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EDITOR’'S PREFACE

This new series was inspired by my book on the practice of teaching
(Effective Teaching: a Practical Guide to Improving your Teaching,
Longman, 1982), written for trainee teachers wishing to improve their
teaching skills as well as for in-service teachers, especially those
engaged in the supervision of trainees. The books in this series have
been written with the same readership in mind. However, busy
classroom teachers will find that these books also serve their needs as
changes in the nature and pattern of education make the in-service
training of experienced teachers more essential than in the past.

The rationale behind the series is that professional courses for
teachers require the coverage of a wide variety of subjects in a
relatively short time so the aim of the series is the production of ‘easy
to read’, practical guides to provide the necessary subject background,
supported by references to guide and encourage further reading,
together with questions and/or exercises devised to assist application
and evaluation.

As specialists in their selected fields, the authors have been chosen
for their ability to relate their subjects to the needs of teachers and to
stimulate discussion of contemporary issues in education.

The series aims to cover subjects ranging from the theory of
education to the teaching of mathematics and from primary school
teaching and educational psychology to effective teaching with
information technology. It will look at aspects of education as diverse
as education and cultural diversity and pupil welfare and counselling.
Although some subjects such as the legal context of teaching and the
teaching of history are specific to England and Wales, the majority of
the subjects such as assessment in education, the effective teaching of
statistics and comparative education are international in scope.

Elizabeth Perrott
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PART ONE

The Place of Drama in the
Primary School
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

The purpose of this book is

1. To consider the importance of drama in the primary school, both
as a subject in its own right and as a means of motivating and
enhancing learning in other curriculum areas.

2. To suggest a coherent approach to the teaching and use of drama
in primary schools.

3. To offer a range of examples of good practice.

4. To look at ways and means of creating successful and exciting
theatrical presentations and productions.

The book is aimed at teachers (and prospective teachers) in primary
and middle schools. The approaches to teaching drama suggested here
should hold good with whatever age group is being taught. There is,
however, very little published about teaching drama with children in
their first years of schooling (in Key Stage One) and I have therefore
included a specific section on working with children in Years One and
Two, attempting to show how some of the ideas described elsewhere
in the book (which might at first glance appear slightly inaccessible)
can be readily adapted for use with this age group.

Hopefully, the book will be of use not only to teachers who have
never taught drama (and who, perhaps, feel a little anxious about
making a start) but also to those with considerable expertise. The book
asserts that drama is an important subject in its own right and should
be taught as such; but it also recognises that drama has a vitally
important part to play in developing the whole school curriculum.

The book attempts to show that there are many opportunities within
the school for sharing drama work; that you don’t have to wait for a
major School Play in order to develop good presentational work; that
the valuable exploratory activities of high quality classroom work need
not and should not be threatened by presenting work to an audience;
that the School Play itself (too often an annual merry-go-round of
fraught tempers and frayed costumes) can be a joyous event.
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Using this book

The book is organised into six parts:
Part One examines the place of drama in the primary school:

1. How does drama fit into the National and the school curriculum?

2. What is drama? And what constitutes quality in educational
drama?

3. Why we should find time and space for drama.

Part Two, Drama in Practice, looks at the practice and processes of
teaching drama. Although each of the four chapters are subdivided into
sections for easy reference, it’s important not to think of any of the
techniques referred to here as self-contained. Good drama is not about
having loads of good ideas, but about teasing out the meanings and the
significance in what is often one very simple idea.

Here, as elsewhere throughout the book, there are numerous
examples given of work in practice. These are all genuine examples of
work with children in primary schools (in a wide variety of different
types of catchment areas) throughout the country. The examples are
given with the intention of providing a stimulus or a framework, as
Jjumping-off points from which it should be easy to develop your own
work. If initially, as you’re building up your own confidence, you
want to use these examples as they appear here, do so — but try not to
see them as prescriptive; make them your own.

Part Three focuses on using drama with children in Key Stage One.
Many of the ideas and approaches suggested throughout the book can
be easily adapted for use with young children. This section picks out a
number of activities which are particularly useful, and suggests ways
of adapting some of the techniques and strategies suggested elsewhere
which at first seem more appropriate for use with older children.

Part Four is concerned with performance and production. What do we
mean by ‘presentation’ and ‘production’? What place does this work
have in school? How can we create a piece of theatre to be shared
with others without losing the benefits of the more spontaneous and
exploratory work we do in educational drama?

