilities for regrouping and rearrangement would always be preferable. If equipment such as a tape-recorder is available, it can come in very handy. If however, it is not, there is still a great deal that can be done without it.

The distinction also enables us to avoid another big pitfall in building up standards of judgement. In recent years, it has gradually come to be recognised that Child Drama, like Child Art, is an art form in its own right, with its own history and stages of development, its own forms, its own rules and conventious. No one who has ever watched children at play can doubt that this is so. However, in the case of Child Art, we have accepted that it is false, misleading, and useless to judge it by the standards of adult art, and over the years people have learnt what qualities to look for in evaluating child art. The same task needs to be performed in the case of Child Drama, and it can also only be done gradually. However, we can straightway say that what is needed is not mere limitation of adults – this can only lead to copying and articificiality, narrowness, and in the long run, the stifling of the child’s own creative ability.

As far as the teachers are concerned, this point cannot be overstressed. The weakness of most adults in their inability to accept children’s levels of acting and performance. We strive after perfection by adult standards, and feel vaguely irritated by the ‘unfinished’ quality of children’s work; the immediate tendency is to rush in and ‘correct’, instead of allowing children to express themselves at their own level. The aim of drama in schools is after all, not to train professional actors and actresses and producers, still less to make performing monkeys out of children. Instead of trying, and usually failing, to copy adults, they should be encouraged to observe and criticise their own work, and trained to evolve their own standards, however, simple, for assessing a performance.

If then, drama is not merely a step towards the theatre, if the aim of drama in schools is not only to provide good performances, then what is it there for, one may ask? What is it suppose to do in the curriculum, what needs can it serve, and what is its value? The whole hearted participation of a child in drama enables him to grow in many directions. For instance, he grows in expressive abilities as he gets opportunities to practise expression. The Indian system of education is broadly built around the principle of stuffing in knowledge, or mere information. Very little opportunity is provided to put it into practice, apply it, try it out in various ways, recreate it, experience it, imagine it, play with it – in other words really get to know, inwardly, a piece of information. The child is encouraged to be passive, not a doer : writing is perhaps the only form of expression that is allowed from among the vast range of expressive media, and this is hardly enough. Drama is a wonderful medium of expression, and besides, comes more easily to most children than writing, and hence can provide a channel for creative expression. Growth in expressive abilities will naturally be most marked in the field of speech, and language in general. Equally, important, though not so easy to take note of, are the other qualities that the constant practice of creative drama can foster - independence, resourcefulness, initiative, cooperation, sympathy, imagination and many more. Strangely enough, though drama is a medium of expression, its practice also leads to a development of the perceptive abilities which are needed for it – observation, alertness, insight, imagination are all strengthened. This is so because of the demands that drama makes upon the individual, forcing him to think a new about many things. Developing the imagination is perhaps the greatest strength of drama, which can both stimulate and discipline the imagination. The development of the imagination being one of the most neglected areas of our education, it is well to remember that stimulating and strengthening it should take priority over controlling it. The first task of the teacher will be to use drama in such a way as to set the imagination at work, deepening and widening its channels, encouraging the full outpouring of ideas however absurd many of them may be at first. Once free flow has begun, then comes the time to work for precision, control and order. Before discipline can become effective, it must have something to work on. A poverty-stricken imagination due to restriction is not the same as a strong but disciplined one.

The brief hints given so far have been enough to indicate, briefly, some of the values and purposes of drama in education. Further elucidation will be provided in the following sections, in the form of practical examples and suggestions for approaches and activities. But this is not all. Drama is a joyful and rewarding experience in itself, and also an immensely useful tool of development in regard to the whole personality of the child. But besides this, it can also contribute greatly to the teaching of particular school subjects, particularly languages. This is not to suggest that drama is merely a sugar coating for the bitter pill, a way of driving home unpleasant facts as painlessly as possible. That would be taking a very narrow view of the uses of drama, and enough has been said to show that such a view is untenable. However, it is true that drama can be used in many ways to enliven the classroom, and deepen and make real the experiences which the formal lesson can only hint at. Besides, the classroom is probably the first place in which the teacher can try experiments in drama.

