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Abstract

Researchers are asking what drama teachers do in the classroom that promotes effective
learning. Educational drama practitioner researchers O’Neill (1995) and Taylor (2006) suggest
that theory informs practice and practice informs theory. This qualitative retrospective study
examines a teacher’s and students’ reflections on a process-drama approach to Greek tragedy.

Drawing on Schon’s (1983, 1987) theory of reflective practice, my study examines my

Lt

“reflections -in-action” with five secondary 5 adolescent students between 1997 and 2004 , and

“reflections -on- action” with the same adult students between 2009 and 2010. An hourglass
serves as a visual metaphor for reflection on three phases of the learning process: collaboration,
transformation and performance. Synopses of Agamemnon and Antigone initiate group
discussion, improvisation and scriptwriting. Journal entries, mask designs, transcriptions of
videotaped performances, screenshots of performances, email correspondence and interviews
provide original data for the adults’ reflections on their process of learning through drama. The
findings of this study indicate that educational drama is essential to the development of

creativity, collaboration and empathy among the youth, our future world leaders.



Résumé

Les chercheurs s’interrogent sur les moyens utilisés par les enseignants d’art dramatique
pour favoriser 1’apprentissage efficace. Selon O’Neill (1995) et Taylor (2006), professeurs
chercheurs en théatre éducatif, la théorie éclaire la pratique et la pratique éclaire la théorie. Dans
cette étude rétrospective qualitative, on examine les réflexions d’une enseignante et d’éléves
quant & I’approche processus-théitre propre a la tragédie grecque. S’inspirant de la théorie sur la
pratique réflexive de Schon (1983, 1987), cette étude examine les « réflexions-dans-1’action »
d’une enseignante et de cing adolescentes du 5° secondaire entre 1997 et 2004 et les « réflexions-
sur-I’action » des mémes €tudiantes adultes entre 2009 et 2010. Un sablier est utilisé comme
métaphore visuelle quant a la réflexion pour trois phases du processus d’apprentissage :
collaboration, transformation et performance. Les synopsis d’Agamemnon et d’Antigone ont
alimenté la discussion de groupe, I’improvisation et I’écriture de scénarios. La tenue d’un
journal, la conception de masques, la transcription de performances sur vid€o, la capture sur
écran de performances, la correspondance électronique et les entrevues ont fourni des données
inédites pour enrichir la réflexion des adultes quant & leur processus d’apprentissage par le
théatre. Les constatations de cette étude révelent que le théatre éducatif est essentiel au
développement de la créativité, a la collaboration et a ’empathie des jeunes, nos futurs dirigeants

du monde.
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Chapter 1: Prologue
Chapter Overview

In Greek tragedy, the chorus introduces the play with a prologue or expository dialogue
providing background to the rest of the drama. Throughout the play, episodes of dialogue and
action alternate with stasimons where chorus members reflect on what was said or done in
previous scenes. In this chapter I intersperse narrative episodes from my past with critical
reflections on their contribution to the context of my retrospective inquiry. Iintend to illustrate
how my experiences as child, student, teacher and researcher are closely intertwined with my

reflection on a “process drama” approach to the Greek tragedies Agamemnon and Antigone.

I will discuss the context of — and the people who agreed to participate in — this inquiry. [
then explain my focus and objectives for this qualitative retrospective self-study. I will present
the research paradigm and the research questions that guide my inquiry and include an overview
of the structure of my thesis. I conclude with a glossary of terms frequently used throughout this

study.

Goodenough (2003) defines secret spaces of childhood as real or imaginary places where
children construct special landscapes. These spaces often provide private psychic refuge that is
important to personal development. During my childhood, the world of drama, music and dance
was my secret space that I entered and exited at will. In the first narrative episode I describe an
incident that illustrates my first realization of a distinction between my secret space of fantasy

and the public space of theatre.
Narrative Episode 1: As a Child - Secret vs. Public Space

As I was an only child, I had the privilege of closing my bedroom door and retreating
into my secret space. I played my 45 LP records on my portable record player and sang



and danced with Frosty the Snowman and the Little Tune That Ran Away. [ was
Tchaikovsky’s Sleeping Beauty dancing with Prince Charming.

At age five, I experienced a transition from my secret space to public space. My training
in performance and dance began at Victoria Hall in Westmount, Quebec at a children’s
theatre school directed by two women, Dorothy Davis and Violet Walters. I was a rabbit
in the Teddy Bears’ Picnic. While waiting in line backstage for the “picnic” to begin, I
innocently ate a carrot that was also my prop. This caused quite a stir with Ms. Davis
and Ms. Walters. They first scolded me, and then presented me with a cloth carrot.
“Don’t get it wet!” Ms. Walters warned. I did not understand why they wouldn’t give me
another real carrot. I was a hungry five-year-old. When the curtains opened, my carrot
was soaked, but it dried as I waved it around and hopped and sang “today’s the day the
teddy bears have their picnic.”

Being part of a team, performing on a stage, and finding my parents and grandmother in
the audience was exhilarating. Later, in the middle of singing “picnic time for teddy
bears,” I yelled “Hi, Grandma!” This greeting may have brought the house down but
was another indication of my innocent confusion between the world of fantasy on stage
and the real world of the audience members.

This episode illustrates that as a child I did not realize that I was supposed to erect an
imaginary fourth wall between me and the audience. I was not yet aware of the state of
“metaxis” that O’Toole (1992) describes as a straddling of two worlds at once. Through
studying and teaching drama, I learned that actors and drama teachers are frequently aware of

being in a fictional world and in a particular real space and real time.

Later, as an adolescent, I was drawn to literature and drama. The fictional worlds
provided a place of safety and creativity during my transitional period from the security of
elementary school to the insecurity of my first year in secondary school. In the second narrative
episode, I describe my enjoyment of collaborating with my classmates during drama classes. 1

also present my English teacher as a model of a reflective practitioner (Schon, 1983).
Narrative Episode 2: As an Adolescent — Identification With Characters

In secondary school, during English class I volunteered to read all the parts of a play and

loved to perform in front of the class. By age 13, I easily slipped in and out of the imaginary
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worlds of the characters in novels, short stories and plays. In this episode, I describe my English
teacher’s role in my engagement with drama. One of my favourite plays was Sunday Costs Five

Pesos.

I played Berta, the flirty girl who pranced around the Mexican square on Sunday in order
to see her favourite boy. Anyone caught talking on Sunday would have to pay the fine of
five pesos. I still see myself in the square sitting by the well that we students created with
desks and chairs. The teacher allowed us to bring in some costumes for the final class
“performance.” I rehearsed reading aloud and moving around my simple set that 1
recreated at home in my bedroom.

Our teacher, Mrs. W, prompted us about tone of voice or asked us how we, in character,
felt about the other characters. As we answered individually, the other students also
provided some suggestions to help us become more credible. The teacher froze the
action and asked the characters to tell us their age, where they lived and what they did
during the rest of the week. She also encouraged us to question one another “in role”.
Some said they lived in houses overlooking the square; others lived in the country and
came by cart pulled by donkey to visit their friends and relatives in town. Someone else
was the barber; another ran a flower shop. We created a community of fictional
characters culled from our imaginations and from our diverse experiences.

