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There are as many different teaching methods as there are teachers, though 
of course not all methods are equally conducive to learning. Unfortuna
tely, teachers coming out of universities or training colleges are often ill-
informed about the possibilities for applying drama methods as a viable 
option facilitating effective teaching and learning. Drama is offered here 
not as a panacea, but rather as an alternative approach for the imaginative 
teacher. 

For the teacher who is contemplating using drama methods, the following 
guidelines may be helpful. Drama is particularly useful when: 

- students need motivating, especially when material being studied 
(texts especially) appears boring or difficult, or when work (writing, 
reading, speaking and listening) is not interesting in itself; 
- making value judgements or critical appraisals is encouraged (e.g. in 
the study of literature texts); 
- oral skills (fluency, pronunciation, intonation) are the objectives; 
- retention and the ability to recollect material being studied are 
important. 

What Type of Drama ? 

There are many types of drama. For the teacher of language and literature 
the relevant types are games, role-play, improvisation, story theatre, text, 
'mantle of the expert', and the school play. These, of course, are not water
tight compartments: 'mantle of the expert' is a specialised role-play, the 
school play an elaboration and formalisation of most of the other types, 
etc. Below is a brief description of what each of these terms means, what 
they are suitable for, and examples of each type. 
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Type of drama Suitable for Examples 

Games 
Providing opportunity for social 
encounter with inbuilt rules that 
circumscribe behaviour. 

Role-play 
Assuming the behaviour of another— 
sometimes the work, at other times the 
emotional, social, or power, aspects. 

Improvisation 
Creating or doing something where 
the process is paramount and the 
outcome unknown. 

* removing tension 
* quick goals and rewards 
* practising language structures 
* vocabulary development 

* most language and literature work, e.g., 
- capturing interest 
- providing motivation 
- practising oral skills 
- directly experiencing a situation 
- appreciating registers 
- gaining insight into texts 

* training in oral fluency 
* gaining understanding of a situation from 

a new perspective 
* developing sensitivity to others 
* making scripts for plays 

* Someone in the class begins a story by 
providing the first sentence. Each 
member contributes a sentence to 
continue the story. 

* Pairs look at one another for two 
minutes. They turn their backs and 
describe what the other is wearing or each 
other's physical appearance. 

* Students in pairs hold an interview 
practice. 

* Customer complains to a shop manager. 

* Teacher in role as a museum curator. 

* Students in costume as different 
characters. 

(Dialogues may be improvised or scripted.) 

* Two strangers meet. One is afraid of the 
other. 

* Brother and sister have an argument. 
Father walks in. Find out what happens. 

* The theme is: 'Never trust your friend'. 
Find a context and improvise. 



Story Theatre 
The spoken dialogue within the 
text is 'lifted' into immediate 
behaviour while the narrative 
elements are preserved as links. 

Text 
Language, plot, etc. have already 
been ordained by another. Insight 
is needed to penetrate the outer 
structure. 

'Mantle of the Expert' 
Students are 'framed' into positions 
of responsibility where they are 
experts in their own field (see Wagner 
1976; Bolton 1976). 

School Play 
A production of a play involving all 
the necessary trappings of the 
theatre (costume, lighting, sound, 
etc.) in either limited or full-scale use. 

* the appreciation of short stories, * 
poetry and extracts from novels, 
encouraging 
- training in listening 
- the separation of dialogue from narrative 
- understanding of plot and character 
- development of acting skills 

* developing comprehension skills * 
* study of language usage (prose, dialogue) 
* fixing focal point for discussion 
* fostering acting skills * 
* doing drama work in depth 

* in particular, serious work and for adoles- * 
cents, as a way of 
- providing motivation * 
- providing meaningful contexts for 

interaction 
- encouraging 'perfection' in work 
- raising self-esteem 
- studying texts looking from a different 

perspective 
- developing skills of criticism 

* public performance * 
* developing community spirit 
* building confidence 
* voice training and experience in non-

acting aspects of theatre 
* illuminating difficult texts 
* integrating art forms (music, dance, painting, etc.) 

Teacher narrates and students act. 'And 
suddenly the lightning flashes. You run 
towards a tree and hide. You hear a voice 
cry, "Help! Help!" When I tap my feet 
you move towards the voice. You 
hesitate. You hear it again. You're now 
frightened . . . etc. ' 

The study of novels, plays, poetry and 
short stories (see example of Lord of the 
Flies below). 

Exploring an analogy of the theme of a 
text. 

See examples in Lord of the Flies that 
follow below. 