An example may make this clearer. Let us take the case of writing. For example, one of the most commonly heard complaints about children’s compositions is the lack of variety, strength, originality or even sheer quantity of ideas. We do not however, often pause to consider that the cause for this is the lack of stimulus to thought, which the teacher should provide. The usual composition lesson starts with some sort of oral preparation. This usually consists of a few questions aimed at random at the class. Some of the brighter students provide a few answers, and an outline is formed, which may or may not be written up for the class to use as model. The progressive teacher may use a wider variety of topics, and ask more interesting questions. Rarely does a teacher explore any of the immense number of ways in which free, original thinking can be stimulated, guided, encouraged and a fresh reservoir of ideas explored. Drama is one such way; opportunities for speech in different forms is another. Often these two can be combined. For example, if a story is built up by the class through improvisation and group talking, and part of it enacted, or if a dialogue or an argument or a very simple conversation is first spoken by one pair of group, and then others are asked to provide variations on the same theme, there will be a free flow of ideas which can be shared. The slower or duller thinkers can take advantage of the basic or common ideas, while the better students may be encouraged to develop the same theme still further. In this way, classroom drama can be an aid to composition, in any language. If one is dealing with a foreign language, as in the case of English, it is all the more important to provide opportunities of speech, for trying out new ideas in known sentence patterns, for trying out words and phrases, for getting the feel of real and natural conversation, and so forth. The preliminary building up takes on an even greater importance.

Finally, one must not omit to mention the value of dramas as theraphy, an insight which man has had and used practically for thousands of years, but which we have not so far tried to make use of consciously in our schools. Every classroom has its share of maladjusted children. Some in greater and others in less degree, as well as the abnormal, subnormal and supernormal. The majority of teachers are not equipped or trained to deal with such cases in the professional manner, nor does our school situation give them the time to do so even if they could and wished to. How, then can drama help? The therapeutic value of drama lies partly in its providing an outlet for emotional energy, for the playing out of tensions, fears and fantasies, and the expression of powerful but repressed feelings, and at a border or more indirect level, in providing for a wide range of emotional expression and the subtle and varied ways in which it can cater to the emotional and the social needs of children. All these are necessary for the development of the ‘normal’ child – in fact, they are the mechanisms by which the normal child remains normal. The same mechanisms come into play in helping the maladjusted or abnormal child through a programme of drama, though the teacher may not even know how it works. One may notice after a time the difference, though one may not know how it has come about. For example, the teacher may notice that a speech defect has improved, a listless child seems to be taking more interest, a timid one has acquired self-confidence, or a clumsy child grace. If we believe that these are things which are worth our while to achieve in education we can be content with the results.

All this assumes that the drama programme is so planned and arranged as to meet the needs of the children, conceived in educational terms. Every drama programme in a school must ask and answer this question? – how does it benefit the children who are participating? All other questions, such as how interesting or entertaining it is for the audience which may ultimately see the play, (if it is decided that there should be an audience at all) are secondary. Participation should be as wide as possible, and all who participate must get something out of it.

Drama must find its place in the classroom, as a medium of teaching various subjects. It must also be an out-of-class or extracurricular activity pursued for its own sake. For only then can a many sided programme catering to wider needs emerge, besides the narrower one geared to the needs of the various subjects taught at school. The drama programme is not a talent search programme, it is not intended merely to encourage a few gifted youngsters to develop and exhibit their talents in the field of acting, to the exclusion of all the others. Unfortunately, this is all too often what happens, particularly in schools where the only drama activity is the annual school play, for which the half a dozen suitable students are selected and rigorously drilled. This is far from what the ideal drama programme should be. Of course, it goes without saying, that in any drama programme, the gifted students will find many more opportunities, and also be able to use the opportunities that come in their way in many more ways, than their less gifted brethren. This is natural, but not at all the same as having the whole programme built around them. In the same spirit, it must be stressed once more that the aims of drama in schools is educational, and educational for all. There must be something in it for almost everyone, and something seen from an educational or developmental standpoint. Schools emphatically are not training grounds for professional actors or producers or would-be film stars.