The previous episode demonstrates that although Mrs. W had no formal training in
educational drama, she relied on her tacit knowledge and previous experience to engage her
students in the learning process (Schon, 1983). Irealize now that she was using the hot seating
technique to help us to improvise “in role” in order to identify with our characters. Her
spontaneous questions required her to reflect “in action” to engage us to move the drama
forward. O’Neill (1995) suggests that theatre teachers set up shared learning experiences with
their students. I attempted to emulate Mrs. W’s behaviour when I became a teacher of English

literature and drama.

Throughout secondary school and university, I excelled in English literature and theatre
studies. Inaturally gravitated toward teaching English in secondary school. As I gained more
experience and more confidence as a teacher, I encouraged a sense of playfulness and

experimentation through drama as a means of examining human relationships expressed in
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literature. In 1985, after twelve years of teaching, I enrolled in the certificate program in
Educational Drama at McGill University as a part-time student. In the next narrative episode I
describe some drama activities during my first course to trace my experimentation with

collaborative learning through drama.
Narrative Episode 3: As an Adult — Studies in Educational Drama
In this episode I present a compilation of excerpts from my drama journal of 1985-1986.

From the moment I entered this class, I felt I belonged. This was not a regular classroom
with rows of desks. This was an actual theatre space designed like a Greek “theatron”
with arena-style seats surrounding a flat floor space. Two spotlights lit the carpeted
performance space. The teacher, Paddy Webb Hearsey, invited us to sit on the floor in a
circle. This was how she began and ended each three-hour class. We seldom sat for
long. We improvised excerpts from poetry, practised vocal exercises for enunciation and
voice projection. We interpreted music through movement. We created sound effects with
our fingers, palms, feet, mouths. We used our bodies to “show not tell”. In my journal
entries I reflected on the drama exercises and also wrote about drama-related activities
such as attending an opera or play or watching a film. Paddy asked us to observe people
and events in our daily lives and to reflect on their potential as dramatic characters.

During performances I worked with groups of people I did not initially know. In the first
group I was a lumberjack decrying the loss of trees in our song “They’re Taking Down
the Tree Outside” an adaptation of a Stan Rogers’ song. We used mime, dance, and
improvisation with props. We suspended a picture frame from the ceiling. This prop
became a photo, a mirror and a window frame. We met two evenings to choreograph our
movements and rehearse our song. With another group I became the Scarecrow in the
Wizard of Oz. I created an oversized mask which I wore while I sang “if I only had a
brain!” With a third group, I became a narrator in a danse macabre while dancers
performed in several interpretive masks. After each class, I reflected in my journal on
what I learned from each experience. Paddy responded with salient comments or
questions to encourage deeper reflection.

The previous narrative episode describes my growing confidence as 1 experimented
creatively with various classmates. I was learning techniques that I would later use in my drama
classes. The knowledge about theatre and acting that I gained in this course was pivotal in my
passion for drama in education. Unfortunately, the certificate program in Educational Drama

ended shortly after Paddy’s death.
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Since I could not complete the McGill program, I enrolled part-time in the BFA theatre
program at Concordia University in Montreal. We studied drama therapy, Boal’s (1979)
Theatre of the Oppressed, and playwriting. We work shopped Brian Way’s (1967)
developmental drama, and practised physical theatre and neutral mask work. During the
summers of 2002 and 2003, I attended the University of Central England in Birmingham, then
Trinity College in Dublin. I participated in workshops on Brecht (1941) and Stanislavki’s (1937,
1967) training of actors, Heathcote and Bolton’s (1995) and O’Neill’s (1995) educational
approaches to drama and theatre. During our classes we demonstrated various acting techniques
for one another, discussed and reflected on our learning throughout these intensive processes. I
used the knowledge and confidence that I gained from the drama and theatre specialists in my
secondary school classes in Canada. Iintended that my students would also learn by doing, not

by sitting passively.

The next narrative episode is an excerpt from my drama journal as an acting student at
Concordia University in Montreal. I chose a dramatic scene to focus on dialogue and movement

during rehearsal.
Narrative Episode 4: As an Adult — Acting 101

I believe that the volatile dynamics presented in this narrative episode represent
obstacles that students and teachers of drama face regularly. This scene demonstrates the skillful

questioning of the seasoned drama educator.

It is 4 p.m. in the F.C. Smith Auditorium at Concordia University. Instructor Lucie
Bertrand booked a rehearsal room for me and my assigned partner, Nadia, a blonde 22-
year-old. This is our first acting class. I am twice her age and older than all the students
in the class. We were assigned a short scene from Antigone. I was cast as the Nurse and
Nadia as Antigone. We are using Stanislavski’s (1937) method to “live the moment.” We
have to break down the scene into units and to decide what our motivation is in each sub-
unit. What do I want? What will I do to get what I want?



Antigone has just left her uncle Creon’s palace. She has decided to defy his wishes. Her
brother Polynices attempted to overthrow her other brother, Eteocles. Both were killed
in the battle. Creon plans to give a state burial to Eteocles but intends to leave Polynices
to rot without a burial. Creon has declared him a traitor, a usurper of the throne.

Our set consists of a chair and a small table.

We are supposed to know our lines or at least our intentions as characters. Nadia and I
do not know each other. We are both a little stiff and awkward. The following dialogue
ensues:

Lucie: Nurse, what do you want?
Linda: I want to find out what’s wrong with her.
Lucie: How do you know something is wrong?

Linda: Look at her. She is slumped at the table. She hasn’t hugged me as she usually
does.

Lucie: Antigone, what do you want now?

Nadia: I want to be left alone.

Lucie: Why?

Nadia: I'm furious.

Lucie: Show it.

Nadia: I am!

Lucie: Nurse, what are you going to do? Show it.

Linda: (I put my arm around her. Nadia cringes and pulls away.)
Nadia: Don’t touch me. I hate to be touched!

Lucie: Ooh...we’ve got a problem here. Nurse, USE that!

Linda: (I pull back. Iwalk behind Nadia and lean toward her.) Remember when you
were small and you used to sit in my lap and ask me to sing to you?

Nadia: (nods, and then turns away.) Leave me alone!
Linda: How am I supposed to get through to her?

Lucie: Figure it out. What do you want?



Linda: I want her to confide in me like before.
Lucie: Why should she? (excerpt from my drama journal March 10, 2002)

In the previous episode Nadia ran across the room and burst into tears when I tried to
approach her again. The drama teacher, Lucie, listened for a while, and then suggested that we
return to the table and try again. Gradually, we managed to overcome our awkwardness and play
the scene credibly. The teacher’s questions to us in role forced us to overcome our self-
consciousness and try to react to each other as the characters. We had to reach beyond ourselves
and risk trusting each other. The drama teacher reacted “in the moment” as reflective
practitioner. She faced a problem and had to think on her feet in order to solve it. She left the

solution to us.