In the Fijian context, students could be 
'framed' as expert craftsmen, fishermen, 
seafarers, translators, hotel operators, 
etc. The last two are particularly helpful if 
practice in writing skills is the objective. 

A production of Macbeth, or a scene from 
this or any other play. Teachers should 
consider a full-scale production of a 
single scene as an alternative to a poor 
production of the whole play. 



After the teacher has clarified her objectives for each lesson, the next step is 
to decide which type of drama will be most helpful in achieving them. She 
should bear in mind her own capabilities as well as the background of the 
students and the specific classroom conditions that she will have to 
contend with. Most importantly, she needs to keep her objectives in mind 
constantly. The success of any method can only be evaluated in the light of 
what it set out to achieve. 

Drama and Reading 

Teaching a text 

Below are more detailed examples of how drama can be used to teach a 
variety of aspects of a text. Teachers should not be afraid to take whatever 
they feel may be valuable and discard what they think is not, and to 
experiment to see what will work in their own situation. 

The first example is in relation to the novel Lord of the Flies, a text popular 
in many Fijian schools. The specific objectives for teaching this text may 
include some or all of the following: 

- to arouse the curiosity and interest of the students so that they will 
want to read the novel; 
- to help clarify and illuminate the text for the students so that they can 
understand what William Golding is trying to say in the novel, (i.e. 
particular attention will need to be paid to the plot, characterisation, 
setting, theme); 

- to enable students to reflect on and evaluate what Golding has to say in 
the light of their own experience; 

- to provide a meaningful context for the study of registers; 
- as an integral part of the process, to provide motivation for written and 
oral practice in English; 
- to prepare students to be able to answer examination questions. 

After consideration of the objectives and other specifics, the teacher may 
decide that the types of drama most suitable are role-play and 'mantle of 
the expert'. But what should the students be experts in? Should they be 
social workers, museum curators, archaeologists, psychiatrists, or the jury 
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in a court case? Which of these responsibilities will best lead to a rigorous 
examination of the text? 

Given here as an example is a summary of one possible 'way in' to the text 
of Lord of the Flies. 

Action Explanation 

Stage One 

The class walks in to see Ralph in a hospi
tal ward (1)*. 

He appears deranged after escaping from 
a dangerous ordeal (2). He is swathed in 
bandages, sitting on a chair beside a desk, 
doodling aimlessly (3). His attitude is: 'I 
am obsessed with my memory' (4). 

1 A bed, white sheet, pillow, chair and small 
table are all that are needed. 

2 Eyes that stare aimlessly, gestures that 
appear unco-ordinated and inconsequential. 

3 He could be drawing a pig's head, Piggy's 
face, or a conch shell. 
4 This introduces mystery. 

The teacher provides some background 
information (5): 

5 Only a certain amount of information is 
revealed, to arouse the curiosity of the 
students, who are then encouraged to walk 

- the boy's name and how he was dis- around Ralph and try to read the signs. 
covered by a naval officer on an isolated 
island: 
- the fire on the island: 
- descriptions of the other boys who were 
found with him. 

The class is then asked if they would agree 
to take on the responsibility of doctors 
who are trying to understand what Ralph's 
problem is (6). 

They work in small groups of four (7), 
discussing and writing a report on what 
they think is wrong with Ralph, based on 
their observations, Ralph's drawings 
and his answers (8). 

* Numbers in parentheses refer to items 
in the Explanation, column. 

6 Students will need to be inducted into this 
role, e.g. by the teacher, too, assuming the role 
of a doctor and starting to ponder on the 
difficulties of the job. She calls them to her 
office and tells them what to do, giving each a 
file of drawings made by Ralph (coconut tree, 
conch shell, pair of glasses, pig's head, etc.). 

7 Group work helps to build their confide
nce in talk, as well as teaching them to work 
co-operatively. Groups promote talk with an 
element of privacy. 
8 Ralph may be questioned, though he will 
not necessarily provide direct answers. The 
aim is to arouse their interest and curiosity, 
not to make their job easier. 
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Action Explanation 

Stage Two 

In role, the teacher reveals the emergence 
of new information (1). 

The folders, containing the following in
formation, are returned to the doctors: 

- a newspaper report (2): 

- diary entry by someone called Piggy (3): 

- a personal letter written by Ralph to 
his mother but never posted (4). 

1 To maintain interest in the problem. 

2 This could be about the disappearance of a 
plane carrying a group of British schoolboys. 
It should incorporate features of newspaper 
writing. 

3 Perhaps with references to names such as 
Jack, Simon, and the twins. This begins 
identification of names and the plot structure. 

4 Like report and diary, it should incorpo
rate features typical of the form, as well as in
formation related to the plot. 