Performance work should be an educationally productive and
exciting part of the work of a school. Whilst educational drama and
theatrical presentation are not synonymous, they are usefully
complementary.

These two chapters look at all aspects of drama presentation in the
primary school — from small group work in the classroom, through
Assemblies to the School Play. Good presentations and plays should
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feed into the work of the school, motivating work of real excellence in
all curriculum areas, becoming both a celebration of the work of the
school and a driving force behind that work. It is not, however, the
intention of this book to suggest that high quality drama work
necessarily culminates in presentation or production.

This part includes specific suggestions about scripts, lighting, masks
and costumes. It also contains a detailed example of how a drama
project could be developed into a major School Play involving every
child in the school.

Part Five looks at planning and assessment. It attempts to tackle the
‘I’ve run out of ideas’ syndrome. It offers a way of planning drama
work which enables you to think ahead whilst avoiding the pitfalls of
making the work over-prescriptive; it suggests how to build in links
with other curriculum areas at the planning stage. It contains a detailed
account of the planning that might go into an extended drama-based
project and a section on evaluation and assessment in drama —
including self-assessment.

Part Six — the Appendix — comprises a resource bank, offering General
Advice.
It contains:

» suggestions of where to find useful resource materials

« suggestions about using video in drama work

» a set of policy guidelines which might be adopted by primary
schools

+ a list of useful story books

+ a brief selection of poems which lend themselves to use in drama

< an annotated bibliography

«  lists of useful addresses.

THE NATIONAL CURRICULUM

Drama — including role-play — is central in developing all major aspects of
English in the primary school.

At the time of writing schools in England and Wales are in a state
of considerable upheaval; the establishment of a National Curriculum
is one of many changes occurring within the education system. The
situation is similar in many countries all over the world where teachers
are having to think hard about educational practices and the theory
which underpins that practice.

There are some who have argued that drama is in danger of
becoming marginalised. It appears neither as a core nor foundation
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subject in the National Curriculum for England and Wales. Some
people have found this omission both worrying and demoralising.

There are, however, some grounds for optimism; the National
Curriculum may not recognise drama as a core subject, but it does
contain numerous references to it. Whereas before the advent of the
National Curriculum it was possible (if not sensible) for a headteacher
to argue that an individual teacher should not be teaching/using drama,
it is now clear that any school which is genuinely delivering the whole
of the National Curriculum would have to be using drama; and I
would argue strongly that it should be taught both as a subject in its
own right and used as a learning medium for teaching other subjects.

There is substantial evidence that active participation in drama can
enhance leamning in most curriculum areas.? The very fact that we
have specific Attainment Targets for Speaking and Listening should
encourage many hitherto reluctant teachers to make time and space for
drama, or at least for drama-type activities. It is difficult to see how
much of the work required by the Programmes of Study in the
statutory Order for English can be achieved without using drama.

The great value of using drama to motivate and enhance work in
other curriculum areas is underlined by the various curriculum
documents — for Maths, Science, Technology, History, Religious
Education, Geography — all of which refer directly or indirectly to the
usefulness of role play or drama.

The National Curriculum Council has published a large poster
entitled ‘Drama in the National Curriculum’™ which identifies specific
references to drama in the Statutory Orders for English, Science,
Technology and History; it also indicates where these elements are
explored further in the Non-Statutory Guidance documents for
English, Science, Mathematics and Technology. So long as you don’t
view the poster as indicating that drama is primarily a service tool for
these other subjects it can be useful.

Teachers who have used drama as a leaming medium, a way of
deepening understanding, as a means of delivering other aspects of the
curriculum, will not need specific clauses in curriculum documents to
encourage them in their work; but the clauses are there — and the
National Curriculum Council poster referred to above points out some
of the more interesting specific references.

Chapter 5 deals with drama and the whole curriculum in depth,
offering specific examples of how drama can be used in the teaching
of history, science, technology and maths.

Drama as a subject

Drama deals with fundamental questions of language, interpretation and
meaning. These are central to the traditional aims and concems of English
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teaching . . . We would stress, however, that the inclusion of drama methods
in English should not in any way replace drama as a subject for special study.

However successfully we can use drama in teaching other subjects
we should never forget that it is also a subject in its own right.