Context to My Inquiry

In the mid-"90s, I was asked to create a drama option for senior students at a girls’ private
school in Dorval, a suburb of Montreal, Quebec. I first consulted with the chairman of the
theatre department at Concordia University, Dr. Gerry Gross, who suggested that I design a
syllabus providing a historical background to western theatre. He explained that many students
who entered the undergraduate theatre program from CEGEPs in Quebec and from grade twelve
elsewhere had participated in school productions but had minimal training as actors and little
knowledge of the historical, social and cultural context of any plays in which they had

performed.
Problem 1: How To Design A Meaningful Curriculum

The problem I attempted to address was the following: How could I provide adolescent
girls with such a background and familiarize them with some archetypal patterns in literature

without frightening them away from enrolling in the course? 1decided to introduce the senior
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students to Western theatre beginning with the study of Greek tragedy. Idesigned an
introductory module that extended from September to December each year, the first term,
followed by workshops on Commedia dell’ Arte, Shakespeare, Shaw and ending the year with
contemporary pieces. My inquiry focuses on this introductory module of the drama course,

specifically the plays Agamemnon by Aeschylus and Antigone by Sophocles.
Problem 2: How To Determine The Impact Of My Curriculum Design On Students

During my inquiry, I examined data collected within two time frames. During the initial
seven-year period, I observed, discussed with students, recorded field notes, and adapted the
course to accommodate students’ suggestions and administrative scheduling changes. During the
past two years, as a graduate student, I transcribed data from correspondence with the same
students who agreed to reflect on their experiences within my drama classes and on their original
productions and artefacts. Their candid responses as adults provide an added perspective. My
research dilemma: How might I frame a research study that incorporates data from the past and
present, focuses on a process of teaching and learning, and examines and reflects on the final

outcome?

Focus and Objectives of My Inquiry

I examine how reflective practice (Schon, 1983, 1987, 1995) contributes to research
within the field of educational drama (O’Neill, 1995; O’Toole, 1992; Ackroyd, 2006). Schon’s
(1983, 1987) ideas of knowing-in-action underpin my examination of the tacit knowledge that I
brought to the classroom. His ideas of reflection-in-action inform my re-examination and
adaptation of my own teaching practices as I received feedback from students. Reflecting-on-
action, that is, on what went on in the classroom several years after the fact, is an essential

component of my interaction with former students in this study. Our discussions forced me to
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overturn some of my previous assumptions about what aspects of the teaching process resonated
in students’ memories. As a result of reflection on the participants’ comments, I shifted the
focus of this study beyond the collaborative process to the individual learning process. Once I
realized the impact of Stanislavski’s (1937) questions on the students’ abilities to connect to
character, I was able to model my inquiry on the metaphor of an hourglass. My study involves
reflection on past learning events that occurred within a historical context. I hope that my
analysis will provide some insights into research on reflective practice among practitioner-

researchers in the field of educational drama and arts-based education.

Research Paradigm Overview

This self-reflective qualitative inquiry is phenomenological in nature. My purpose is to
examine the students’ perceptions of their lived experiences in a process-drama class. For this
reason, their voices predominate in this study. My voice is also strongly present within this
frame as an interested and subjective actor rather than a detached and impartial observer. I
designed the drama program based on my experience and knowledge of educational drama. 1
developed a rapport with the participants as they reflected on their learning experiences within

my drama classes.

I chose the metaphor of the hourglass to frame my inquiry. An hourglass is an ancient
instrument used to measure time. During my retrospective study, I reflected with my former
drama students over a period of three months when we were immersed in ancient Greek theatre.
The metaphor of the hourglass allowed us to reflect on a process of teaching and learning that
occurred between seven and thirteen years ago. We were able to observe ourselves through the

glass walls and to reflect on our behaviours, but we were unable to change the past.
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Data Collection Process

This qualitative self-study involves reflecting on drama classes within a seven-year
period. From 1997 to 2004 I gathered data from students’ reflective journals, transcriptions of
videotaped performances, mask designs and masks, and my own reflective notes. During the
past year, I collected additional transcriptions of email correspondence and interviews from the
same five former students. Transcriptions of our more recent correspondence and interviews
intermingle with original data from the past, provide insights into the learning experience, and

suggest future paradigms for educational drama studies.

I designed my course to fit into a specific time frame each year. I was forced to adapt the
curriculum to the shrinking allotment of time from five 45-minute periods on a six-day cycle in
1997 to two 60-minute periods on an eight-day cycle in 2004. 1 structured the drama option
course to allow time for students to absorb background material, experiment with roles, gain self-
confidence through collaborative work, then choose one character among approximately ten
within Agamemnon and Antigone. 1 allotted time to write original dramatic monologues, design
and create interpretive masks, rehearse, and perform monologues in those masks. I directed

students to create situations that were not presented in the original synopses.

Historical and Cultural Contexts

The Greek tragedies established a historical and cultural context for Western theatre. The
study exposed students to the first written plays of Aeschylus and Sophocles. Students
experimented with ancient Greek tragedy, performed in masks, tried out the role of chorus
members, and familiarized themselves with theatre terminology such as deus ex machina and
concepts of catharsis and fate. My purpose was to expose students to a stylized form of theatre

which exaggerated body movements and voice projection within an open-arena-type theatre.
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This style of acting contrasts sharply with contemporary film and television performance where
the camera focuses on facial expression and where actors are often not required to enunciate or to

project their voices.

Research Questions Guiding My Study

While planning my curriculum, I asked an initial question: How can I design an optional
drama course for adolescents that provides a foundation in western theatre and offers a variety
of stimulating learning experiences? As aresearcher examining my practice, I asked these
questions: How did reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action (Schon, 1983) help me adapt to
the changing needs of students and administration over a ten-year period? How did adolescent
students make meaning of a complicated topic through a dramatic and artistic interpretive
approach to learning? How do the students who are now adults perceive their experiences as
adolescent drama students? Did the process better prepare students for university? Now, I am
posing my major research question, which is: How might reflection on a process-drama

approach to Greek tragedy benefit students and teaches?

Schon’s (1983, 1987) theory and concepts of reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action
underpin my study. I often improvised and changed plans in response to the students’ needs. As
a researcher looking back on my teaching, I critically examine with my former students my

teaching methods and the students’ learning behaviours.

Overview of Structure of Thesis

In Chapter 1, I introduce my epistemology, ontology and research questions guiding this
study. To describe how reflection on a process-drama approach to Greek tragedy might benefit

teachers and students, I designed a qualitative retrospective self-study that focuses on the process
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of learning from the perspective of former students. Iinclude a glossary at the end of the
chapter. In Chapter 2, I review Schon’s (1983, 1987) theory of the reflective practitioner,
namely his ideas of knowing-in-action, reflection-in-action, and reflection-on-action. I present
the historical background of educational drama and the contemporary theories on process drama,
most coherently presented by O’Neill (1995). Idraw from actor-training theory. The conceptual
framework of my inquiry is Schon’s reflective practitioner that informs O’Neill’s (1995)
process-drama approach to learning. In Chapter 3, I describe my methodology and tools of
inquiry, the research site and participants in this study, and the methods of data collection with

students and former students.