With this brief introduction, the next section will go on to describe, with examples, some common approaches to the use of drama.

ORIENTATION LECTURE II
II.
Some Approaches to the Use of Drama
The good teacher, once started, will soon find that there can be innumerable approaches to drama. Every teacher will no doubt explore and develop his own methods for setting about it. Below, are described a few approaches which the teacher who is beginning may find useful.

1. The Approach Through Story :
This is probably the best way to start with the really young – nursery kindergarten and primary schools. The choice of story must be good, and even more important is the manner of telling. This sets the tone for the whole experience. The children are then helped to act out the story in their way. If the story is a long one, it should be divided into short segments. Questions are then asked, leading the children to talk about the story, the characters, the setting and so on, and trying to imagine themselves in various situations and as various people. The emphasis should always be on trying to imagine the whole experience from within. For example, questions might be of this type: What would the king do when he heard that ? What would you do ? What would you feel, if you were the King ? What would you say ? Then what would happen ?...... ...... ..... and so on. Naturally, the younger the children, the more cautiously this kind of questioning should be done, and should only be carried as far as the children can take. Once the main points are established, the children should be allowed to get on with the acting, with no interruptions. After the playing, the scene can be again discussed with them, and new ideas and suggestions made. This is necessary, because at first children may be shy and unable to think of anything to say. With encouragement and real freedom, they will soon improve. ‘Mistakes’ should never be pointed out, for the simple reason that at this point of development of the work, there are no mistakes. If, for example, a child has turned his back to the ‘audience’ or failed to say exactly what he should have, it matter not in the least, provided the others can understand and make up for it, which they will soon learn to do in a million ways. If, however, the child fails to say something or to mention a point which is essential for the development of the plot as such, it can be pointed out, because it will soon be obvious to him and the others anyway. This is not a conventional ‘mistake’. This kind of point, if discussed will enable to the children to think more and improve their playing. Shame, fear, ridicule embarrassment, guilt are not weapons which can ever be used for success in drama, in any case, since our aim is to encourage and help.

As the play develops and improves, it may seem to be good enough to deserve an audience presentation. If this is done at this stage, it will be found that there is no need for anyone to learn his part, that all parts are interchangeable (and must be so from the beginning) and that there is no danger of anyone forgetting what he has to do. The teacher’s reward for throwing away the script, and forgetting to ‘direct’ will be in the spontaneous natural and zestful performance of the children.

2. The Approach through Mime and Movement:

Mime and movement form a beautiful and satisfying form of artistic expression, and this is a good enough reason for including them in the programme. However, they have certain further advantages for schools. Shy, timid, and frightened children, and those unaccustomed to drama are often discouraged by the necessity of having to speak, especially in public; also, the fear of having to ‘go up in front’ alone and do something comes in. Movement and mime not only remove the first difficulty, but also the second by providing such scope for group and crowd work. The shy and inarticulate can participate as freely as the more fluent, all can concentrate on one thing at a time and besides can develop a form of expression in which the whole body and thus the whole self comes into play.

Mime work can begin with acting out, all together, simple everyday actions both large and small – ranging from digging, heavy things and drawing water to eating, threading a needle or wrapping a parcel. From these can be built up group scenes in mime, in which each child plays a part, and all have to work together in cooperation and awareness of each other. Themes such as a fair, a market place, a factory, or a circus, a procession, a zoo, a hospital could be taken. A variety of suitable themes will soon suggest themselves. From these scenes, a small story with the elements of a plot can be built up if desired, though this is not strictly necessary. Acting games and charades such as the popular children’s games ‘Statues’ can also be used as a starting point for mime. Many other approaches can lead into mime – an attempt to portray different kinds of people, or different occupations; expressing varying reactions and emotions to a given situation; expressing the same emotion in different situations; illustrating rhymes, proverbs and sayings; using real or imaginary objects and properties; working out games, fights, accidents, chases etc. in mime; reacting to music, sound and rhythm, or to poetry, or prose readings, and many other.