In groups again, the doctors discuss their 5 It is hoped that by now the students will 
findings in the light of the new evidence (5). want to examine the text because their interest 

and curiosity have been aroused, and at this 
stage copies of the novel should be available 
for consultation by the students. 

Then a group meeting of all doctors is 
held and reports are presented (6). 

6 The advantages of group work remain the 
same as in Stage One: 7. Discussion of reports 
will use all the verbal and non-verbal skills of 
communication. The presentation of reports 
should also establish the human element with
in the script. 

Stage Three 

The discussion in Stage Two is quite likely 1 The teacher should explain the purpose of 
to result in differences of opinion. For 
example, there may be conflicting opin
ions on why Jack decided to split from 
the rest. The class can try to understand 
the situation by role-play (1). 

A meeting could be called again and the 
scene re-enacted (2). 

role-play, stopping it when necessary and 
helping the students to reflect on their thinking 
and feelings. 

2 This should promote students' identifica
tion with the experience the text presents. 
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Action Explanation 

Stage Four 

Students write their final reports about 
Ralph's case (1). This could be done either 
as a group or as individuals. If the teacher 
feels that a particular style is required for 
the reports, he/she could provide details 
about how the work should be done (2). 

In role as the leading doctor, the teacher 
explains who the report is for (e.g. a radio 
study, an interesting case for lay people, 
or perhaps a case study for colleagues 
(3 and 4). 

1 Ralph is seen again in the hospital ward. 

2 If the students have done register work on 
writing reports then this will reinforce what 
they have studied as well as providing a mean
ingful context. 

3 Sometimes important information may 
have to be provided by the teacher, but when it 
is done in role, it becomes more meaningful. 

4 The writing of the report is a valuable way 
of testing students' understanding of the plot, 
as well as their ability to empathise with 
characters in the novel. 

For this series of lessons, the part of Ralph is taken by either a student, or a 
teaching colleague, who has been prepared beforehand in how he is to 
behave. The teacher also will be slipping in and out of a senior doctor's 
role. 

The expectation is that because of the lack of an audience, and the curiosity 
bound to be aroused by Ralph's behaviour and story, students will forget 
themselves and be swept away be the story content and experience. This 
will happen even if they are not experienced in dramatic techniques. 

It is the order of the Stages One - Four that is important, rather than the 
amount of time spent on each of them. Class response will govern the 
correspondence of lesson time to Stage, and this will vary with different 
classes. 

The Stages One to Four described here are not sufficient to prepare the 
students for examination purposes. Obviously the teacher will need to 
continue the exploration of the text and provide more opportunities for 
written work, bearing in mind the examination requirements. What the 
approach does is 'open up' the text so that it is no longer a formidable task 
for the students, but an enjoyable and meaningful experience with which 
they can identify. 
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Of course, there are many other possible 'frames' besides this one that 
could be equally effective 'text openers' for the class. Students could 
become film-makers interested in reconstructing the story, or they could be 
journalists. A variation would be to use important objects and documents 
(e.g. Piggy's broken glasses, a stick sharpened at both ends, a torn cap, a 
conch shell, a newspaper report describing the disappearance of an 
aeroplane carrying a choir of schoolboys, a diary entry written by Piggy, 
etc.). These objects and documents could be used as a 'way-in', leading to 
an examination of the text and culminating in the production of a booklet, 
or a script for a film. 

Another possibility would be for the students to be 'framed' as workers in a 
bookshop. In role, the teacher could be the manager of the bookshop. She 
could produce a letter from Faber and Faber Publishers asking her and her 
fellow workers (the students) to launch a new edition of Golding's book by 
making a public statement about what they think the book is about. Using 
the documents, objects, and the book itself, the students transform their 
discoveries into public statements. This exhibition could be open to the 
public (staff members and other students), and questions asked and 
answered by the fellow-workers. 

Drama and Writing 

The written documents produced during sessions like these could also 
provide a focus for register work later on. They could become valuable 
material for testing comprehension skills as well as providing models of 
writing for different purposes. But the uses of drama in stimulating writing 
activity are much more varied, and the writing can be much more creative 
than mere exercises in the control of registers. 

Creative writing skills are tested in Forms 5 and 6. In Form 5, students are 
often provided with a picture and asked to write a story on it. In Form 6, 
they are usually given such titles as 'A Birth' or 'A Death in the Family'. 
Quite often students do not know what to write about because they have 
never been taught to see beyond the pictures. Below is an example of how 
drama could be used to stimulate students' imagination and thinking so 
that they probe for appropriate language to express their thoughts, as well 
as to motivate them to use language by providing a meaningful context. 
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This particular idea is taken from Derek Stevens, who teaches drama in 
Ripon High School, Yorkshire. What is required is a large portrait of a 
woman. It is best if it is in colour, with an intriguing face. The portrait 
should be covered with sheets of black paper with small windows cut into 
them at certain places so that only minute parts of the portrait are revealed. 