In Chapter 4, I present an illustration of my process of data analysis. I chose the
hourglass as a metaphor that traces the transformative journey of each student and captures her
reflections on the learning process. I separate the hourglass into three sections representing three
phases or episodes of my study. I entitle the first episode Into the Hourglass. During
approximately three weeks, I immersed drama students into the world of Greek tragedy. We
read synopses of the tragedies Agamemnon by Aeschylus and Antigone by Sophocles, viewed
films of ancient Greek theatres and a performance of Agamemnon in traditional costumes and
masks. Irefer to episode 1 as pre-text, a term developed by Cecily O’Neill (1995) to describe a
stimulus for process drama. During this period, students experimented with the plays, planned
and wrote scripts, rehearsed scenes, then performed for one another. I asked students to respond
“in role” to questions and to write reflective journal entries. I observed groups and elicited their

responses while in character. During classes, we often discussed effective acting techniques.

I entitled the second episode Through the Funnel. During this phase of the learning

process, I assigned questions to help students identify with a particular character through
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focusing on sensory details. I provided guided instructions for students to create a dramatic
monologue, to design a mask representing their characters, and to rehearse their monologues

with one another.

The third and final episode I entitled Creative Landing. Each student introduced her
chosen character, explained her mask design, outlined the dramatic context, performed her
dramatic monologue in the voice of her chosen character from Agamemnon or Antigone, and

then reflected on her performance.

I entitled Chapter 5 Flipping the Hourglass. Here, I present my critical reflections on
my inquiry and I examine implications for practitioner-researchers in the field of educational

drama.

Summary

In this introductory chapter, I provide four narrative episodes to reflect on my ontology
and epistemology that provide the foundations of my research inquiry. I believe that children
naturally and unconsciously inhabit the worlds of fantasy and reality. As a teacher I have
observed that during adolescence many young people often shun dramatic activity with peers.
This rejection of public participation in an imaginary world may possibly be out of fear of
ridicule by peers, or out of a desire to leave their childhood behaviour behind as they stand on
the threshold of adulthood. Throughout my personal and professional life, I was enriched by
involvement in the world of theatre and imagination. I attempted to transfer my enthusiasm and
knowledge to my students as I designed curricula that would be both educational and enjoyable.
The metaphor of the hourglass captures my challenges to reflect in and on my practice through

examination of my process-drama approach to Greek tragedy with my former students.
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Glossary

For my glossary, I relied on the works of Miller, C. and Saxton, J. (2004); Lundy, C. and

Booth, D. (1983). Iuse these terms throughout the inquiry.

Chorus: a group of actors in ancient Greek drama who speak or sing and often move in unison or
in pods. Their purpose is to provide background to the main plot of the play, to reflect on
action and behaviour of characters, to warn the characters about possible repercussions of
their actions, but never to pass judgement. That is left up to the audience members.

Dramatic irony: an occasion in a play or other creative work in which the words or actions of a
character convey a meaning that is not perceived by the character but is understood by
the audience.

Dramatic monologue: a written and spoken piece in which the speaker reveals his or her
character, often in relation to a critical situation. An audience is implied. There is no

dialogue.

Deus ex machina: (Latin) an ancient Greek theatre convention whereby a god is lowered to earth
to settle disputes among mortals.

Episode: in ancient Greek drama, an interlude or section alternating with the stasimon especially
in tragedy, varying in number from three to six and containing the main action of the
drama.

Freeze-frame: a cinematographic term in which the actors freeze in position, or stop their action
momentarily. The purpose is generally to capture a particularly poignant scene, illustrate
a strong emotion, or illustrate a theme through the interaction of various characters within
a particular moment in time.

Hybris: variant of hubris of ancient Greek origin, referring to exaggerated self-pride, overbearing
presumption, and/or arrogance.

Metaxis: a term used by drama theorists to mean “seeing two worlds at the same time.” Bolton
(1992) coined the Greek word used by Plato to describe the condition of betwixt and
between. In a process-drama class, students and teachers regularly enter and exit a drama
world (O’Neill, 1995) through role-playing and reflection-on-role.

Neutrality, neutral state: the state of “perfect balance” prior to action or character creation, when
the actor is presenting only a neutral being. This neutral starting point frees the body like
a blank page receptive to inscription. The neutral state prepares the actor to assume the
traits of a character with a history and a context (Le Coq, 2000).
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Neutral mask: this is a mask with a neutral face. It should enable the actor to experience a state

of calm, a state of neutrality prior to action, receptiveness to everything around with no
inner conflict. Work based on neutrality trains the actor to shift from stillness to
movement. Neutral-mask work is always performed without words in order to “show”
not “tell” emotion.

Pre-text: a concept within process drama introduced by Cecily O’Neill (1995) who adapted some

theatre techniques into the teaching/learning situation. In observing how the playwright
withholds information at the beginning of a play, creating a springboard into dramatic
action, O’Neill introduced the idea of “pre-text”, a means by which teachers can create a
context for a dramatic unfolding of events and create curiosity among participants.

Process: an on-going flow of action, interaction and emotions occurring as part of reaching a

goal, or in response to events or problems.

Process drama: a way of teaching in which the traditional role of the teacher transforms into

Role:

what O’Neill (1995) refers to as liminal servant on a threshold of “betwixt and between”.
The teacher is in and out of role, director and playwright, teacher and performer,
participant in and observer of students’ learning, leader and follower, observer of others
and observer of self. Process and product are mutually dependent since negotiation of
meaning can become the meaning itself.

To be in role means to assume the attitudes and points of view of a fictitious person.
What is said and done in role must be true to the context of the character.

Stasimon. in Greek tragedy, a stationary song or ode performed by the chorus who comment on

the action in the previous episode of the play.

Tableau: in theatrical terms, a representation of a scene or emotion by a group posing silent and

motionless. In process drama “tableau” is often used to define a key dramatic moment or
to illustrate a high point of dramatic tension. As participants in process drama, students
observe each group, replace individual members in the same pose, then discuss whether
the interpretation of character, emotion and interrelationships is clear. Reflection on this
exercise is intended to empower students to use their bodies as tools of dramatic
expression.

Voice: communication in the persona or role of a fictional character. The purpose is for the

drama and theatre student to enter into the fictitious world of a character in order to better
understand the character’s historical, social, psychological context and motivation for
particular behaviour.
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Chapter 2: Conceptual Framework and Review of Literature
Chapter Overview

In this chapter, I report on literature that forms the basis of my research inquiry into
reflection on a process-drama approach to Greek tragedy. I discuss the reflective practitioner, as
exemplified by Schon (1983, 1987) and his stance on reflection-in-action, knowing-in-action,
and reflection-on-action. Under “recursive reflection”, I discuss Doll’s (1993, 2009) and
O’Neill’s (1976) emphasis on reflection as transformation. Through the heading “the process of
drama” I delineate the development of educational drama and the emergence of process drama.
The concept of process drama emerged in the late 1980s and has remained at the forefront of
educational drama for the past two decades. Recently literature has emerged on structuring
process drama (Taylor, 2000; Taylor and Warner , 2006) and examining a variety of research

methodologies within the field of educational drama (Ackroyd, 2006; Taylor, 1996).

I group literature about engaging learners in the process of reflection about learning
under an overarching umbrella entitled “theories of student agency” (Greene, 1995). Under the
broader headings of “writing”, “questioning” and “documents-in-role and artefact ”, I gather
specific methods proposed by drama specialists who provide environments for learners to

express themselves freely and creatively and who encourage self-reflection among drama

practitioners.