Dramatic fiction is the form of fiction with which children are most
familiar. Very few children arrive in school without a wealth of
experience of drama on television; many act out simple, but important,
dramas in their own play. A number of children come to school
without having ever been read to: their vernacular knowledge of drama
and dramatic fiction is far greater than of written forms — but it is also
very uncritical. Drama, in one form or another, is an important part of
their lives; we should give children opportunities to understand and
make their own dramas as well as simply enjoying it passively.

Drama in schools is a practical artistic subject. It ranges from children’s
structured play, through classroom improvisations and performances of
specially devised material to performance of Shakespeare.

The Arts Council’s Drama in Schools booklet® offers some
excellent advice on drama in the National Curriculum, including a
curriculum model. The booklet includes suggested programmes of
study and end of key stage statements. Every school in the country
should have received a copy. If you would like your own copy the
address to write to is given in the Appendix. The booklet asserts that
‘the three activities which constitute the subject of drama in schools
are making, performing and responding’. Although I have not used the
same format in this book, the classification is a useful one and the
suggestions in this book should be seen as complementary to the
programmes of study suggested by the Arts Council.

Throughout the book I argue that presentation and performance work
(of various kinds) is complementary to good classroom drama work,
and indeed that drama and theatre are inextricably bound up with each
other.

But all of this begs one vitally important question: What do we
mean by drama?

What do we mean by drama?

For too long the subject has been surrounded by vagueness; attempts
to evaluate drama have been shrouded in a veil of subjectivity. Of
course there are extraordinary personal, subjective benefits to be had
from being involved in good drama; but this should not invalidate
attempts to look objectively at the skills involved which are unique to
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drama. Many of the claims made for drama have tended to be along
the lines that

« itencourages self-expression

« it makes people more sensitive to others

« it promotes an awareness of the self

* itencourages co-operation and collaboration.

It may well do all these things, but many teachers would claim that
similar intentions underlie all their work in the primary school. If we
are to argue strongly for drama to be given its place in the curriculum,
it is essential to ask the question ‘What makes drama uniquely drama?’
If we are to convince colleagues, parents, governors and (most
importantly) children themselves that drama is not just ‘worthy’ but
essential, we really have to think very carefully about what drama is,
how it works and what it does.

If in music the ‘building blocks’ are pitch, melody, harmony, tempo,
rhythm and texture, what are the raw materials of drama?

Role or Character

< acting as if you were someone else; or
« as if you were yourself in another situation.

Narrative

« ordering a sequence of events or images in such a way that their
order creates meaning. This is not necessarily the same as story
telling and plotting, which are examples of the ways in which
narrative can be used.

Language

« verbal
¢« non-verbal (including, for example, body language, facial
expression, the use of space).

There is a danger of over-simplification (non-verbal language can
range from facial expression to symbolism and ritual) but by seeing
these as the basic building blocks we do get a clearer sense of
dramatic activity as a continuum: from pre-school play to professional
theatrical performance.

When pre-school-age children successfully engage in dramatic
activity they are using these ‘building blocks’. When a young child
says: ‘This is my shop’, she is pretending to be a shopkeeper, turning a
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chair upside down to become the counter, making part of the kitchen
into a shop and playing with a narrative sequence. The grasp of cause
and effect narrative may be only tentative (a young child might well
pay the customer for the bag of sugar!), but part of the purpose of the
child’s dramatic play is to work out possible sequences of events and
their consequences. Furthermore, the adult who joins in with the play
can challenge it and give it focus: ‘I wonder if you could help me. I've
forgotten my shopping list.’

Whether the specific dramatic activity is imaginative pre-school
play about shopping, or performing at the National Theatre (or indeed
watching that same performance) the drama is primarily dependent
upon all parties agreeing to the pretence.

By focusing on an imagined, fictional world of make-believe, the
drama (whether it’s in a large theatre or in the classroom) draws our
attention to aspects of the ‘real’ world; it helps us to recognise a sense
of our own reality, and understand it better.

Drama is essentially a social art form; it is concerned with how
individuals relate to the world they live in; how individuals interact
with each other and with society in a wider sense.

It therefore becomes the drama teacher’s central task to find ways
and means by which s/he can encourage as broad an understanding as
possible of these various interactions — between the fictional world of
the drama and the actual world; between the personal and the social.