The picture is slowly uncovered, a bit at a time (for example, from the eyes 
to the nose, lips, fingers, part of the woman's dress, etc.), and the students 
are asked to say what they can infer. For example, are they the eyes of a 
woman or man? Do they look tired, sad, or happy? How old do you think 
she is? The picture is uncovered slowly and the same procedure is 
continued, with more and more being revealed and more questions asked 
until the subject is fully exposed. Students' views are likely to change 
during the process. The aim of this technique is to arouse curiosity so that 
the students will want to verbalise. After writing down their own 
inferences at each stage in the unfolding of the exercise, they can compare 
the final revelation to their notes. 

The class may then break into groups to compare notes and discuss the 
picture, the idea being to understand the person in the picture, to try to feel 
'what makes her tick'. 

Objects belonging to the woman in the picture may then be introduced. 
They should be items that 'say a lot about' her, revealing and suggesting 
her personality and tastes. Her perfume, a dress, biscuits, soap, books, 
diary, letters, necklace, etc. are things of this kind. Students handle these 
objects in an attempt to understand the lifestyle of the woman in the 
picture. The teacher could be dressed in role as the gardener or house
keeper of the woman's house, who could be consulted for information. 

The class is then asked to prepare the house for the woman's return. If they 
are in doubt, they are to consult the teacher-in-role who is supervising the 
work. Students may work either in pairs, in groups or as individuals. For 
example, a student may pick up the picture and look for the best place to 
hang it. He/she may try several places and perhaps consult the house
keeper, who might answer, 'In the master bedroom, Mr. Koto.' There 
should be a sense of urgency and importance about the task, which could 
be created by the housekeeper marching up and down. 

The teacher may stop the drama at any time and call the class together to 
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discuss what they have learnt so far. They may then write down their 
thoughts about the woman in the picture. If the class is studying an 
important historical figure, his or her picture could be used instead, and 
the rest of the lesson modified accordingly. Two students of mine adapted 
this approach to teach about Ratu Sukuna. One was a museum curator 
and the other was in full role as Ratu Sukuna's wife. This lesson for ten-
year-olds was highly successful. 

A variation on this would be to frame the class as expert book-producers. 
After the initial discussion about her, a letter could be received from the 
woman herself requesting the experts to prepare a biography of her life for 
publication. This letter could be used for register work later on. Objects 
she uses in her everyday life, such as pictures of her and newspaper articles 
could then be investigated. 

Drama, and Acquiring and Applying Knowledge 

A 'frame' such as the book production one as an entry into writing 
activities also opens avenues for exploring aspects of book design, e.g. 
there are things like illustrations, the final layout, title of the book and 
cover design to be worked out. The possibilities are many for the 
imaginative teacher. 

As another example, in Form 5 students are examined on library terms and 
parts of books. So often they are taught the meanings of words such as 
index, preface, title page, bibliography, and such like by having them 
written on the board. They become merely facts to be absorbed and 
regurgitated at examinations. Learning the information practically, 
through drama methods, can be enjoyable and meaningful. Memories also 
linger afterwards. 

One of the best ways of testing one's knowledge of something is to have the 
opportunity to teach it to someone else. For example, if Forms 5 and 6, 
formal letters (especially letters of application) are a part of the syllabus. 
The usual practice is for the teacher to explain the layout and tone, provide 
a few examples of what she means, and then set a similar exercise for the 
students to do. Most teaching in the classroom is like this—often boring 
and of no immediate concern to the students. 
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But supposing the students are 'framed' as employers who have to make a 
decision about suitable applicants. Letters are received and discussed. The 
applicants may even be called for interview. (These letters could be written 
by another fifth form, although under fictitious names.) Employers 
discuss contents of the letters, errors in spelling (and their implications), 
poor sentence construction, irrelevant information, and so on. Students at 
senior level can surely tell the difference between a well constructed and a 
badly organised letter. Yet so often we patronise them. 

It is my hope that these few examples will arouse some excitement in the 
second-language teacher who is anxious to discover teaching strategies 
that are meaningful and enjoyable. I am not suggesting that only drama 
can do these things. But I am offering drama methods as one of the tools 
that language teachers can employ in their classrooms to help students 
acquire the skills of listening, reading, speaking and writing. 
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