Under the heading “aesthetic education” I entitle the first category “appreciation of form”
to examine actor training methods. Stanislavski (1937) insisted that the actors believe in the
given circumstances of a play and use emotional memory to connect a character. The literature

on Le Coq (2000) presents techniques that train actors to find truth in their movements and
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gestures. Le Coq’s work on neutral mask prepares acting students to eliminate unnecessary

gestures or habits that detract from expressing truth in acting.

Conceptual Framework

Schon’s model of reflective practitioner describes the artistic and intuitive processes that
professional practitioners often bring to uncertain and unique situations (p. 49). While
reflecting-in-action, the teacher becomes a researcher in practice. “Thinking becomes action”
(Schon, 1983, pp. 68-69) and experimentation becomes implementation. Reflective practitioner
research (Schon, 1983, 1987) provides a theoretical frame for my retrospective qualitative study
where I attempt to explain my own rationale for structuring learning experiences in my drama
classes. Ialso document participants’ reflections on their own actions and decisions first as
adolescent students in my class and later as adults looking back on their interpretations of Greek

tragedy.

Reflective Practice

Schon’s (1983) model of reflective practice describes the artistic and intuitive processes
that professional practitioners often bring to uncertain and unique situations. Drama educators
generally structure learning environments that require spontaneous skillful behaviour in a
creative, somewhat unstable drama class (Heathcote and Bolton, 1995; O’Neill, 1995; Neelands,
1998; Neelands and Goode, 2002; Neelands, 2006). Schon (1983) compares this process of
reflection-in-action to jazz improvisation where the practitioner researcher, like a jazz musician,
reflects on what she is playing while involved in the action of making music with other
musicians. According to Schon (1983), reflection-in-action involves thinking back on our tacit

knowledge, reflecting on our knowing-in-action, feeling the direction of the music that is



developing from interaction, making new sense of the direction, and reshaping our performance
accordingly (Schon, 1987). Neelands (2006) describes how Schon’s (1983, 1987) model applies
to professional drama practitioners during process-drama sessions that are characteristically “co-

operative, improvised, indeterminate and interactive” (p. 19).

Schon (1983) suggests that the reflective researcher must gain an inside view of the
experience of practice in order to dialogue with learners about the processes and interpretations
of teaching and learning. As Neelands (2006) points out, this partner-based reflective practice
encourages renegotiation between teachers and learners and theory and practice. As
“agent/experient” (Schon, 1983) in reflective conversation with a new situation, the practitioner
opens herself to new confusions and uncertainties. This is the nature of process drama (O’Neill,
1995) that engages teachers and learners in continuous transformation as co-designers and re-
designers of the curriculum. Doll (1993) proposes a situational post-modernist curricular frame
in which communal development of authority and control is “eclectic, challenging and exciting

(p. 168). Within this frame, teachers and learners become partners in reflective practice.

Maxine Greene (1978), a philosopher of education, reiterates the necessity of teachers to
be “wide awake” to learners and Ted Aoki, a curriculum theorizer (1986, 1991) insist that the
teacher must be “attuned to the aliveness” of the situation, like the jazz musician living in
tensionality as a way of being. Aoki refers to this state as an “indwelling in the Zone of in-
between” (p. 163). Skilled drama educators who thrive within the tensionality of the creative
process are open to the unexpected and react with authenticity to the moment, asking such
questions as “What shall we teach them? How can we guide them? What hope can we offer?
(Greene, 1978). Wagner (1999) observes Heathcote’s interaction with children in drama classes.

Heathcote and O’Neill et al. (1976) underline how the attitude of the drama teacher vitally
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affects her lesson. Both practitioners interact with their students “in role” to move the drama
forward. Heathcote employs the mantle of the expert technique to involve the entire class in
solving a common problem as experts. O’Neill’s (1995) process drama uses a pre-text that could
be an incident or story as a springboard for drama. Both practitioners share the process of
learning with students. As leaders in the drama classroom, teachers challenge, arouse interest,

give confidence and encourage reflection (O’Neill et al., 1976).

Recursive Reflection

Continuity of inquiry modeled on reflection-in-action entails an ongoing interweaving of
thinking and doing (Schon, 1983). Bruner (1986) refers to the human capacity to loop back on
ourselves as the way we make meaning. This process requires a distancing of self from one’s
own thoughts in order to reflect on one’s knowledge. Doll (1993) argues that such recursive
reflection lies at the heart of a transformative curriculum. He also contends that personal
reflections and public discussion of these reflections are key to human development (Doll, 2009).
O’Neill et al. (1976) advise the drama practitioner to establish a safe learning environment, to
become a skilled observer of students’ group dynamics, and a skilled questioner to lead the class
in reflection on work at a deeper level. As Doll (2009) states, “If there is no dialogue, there is
only repetition.” (p. 270). Within Doll’s (1993) post-modern hermeneutic curricular frame,
meaning and understanding emerge from making connections and interpreting our being in the
world. This process requires time for reflection that O’Neill et al. (1976) insist must be set aside
during, at the end of, or after a process drama lesson. In these instances, the drama practitioner,
while reflecting-in-action, is also encouraging her students to reflect-on-action (Schon, 1983,

1987).
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The Process of Drama

Development of Educational Drama

During the past century, drama has emerged within the British educational system as a
means of developing self-expression, primarily among young children. Bolton (1998) and
Hornbook (1998), among others, trace the evolving views of British educators. At the turn of the
twentieth century, Findlay-Johnson and Caldwell-Cook, who worked within a positivist tradition,
appear to have espoused post-modernist views of teaching and learning as partnerships between

teachers and students (Bolton, 1998).

The most salient theories of educational drama that developed over the century are Nunn
and Isaacs’ notion of child’s play, Hourde’s movement for movement’s sake, Slade’s (1953)
introduction of child drama and spontaneity, and Way’s (1967) exercises on concentration,
intuition and imagination as means of personal development. Bolton (1998) praises Heathcote’s
methodology described as living through drama where the teacher “in role” guides students to
negotiate the meaning of the event from within the drama. Davis argues that Heathcote roots the

school curriculum “in the human context where it came from” (Bolton, 1998, p. 177).

Process Drama

The ongoing battle between proponents of drama for drama’s sake and theatre for
education appears to have been quelled within the past two decades by drama and theatre
practitioner-researchers outside the U.K. O’Toole and Haseman (1988) introduced the concept
of drama as process and O’Neill (1995) coined the term process drama. This method integrates

Heathcote’s teacher-in-role, improvisation and theatre conventions, and enables the teacher to
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structure spontaneous learning through drama. This post-modern curricular frame is strongly

imbued with currere, a process of experiential transformation (Doll, 1993).

According to O’Neill (1995), the significance of process drama as a powerful educational
tool depends on the leader to be one who is able to tolerate ambiguity, to take risks, and to
confront failure (O’Neill, 1995). Similar sentiments about creative practitioners are reiterated by
Doll (1989, 1993), Schon (1983, 1987), Zatzman (2006) and Neelands (2006) among others.
Some of the following questions raised by O’Neill (2006) echo the concerns of practitioners
around the world. What theoretical principles in dramatic art guide innovative teaching through
process drama? How can educators structure satisfying learning experiences and promote
spontaneous encounters? Bowell and Heap (2005) and O’Hara (1996) highlight the need for
research that informs more precisely how teachers function as artists within the genre of applied

theatre called process drama.