In any dramatic activity there is some shared, tacit understanding of
the rules of the make believe, although there is of course enormous
variation in the way these rules are set up. The child playing shops

declares the rules simply by saying ‘This is my shop . . .’; in the
school hall during a drama lesson the teacher might explain — ‘I shall
be playing a part in what we are going to do today . . .’; and in the

National Theatre the Battle of Agincourt is represented without a drop
of blood being shed. We learn to ‘read’ the rules, to understand the
conventions remarkably quickly.

When we are working in educational drama with children we have
to consider role, narrative and language; but all of these are
dependent on context:

*  Where does the action of the drama occur?

* In which historical period?

*  What are the political and social conditions?

* What is the setting; and the specific situation prevailing at the
time of the action, the ‘back story’.

This context offers the characters a background against which to
make decisions and provides motivations for their actions. Context is
crucial in understanding the interactions which take place in the
imagined world.
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Perhaps we are doing a drama with Reception children about trying
to find out if a dragon is friendly. Whether we tell the children the
context or ask them is very much a matter for the individual teacher;
but if the drama’s going to be successful we’ll need answers to the
questions:

+  When and where Does the action take place today, in the here
and now, a dragon hiding somewhere in ‘Our Town’? Or is our
story set long ago with Knights in Camelot?

e Political and social conditions Who makes the decisions? The
local Mayor, the townspeople, the children, King Arthur? Who do
we go to for help — or who comes to us for help?

e The ‘back story’ And how did this dragon get here? Has it
woken from a long sleep? Hatched from an egg discovered in the
school pond?

Chapter 2 contains detailed examples of practical work approached
in this way.

Narrative

This is the means by which the drama is propelled forward. In a drama
lesson the teacher uses various devices to create dramatic tension
(Chapter 4 includes a specific section on this), effectively holding the
children’s attention and interest by ordering events, enactments,
meetings, scenes, etc. in such a way that information is withheld or
released to tantalise and intrigue as well as to inform.

The narrative of a drama lesson can function in all the ways that it
can in the theatre; and the range of possible narrative effects is just as
diverse. As events are revealed and explored (not necessarily in
chronological order — drama lessons frequently have most unusual
time structures) so understanding deepens: of the fictional world, of
the characters which populate it, of the ‘real’ world, and of ourselves.

Language

In drama we use a variety of different and varying forms of language,
both verbal and non-verbal. We can use our voices in a huge variety of
ways. We can communicate through body language or sign language,
developing physical, visual forms of theatre which do not require
words. This spectrum of language ranges from ‘talking heads’ in a
radio play (in which sound and music play a very important part) to_-
mask work, mime and dance/drama.

Even in verbal language, there is a range of possibilities open to us
(in spontaneous exploratory work and in performance):
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» naturalistic dialogue, day-to-day speech

« formal heightened style of language, perhaps to indicate the
beginning of a ritual, or a regal proclamation

+ direct address to an audience

+  characters in a play talking to themselves

«  choral speech.

Non-verbal language

In addition to the more obvious use of non-verbal language in drama —
mime, masks, sign language — we also use props, costume, set,
lighting, sound and music. They are all part of what might be defined
as a non-verbal sign system; using them effectively is part of the
language of drama.

We establish and develop the drama by working with and
manipulating:

» symbols
¢ body language

*  space
*  ritual
Symbols

Even the simplest dramatic activity involves the creation of symbolic
meanings at some level. The child who uses an upturned chair as a
shop counter is using the chair to represent the counter; when the
counter becomes significant in the dramatic play it begins to function
as a symbol.

Props are often invested with symbolic qualities. The particular
choice of props is what shapes the contextual world. A large set of
keys, for example, might in different contexts signify imprisonment or
freedom. No object is symbolic on its own. The context in which it is
used gives it its meaning.

Symbolic meaning has to be relevant and readable to the group you
are working with; the richer the symbolic meanings you create for a
group — either as participants or as audience — the richer the dramatic
experience.

Use of space

In any dramatic activity the space in which events take place, the
space between people and between objects, should itself be significant
and meaningful.
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Any movement based activity uses space as one of the elements to
explore, create and communicate meaning. Simply ordering the space
in the school hall during a drama lesson — so that part of the hall
represents a well, another part a dried up-river — is making the space
itself articulate: the space itself is used to communicate meaning in a
simple but effective way.

Ritual

Finally it is worth considering the relationship between ritual and any
dramatic activity (be it improvisatory work, rehearsal or presentation).
Ritual is a distillation, encompassing all the above rules and elements
in a condensed and highly stylised form. In ritual the roles adopted,
the props used, the costumes, the use of language, movement and
narrative is all reduced to essentials — in which each of the elements
becomes deeply significant and thus takes on a prominent symbolic
quality.