It is best to develop mime through the imagination – at every stage the child must be led, through question guidance and suggestions to imagine how it would feel to be in such and such a situation or such and such a person doing such and such a thing, and to act accordingly. Cheap imitation, or merely copying, should be avoided. As far as possible, the teacher should avoid giving a demonstration of ‘how’ to do a certain thing, as this invariably leads to imitation and perpetuates lack of self-confidence in the student. In any case, it is not the technical success of the ‘how’ that is important. Acting should be from within, and never from the outside. This can be done by constantly enabling people to identify with the situations and characters. Exercises, particularly in movement, are useful, but should be introduced later, especially when the children themselves realise the difficulty of doing a particular thing. The story itself may lead directly into the exercise. Exercise can also be used, very quickly, at the beginning of a group session, for loosening up, warming up, fun, relaxation and creating the correct atmosphere.

3. The Approach through Speech : 

This is just the reverse of the approach discussed above, and very suitable for use in crowded classroom, as it lends itself to more order, and less danger of noise and confusion in the classroom. Simple situations involving two, and later more persons, can be set up, which provide the motive, subject matter and opportunity, for speech. Carrying, receiving and reacting to messages, receiving and carrying out instructions with comments, telephone calls, and other everyday situations such as going to the market, house to house selling, interviews, meetings between matched pairs of people; all these can lead to speech exercises with possibilities for being developed in full or in brief. A variety of speech games and exercises will be found in some books on the subject (see bibliography). From pairs, the groups can be enlarged upto five or six persons; conversations can be directed or free; actions, or later, a plot may be introduced if desired; writing may also follow, if desired. Many groups may like to follow up this sort of activity until it leads into playwriting.

4. The Approach through Situations : 

This method leads to direct and immediate involvement of the participants, and is one of the most interesting. The teacher outlines a situation, briefly, and asks the students to develop it from there on. “What happened next, and how, and why?” is a good question to ask at this point. Of course a great deal of help will have to be given at first, through discussion and analysis of the situation through questioning and enabling the students to identify with the characters, and by suggesting different kinds of situations and characters every time, so that the imagination can be stretched to its fullest capacity. The situations selected may be realistic (for example, everyday incidents from domestic life, telephone messages or radio announcements, brief news items from newspapers etc.), or fantastic (imaginary journeys, supernatural visits and characters, space travel, animal stories) and range all the way from one extreme to another. They may be close to the children’s daily experience (robbery, accident, election, strike, street fights) or far removed (life in distant and strange places, life at sea or in a mine, escape from prison, refugees etc., depending on the area) and again move gradually from one to the other. They may involve few or many people, they may use only mime, or introduce speech also; other theatrical devices and ideas can slowly be brought in if wished. They may remain short sketches, or be used to strengthen speech, language or knowledge in some area, or develop into fuller plays for presentation. They may be worked on for short or long periods, branch off into many related activities such as reading about related topics, writing, expression through other media, composing music or poetry, and so forth. A rich field of development lies open in this direction.

5. The Approach through Stimuli :

A variety of stimuli can be used to encourage dramatic expression, of which, sounds of all sorts are the most important. Sounds include music, which may suggest moods, emotions or even stories and situations; rhythm and percussions sequences which can suggest definite lines of narrative action; noises and sound effects of all types, the more varied and indefinite the better, so that they may mean different things to different people; recorded poetry, discussion or prose. These sound sequences can be used in different ways. They may be played once, or a few times, for their suggestive value – the students are then guided to construct a sketch which will fit in with or make use of the sound sequence. These activities may be in mime or movement, or even dance, if this is possible. Or the recorded sounds may be made available to the students for them to use as and when they like in their constructions. Alternatively, students may prepare and record their own sound effects, noises with or without the human voice, speech, rhythm effects, or music and use these in their story. This will introduce them to work in another medium. The tape-recorder is a very important piece of equipment for such work, as it can be used to record and play back whenever required the various sounds, and to build up a permanent collection of the sounds, for use. The tape-recorder is also immensely useful in recording the spoken dramas and exercises of the students, and enabling them to listen to it critically afterwards, or even merely for enjoyment. In such cases, it is used as in the language classroom. However, if no tape-recorder is available, there is no need to despair. Many interesting sounds can be provided by the teacher or by small groups of students, in fact, some people may like to specialise in this kind of activity.