O’Hara (1996) and Neelands (2006) press for a common set of understandings that
inform practices in teacher education and become a test bed for research. During the past two
decades drama practitioners O’Toole and Haseman (1988) ,O’Neill and Lambert (1990), Morgan
and Saxton ( 1987, 1991), O’Toole (1992), Heathcote and Bolton (1995), O’Neill (1995),
Fleming (1997), Neelands (1998), Heathcote (in Wagner, 1999), Neelands and Goode (2002),
Miller and Saxton (2004), O’Neill (2006) and others, have provided practical suggestions for
structuring teaching and learning situations through drama. This review informed my research
study that attempts to answer the following questions: What is learned through drama? How

does one learn through drama (O’Hara, 1996)?



Structuring Process Drama

According to Dewey’s (1963) principle of continuum, the teacher needs to establish
learning conditions where every experience takes up something that has gone before and
modifies those that come after. O’Toole (1992) illustrates how participants move from the “real
context” of physical, social and cultural setting into the dramatic context of the make-believe
world, or “drama world” coined by O’Neill (1995). He refers to the gap between these two
states of consciousness as “metaxis” (p.75), a tension created by an awareness of an engagement
in and detachment from a dramatic world built on a combination of “dramatic action” and

“active contemplation” (O’Neill, 1995).

Drama practitioners Heathcote (in Wagner, 1999) and O’Neill (1995) illustrate how the
teacher “in role” uses questions to build student engagement in the unfolding plot, and then
questions “out of role” to encourage reflective discussion among students. During this reflective
conversation, Schon (1987) points out that the inquiry is a transaction with the situation in which
knowing and doing are inseparable. As Doll (1993) suggests, the situational frame of the teacher
is “leader from within” (p. 164), who takes essential time to dialogue with students about their
own understandings of the dramatic process. O’Neill (1995) refers to the drama leader as a
liminal servant who, as participant-observer, initiates a rite of passage involving all participants
in a process of “separation, transition and transformation” (p. 68). O’Neill’s (1995) description
of the successful drama leader as one who is able to take risks and to confront failure fits within
Doll’s (1993) post-modern curriculum matrix characterized by ambiguity, openness and

indeterminacy.

O’Toole (1992) characterizes three stages in the process of framing dramatic contexts.

They are enrolment: making the role ones own through identification with character;
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experiential: experimenting in a trusting, supportive environment; and reflective: out-of-role
discussion immediately after the drama (pp. 109-121). O’Neill (1995) clarifies the key
characteristics of process drama as generating a “dramatic elsewhere”, based on a powerful “pre-
text”, built up episodically, allowing time for elaboration, involving the whole group in the same
enterprise and involving the participants as their own audience (pp. 12, 13). Literary material
such as scripts, folk tales, myths, historical literature and classical literature may serve as “pre-
texts” to the drama. O’Neill (1995) explains that, although a process drama approach may
transform the original text through elaborations and variations of character, settings and themes,

the original version still “resonates” within the drama world (p. 35).

Theories of Student Agency

Writing

Greene (1995) emphasizes that teachers need to enable more students to be
personally present to what they see, hear and read, and to be self-reflective about their own
learning (p. 181). In order to do so, Greene (1978) proposes pedagogies that help students
develop a sense of agency in participation and collaboration with one another. Freeing students
to write is one means to overcome the “hidden silences” (p. 108) that often lurk within drama
spaces. Drama practitioners O’ Toole and Haseman (1988), Neelands (1998) and Neelands and
Goode (2002) promote the use of drama journals to keep a log of and responses to daily
activities. In these journals, students express personal feelings, judge the quality of their own
work, and reflect on the dynamics of their group. These written reflections provide the teacher
with an essential tool to monitor student progression, to respond individually, and to reflect on

and revise his or her own methods.
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Other suggested forms of documentation include scripts and monologues. O’Toole and
Haseman (1988) point out that scripted plays require structure, focus, dramatic language and
careful selection of words for dramatic impact. The writing process encourages literacy,
sensitivity to conflict, tension, movement and timing that are all elements of theatre. Group-
scripted work requires co-operation, concentration and focus. This activity encourages

individuals to function as contributing members of society while respecting ideas of others.

Questioning

As a means of gaining insight into the inner experiences of students, Greene (1978)
emphasizes the importance of asking significant questions that move human beings to “go in
search of meaning, to pursue themselves, to learn” (p. 199). During classroom observation of a
scene, O’Neill et al. (1976) suggest freezing a scene and asking participants Why are you doing
that? How do you feel about that character? Spontaneous responses and follow-up journal
entries should prompt recursive reflection (Doll, 1993) among drama students about their
characters’ motivations. Teachers should ask about their own practices such questions as: Did I
use the right strategies [and questions] to achieve my intentions? What kind of learning
occurred in the lesson? What kind of understanding by individuals and groups took place
(O’Neill et al., 1976)? Greene (1995) suggests that such self-questioning should help the
aesthetic experience resonate within teachers and students. In my study, Stanislavski’s (1937)
guided questions such as Who am I? Where am 1?7 What surrounds me? What do I want? What
are my obstacles? provide students with opportunities to reflect and to research about their
chosen characters and to write “in role”. Journal entries open areas of deeper dialogue between
teacher and student about understanding of each character within a particular context. Further

questioning should lead to more reflection in- and on-action, which should result in greater
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understanding of the topic as practitioner and learner become partners in the pedagogical

process.
Documents ““in role’”’ and artefacts

Neelands and Goode (2002) focus on the process of theatre as a means of developing
understanding about human experience and theatre itself. They suggest that documents such as
diaries, messages, journals and letters written “in-role” help students reflect on their experiences,
adopt various registers and assume different viewpoints. The present research study incorporates
some of these dramatic conventions, combined with masks created by students and video
recordings of dramatic monologues in mask. Such documents and artefacts provide the teacher
with insights into how students make meaning of the drama experience. Several years later, the
same material serves as memory prompts to initiate discussion and reflection about the teaching
and learning process within the drama context. As practitioner-researchers we become aware of
ourselves as “questioners, as meaning-makers, as persons engaged in constructing, co-

constructing, and reconstructing multiple perspectives of realities” (Greene, 1995, p. 132).

Aesthetic Education
Appreciation of Form

Langer (1953) focuses on the qualities of the artwork and the role of the participant in
grasping the beauty of the form through which the subject matter or content is expressed. She
describes the direct aesthetic experience as a moment at which the participant can “clear the
mind of inhibiting interpretive prejudices and false conceptions” (p. 396). Within this study of
Greek tragedy, students experience initial horror at the multiple instances of violence.

Agamemnon brutally sacrifices his daughter. Clytaemnestra vengefully murders her husband
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and his concubine, Cassandra. Creon heartlessly refuses to allow his niece, Antigone, to bury her
brother whose body rots in the nearby courtyard. Gradually, through discussion of issues,
interpretive presentation and reflection, students learn to appreciate the beauty of the traditional
form of Greek tragedy and its cathartic function for its audiences. Hearing the warnings of the
chorus and observing the characters grappling with their destinies, the students learn to
manipulate the dramatic monologue and design a mask to express their personal understandings

of the humanity of each character.
Finding Truth in Acting

Actor’s inner preparation — Stanislavski.