The value of ritual for the drama teacher lies in its ability to
encapsulate the central focus of the play at any one moment; it can
function effectively on both an emotional and an intellectual level for
participant and spectator alike.

In practice all these elements become inextricably interwoven. For
example, the use of certain types of sound and lighting in a theatrical
performance could well signify malevolence, but their use would also
increase the dramatic tension at that moment, thereby driving the
narrative forward. Similarly, in a classroom drama, heightening the
style of your verbal language might:

= create expectations of the role you are playing
e create a narrative interest
¢ imply an element of ritual.

Spoken language itself is a form of symbolic interaction.

It is the moments of high theatricality which give drama (in the
intimacy of the lesson or the public arena of the School Play) an
excitement, an exhilaration that is unique to the subject. And it is
where you recognise most clearly that drama and theatre are
indistinguishable: good drama is intensely theatrical; good theatre
intensely dramatic!
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MYTHS OF TIME AND SPACE - FINDING TIME FOR
DRAMA

Alright then, I’d like to do some drama; I can see that it’s useful, but . . .

‘The hall’s always in use. There’s just no space.’
“The timetable’s so full; and with all the pressures of the National Curriculum,
I simply can’t find the time.’

There are four big myths surrounding drama in the primary school:

1. You needtobe a good actor You don’t. Many of the best drama
teachers I have worked with are quietly spoken and would never
want to take an acting role in a theatrical production. (The issue is
dealt with more fully in Chapter 3 in the section on ‘Teaching in
role’.)

2. You need to be creative and arty and inventive and have lots of
wonderful ideas Most of us would love to be more creative than
we are. And most of us are much more creative than we think we
are. Good practice in drama (on the part of both teacher and child)
is characterised far more by the abilities to listen, to be responsive
and to focus attention on a key issue than by being cleverly
creative. I hope the chapters on planning in Part Five will help
scotch the myth of creativity and convince the doubters that by
tackling problems task by task they have plenty of appropriate
ideas.

3. You need time on the timetable put aside for drama 1 think this
is desirable, but it’s not essential. When you're first starting out
with teaching drama it’s a good idea not to be committed to a
long period in the school hall, which can be nerve-racking and
confidence draining. Good drama can take place in five or ten
minutes, providing these short sessions are on a regular basis.
Infant teachers will be familiar with the idea of focusing and
challenging children’s play by joining in with it. Older children
can equally benefit from the opportunity to work on something for
a short period in small groups in the classroom. This approach is
discussed in detail in Parts Two and Three.

4. Todo good drama you need the school hall No, you don’t. What
you do need is to ensure that there is adequate and appropriate
space when it’s necessary. What is appropriate? Certainly, there
are times when it is right to work in the hall, but the size, the cold
floor, the echo, the noise from an adjacent kitchen, the use of the
hall as a throughway - all these factors work against you. In many
primary schools there are other spaces which are better suited to
drama: the TV room, the library, a music room, an unused
classroom. And there are plenty of occasions when the everyday
classroom is a better place in which to do drama than the Hall (in
which concentration can quickly be lost as children somehow
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expand to fill the space). This book contains many suggestions for
such work.

If you are going to use the hall, try to make sure you’re not going
to be interrupted. One of the other great myths of drama is that it’s
always noisy. There are all too many occasions when I’'ve been
teaching a lesson and somebody has come in and apologised, saying
they didn’t know we were there! Quiet, rapt attention is as much a
characteristic of good drama practice as invigorating (and loud)
discussion.

Drama is important. It deserves an allocation of time and space which
communicates that importance to children and parents. The Appendix
of this book includes a short section, entitled ‘The drama room’, where
I discuss how such a space might usefully be equipped.

It is all too easy to find excuses for not doing drama. Working in a
primary school is very demanding and extremely hectic. But it really
is worth finding time for it.

At the end of a short series of lessons with a class of five and six
year-olds I asked them what they thought drama was. One child said
acting, another making plays — and then a rather shy child (who had
clearly enjoyed our work together without ever pushing herself
forward) said, with a beaming smile: ‘I don’t know what it is, but it’s
tickly.” It may not be a definition, but it’s a pretty good description of
what it feels like when it’s good.
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