A small collection of simple and cheap rhythm instruments such as bells, drums, whistles, flutes etc. can help in providing ‘live’ sounds. Old household objects and waste will also need to be collected, and many demands will be made on the ingenuity and resourcefulness of both teacher and students. This work is important in any case; but it need not be tiresomely repeated if tape-recorder is available. A record-player, if available is also helpful in providing suitable music.

Other stimuli may include paintings or photographs, poetry, visits, meetings with people and of course books.

6. The Approach through Playmaking : 

This is a development of the approach through story mentioned in the first paragraph, and suitable for older students and teenagers. The material can be selected from a variety of sources – epics, legends and mythology, folk tales and fairy tales, history, classical Indian literature, world literature, poetry, drama and fiction, films, radio, newspapers, famous novels, plays or poems, and so on. The story must be suitable in length, theme and content for the age and interests of the group concerned, and must have the possibilities of dramatic expression. After presenting, telling, reading aloud or reading the story, the group will develop it into a play through discussion and playing out several times. The same procedure described in the first paragraph can be followed, but in greater intensity and fullness. The group can divide the story into scenes, decide on the number and type of characters, imagine and describe the characters, plan the decisive dramatic moments, cast the play etc. on their own. Teacher guidance will be present in the form of encouraging and guiding the discussions. After the first discussion, there should be a playing out of part of the play, with no interruptions, by part of the group, while the others may watch. This initial playing out, if carefully observed, will lead to criticism and discussion, and further improvements. The skills of observations and impersonal criticism can also be taught in this manner. Repeated playings out and discussion will be necessary as the story develops into a play. As always, the emphasis should be placed on entering into the story, the situation, the moods and the characters, rather than on trying to create effects to impress on audience. Later, as the playing improves, hints and directions for better stage presentation can be given. Originality and creativity should be encouraged in such endeavours. The same story may be handled in different ways by different groups or a student. One may present a story seriously, as an emotional drama, while another may turn it into a farce of satire. Such differences should be welcomed and evaluated, if possible, by the whole group. Playmaking if successful, can lead to good stage presentations, or in many other directions, as described earlier.

7. The Approach through Free Improvisation : 

A teacher who has experimented with all these approaches should hardly be in need of guidance regarding further experiments. This approach has the most chances of success when both teacher and students have gained some experience, as far as older children are concerned. The students have to make up their own story as they go along – this implies that the group has to be quick-witted and resourceful, alert, careful listeners, and imaginative. The members must be able to make up for each other’s deficiencies and failures, and all must have a fair amount of confidence and practice. The improvisation may collapse half way, or quickly pick up and stick to some conventional and well-known story, or may come up with something interesting and good. Sometimes, a few hints may be used as starters for example, some exercises, or a collection of words, or objects or characters, or a piece of music, or an argument about a topical subject. Group improvisation is a simple skill, which needs to be built up by the efforts of the teacher, but in which the teacher himself should play no direct part. Hence this has been mentioned last.

The above attempt to classify and describe some ways of developing creative drama and improvisation in such a way as to lead to the development and education of the whole child, does not mean that these are separate methods which can never be mixed up, nor is this meant to be a comprehensive guide. In fact, all or many of these things may be happening at the same time. All roads are good roads which lead in the right direction, and only experiment and experience will enable the teacher to evolve his own method or methods for every situation. There is no book or rules. But neither is there any special qualification, or heaven sent talent needed for the teacher to embark on drama as a means of education. What the teacher needs are patience, imagination, faith, enthusiasm, sympathy, determination, constant trial and error, and the willingness to learn. All good teachers need to have these qualities in any case, while the skills required can be learnt on the job.