With little or no training, Stanislavski (1937) insisted on experimentation to find truth in
the art of acting. He established principles of “the System”, a way for an actor to use body, voice
and mind to create a character. Many aspects of the System were devised to understand and
communicate sub-text, the unspoken nuance that reveals the characters’ hidden agendas. The
actor must take time to study and express the character’s motivations in order to create more
depth and psychological realism. For this reason, Stanislavski (1937) insisted that the actor ask
why a character performs a specific action, such as opening a door. She must ask, What is my
purpose? What is behind the door? How might I approach the door? For instance, a student
playing Antigone might ask herself why she is entering Creon’s palace. Although she is under
arrest, how might she approach her uncle? What is her purpose in speaking to him? Will she
obey his commands to leave her brother without a burial? Her gestures and bearing will express
her motivation before she speaks. As Greene (1995) suggests, this ability to perceive oneself

during the process of participation in an art form is an essential part of the aesthetic experience

(p. 97).
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Stanislavski (1937) emphasizes the importance of the imagination to the actor in an
“imaginative fiction of another person” (Cooper and Mackey, 1995, p. 223), a precursor of
O’Neill’s (1995) drama world. An actor must believe in the given circumstances that include the
epoch, time and place of action, facts and events of the play in order to interpret character. For
the present study, the following questions formed the basis of reflective journal assignments:
Who am 1? Where do I come from? Why? What do I want? Where am I going? What will I do

when I get there?

Another aid to entering into character is through emotion memory (Stanislavski, 1937).
Just as visual memory reconstructs an inner image of a forgotten thing, place or person,
association of an emotion with that memory can bring back things that the actor has already

experienced (p. 168).

From stillness to movement - Le Coq.

Le Coq (2000) challenged his students to find new ways of seeing and looking for the
unexpected in nature and in themselves. Of particular interest for the present study are
improvisational exercises on silence and stillness that precede word and movement. The
imposition of silence leads the students to discover the basic law of the theatre: “words are born

from silence” (Le Coq, 2000, p. 35).

Le Coq’s (2000) exercises in neutral mask should establish a state of neutrality prior to
action, a state of receptiveness to everything around us, with no inner conflict. Having lived
through this exercise as a theatre student, I felt that my students would benefit from being put in
a state of balance and economy of movement. Like Stanislavski (1937), Le Coq (2000) searches
for truth in acting. Once the student is behind the mask, every nervous, unconscious gesture is

highlighted. Gradually, the artificial gestures disappear and calmness prevails. In the end, the
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neutral mask “unmasks” (p. 39) an inner beauty which is evident immediately after the removal
of the mask. If done truthfully, the moment of unmasking should reveal an aesthetic experience.
During my study, the purpose of the neutral mask is to prepare for the final presentation of a

dramatic monologue in mask created by each student to interpret a character from Greek tragedy.

Summary

Schon’s (1983, 1987) theories of reflective practice frame my self-reflective study of a
process-drama approach to teaching and learning (O’ Neill, 1995). Within this creative dramatic
educational context, teachers and students experience transformation as co-creators of a
curriculum wherein process takes precedence over product, and understanding results from
reflection on experience. The reflective practitioner in the field of educational drama balances
intuition and tactic knowledge with a well-planned curriculum structure. Since the focus is on
the process of understanding, the practitioners examined in this chapter have been truly attuned
to the needs of the individual learners and have devised curricula that are open and flexible to

creative expression.

In chapter 3, I present my methodology and tools of inquiry used for data collection

during this study.
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Chapter 3: Methodology and Tools of Inquiry
Chapter Overview

This qualitative retrospective self-study focuses on my reflections on a process-drama
approach to Greek tragedy. As a teacher-researcher, I re-examine my practice and reconnect
with some of my former students who were in my drama classes from 1997 to 2004. My
research focuses on the students as adolescents in their natural setting, the drama classroom, and
later as adults reflecting on their drama activities and assignments. I use an hourglass metaphor
to interpret the design of my inquiry through various lenses of time: a historical context of
ancient Greece, a period of three months of classes over a span of seven to 13 years, and a

sequence of three episodes of process drama.

My study is based on social constructivist theory (Bruner, 1986; Vygotsky, 1978) that
assumes that knowledge is constructed through social interaction with significant others. Once
students familiarized themselves with the historical context and content of Greek tragedy, their
acting skills and reflective activities helped them filter out information and knowledge particular

to their individual drama assignments.

In this chapter, I describe the context of my inquiry and explain my role as researcher. I
describe my methodological principles, present my research questions, and describe my tools of
inquiry.

Context of Inquiry
Epistemological Tenets Driving My Inquiry

I approach this study from a social constructivist perspective (Bruner, 1986) that argues

that knowledge is constructed through social interaction. Social constructivists suggest that
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when students are actively engaged in the learning process, learning is more effective and
meaningful. Drama methods rely on guided discovery where the teacher leads the student
through questions and activities to generate new knowledge. Constructivist metaphors such as
“filtering” of knowledge and a “spiral” process of learning suggest a visual frame of an hourglass
that I selected for my research. Two epistemological tenets reflect my understanding of the

process of effective teaching and learning.

Epistemological tenet #1: A dramatic approach to literature enhances learning.
During my thirty-five years of teaching, I have interacted with thousands of young people in
classrooms. When I began to teach secondary school, I stood at the front of a long, narrow
classroom. Students sat in rows of desks, listening — or pretending to listen — to me read to them
or to ask closed questions requiring “yes” or “no” answers from them. At other times, I tested
their comprehension of a novel with pre-set multiple-choice questions. The task was to check a
letter a, b, c or d in each of fifty boxes. At least thirty percent of the questions were ambiguous,
but the teacher’s answer sheet stated that only one answer per question was correct. Some
students succeeded. Others did not answer correctly the thirty questions needed in order to pass.
After a while, I began to ask myself: What are the students learning? Is this important? Does

this have any meaning?

Although I had little formal training in drama during my early years of teaching, I
experimented in my English classes with a dramatic approach to literature. At first, while
studying a novel, I asked students to respond to questions in the voice of a character. Sometimes
we devised meetings between characters and the author of the texts that they inhabited. At other
times, we decided that characters from different novels by the same author would meet in a

setting within one of the novels. Often two characters from the same novel created a scene that
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was not written. During these classes, I observed that students became animated in their
discussions and character interpretations. I noted that, as they became more engaged in a close
reading of a text, more conscious of a character’s behaviour in a particular context, the students

chose language more appropriate to character and audience.

Once I became a part-time student of theatre, I examined text and sub-text more closely
since I had to understand my character’s motives underlying his or her words and actions. When
I returned to my classroom as teacher, I guided the students to observe what each character said,
but more importantly, to focus on what the characters did not say. Students pointed out
movements and gestures that often contradicted the characters’ words, but that revealed hidden
motives. For example, Hedda Gabler’s words acquired new significance when we read Ibsen’s
stage directions aloud. The protagonist’s clenching of fists, pacing back and forth, and standing
by the wood stove revealed to the readers the anger, boredom and fury that she attempted to

suppress. Hedda’s erratic behaviour foreshadowed her ultimate self-destruction.

My fascination with understanding characters’ motivations coupled with the skills and
knowledge that I gained as a theatre student directly influenced my teaching methods. During
my last ten years of teaching, I shifted my focus from English literature to designing and
teaching drama and theatre courses for levels secondary two, three, four and five. I wanted my
students to interpret characters in action, rather than simply write essays about them. Students
who were once seated in straight rows in an English classroom now sat with me in a circle on a
bare floor in a drama room. Process drama allowed us to move into fictional worlds that
resonated with the original texts (O’Neill, 1995, 2006) as they took on lives of their own. Like

jazz musicians, we reflected-in-action on the drama that we collectively made. Students
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reflected about what they were doing and how they “evolv[ed] their way of doing” (Schon, 1983,

p. 56).

Epistemological tenet #2: We bring our own lived experiences to authentic teaching
and learning. The teachers who influenced me the most were those who exuded knowledge
about and enthusiasm for literature. They sparked curiosity in their students to research and to
experiment with various methods of learning. They laughed in class, and apologized for making
mistakes. They encouraged us to find answers to our own questions. They appeared genuinely
interested in us as persons and they encouraged us to give as much of ourselves as we could to

our understanding of a particular subject. They instilled in us a love of learning.

These teachers gave of themselves. They shared their own lives with us through
interweaving their personal stories into the lessons. They encouraged us to explain how we
interpreted a particular text and they appeared to listen with true interest to what we had to say.
They made our educational experiences enjoyable and challenging. They encouraged us to reach
beyond ourselves, to take risks, to feel safe within their classrooms. They created environments

of mutual support and mutual respect. This was the type of teacher I wanted to become.

Having been given the freedom to design both literature and drama courses during much
of my career, I often consulted with colleagues and students before, during and after courses to
obtain feedback about what methods worked best to help students make meaning of educational
experiences. This study gives me the opportunity to reflect on my belief and assumption that
authentic teaching and learning take place in environments that encourage individuals to reflect
freely and thoughtfully on what part of their lived experiences they bring to the educational

process.
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Role of Researcher: Insider and Qutsider

As a teacher-researcher I am both insider and outsider in this inquiry. As an insider in my
study, I was well known by most students who opted for the secondary five drama course since I
had taught most of them either in secondary two drama or secondary four or five English. As
head of the English department over a ten-year period, I designed all English and drama courses
with a team of teachers. We constructed our curriculum to allow students to build on previous
knowledge of mythology and legends, as well as British, American, Canadian and international
novels, short stories and plays. Since I planned the secondary five drama/theatre option, I knew
what materials the students had studied at our school. I assumed that all students who opted for
my drama class had some background in drama, but I designed my course without prerequisites.
I had the full support of the administration that wanted to provide students with optional courses
in the creative arts as a counterbalance to the science and mathematics courses already offered at
the senior level. While teaching drama, I acted as a guide and participant-observer of students
involved in drama activities. My position as “leader from within” (Doll 1993, p. 167) enabled
me to develop more informal relationships with students through discussion, dramatic

improvisation and artistic experimentation.

I was very much aware of my role of drama teacher. When I entered the drama room, I
purposely assumed a more relaxed stance, a more calming tone of voice. I enjoyed these
moments with my adolescent students who came to have fun and to work in a playful, supportive
environment. Such a relaxed atmosphere was not always possible in classrooms with almost
thirty students who would ultimately be writing gruelling Ministry of Education examinations.
In my senior English classes, I usually felt pressed for time and for marks. Here, in this cozy

space, I did not have to worry about final written exams. My emphasis was on the process, not



41

so much the final product. In my drama class, the students’ performances and explanations of

their mask designs were the final phase within the learning process.

In my role of researcher as outsider, I distanced myself from the drama classroom and re-
examined my past teaching experiences as if they were in a time capsule symbolized by the
hourglass. Ire-connected via email and interviews with former students who also distanced
themselves from secondary school. All five adult participants re-examined and reflected on their
learning experiences when they were adolescents. Through our correspondence, I attempted to
critically examine the impact of my drama teaching on my students. The interpretive nature of
qualitative research allowed me to describe in rich detail my rationale and understanding for
structuring the curriculum and my understanding of the significance of shared meanings

constructed by participants in my research study.

Methodological Principles

The concept of reflective practitioner (Schon, 1983, 1987) provides a methodological
frame for my retrospective qualitative study where I attempt to explain my own rationale for
structuring learning experiences in my drama classes at a private secondary school for girls. 1
also document participants’ reflections on their own actions and decisions first as adolescent
students in my class and later as adults re-examining their interpretations of Greek tragedy and
their assignments. As a reflective practitioner, I look back on a dialogic, pedagogic practice
(Neelands, 2006) that occurred during my drama classes. As a teacher, I negotiated the shape of
the curriculum with students. Now, as a teacher-researcher in dialogue with the same former
students, I highlight some instances of my knowing-in-action and reflection-in-action that I think

may have contributed to the students’ learning experiences.
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Since drama education research occurs within an artistic medium and context (Taylor,
1996), theoretical frameworks and methodological principles are often recursive. Theory
informs practice and from practice emerges theory. Schon (1983) describes the artistic and
intuitive processes that professional practitioners often bring to uncertain and unique situations.
While reflecting-in-action, the teacher becomes a researcher in practice. “Thinking becomes
action” (Schon, 1983, pp. 68-69) and experimentation becomes implementation. He compares
this process of reflection-in-action to jazz improvisation. The reflective practitioner thinks back
about what she is playing while involved in improvisation with students, and creates dramatic
tensions to move the drama forward. The direction of the drama that develops from these social

interactions reshapes the practitioner’s performance and sense-making.

Cecily O’Neill’s (1995) process-drama approach to learning supports Schon’s (1983)
concept of the reflective researcher as “agent/experient” (p. 322) who must gain an inside view
of practice in order to dialogue with learners about the processes and interpretations of teaching
and learning. This collaborative, partner-based reflective practice encourages renegotiation

between teachers and learners and theory and practice within the drama class (Neelands, 2006).

Actor-training theorists Le Coq (2000), Brecht (in Willett, 1964) and Stanislavski (1937)
underpin methods in my study of process drama. Le Coq (2000) developed various methods that
applied laws of movement to dramatic creation and to acting traditions, including masked
performance. In order to prepare my students for their final performances in masks, I presented a
workshop on neutral mask modeled on Lucie Bertrand’s theatre class at Concordia University in
Montreal. My intention was to help the students free their bodies in order to adopt the

movements and gestures of the fictional characters that they would interpret. I also wanted the
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students to overcome the restrictions on speaking, breathing and moving that masks often impose

on actors during performances.
In the next excerpt from my field notes, I reflect on my lesson.

... When we stood in a circle and quietly put on the masks, all hell broke loose! The
students laughed, pointed at one another. “Miss, I can’t breathe!” Jane yelled. Sally
blurted, “I can’t see.” This was not what my theatre class was like last night! 1 stopped,
said “Freeze.” Finally, the room fell silent. Inside I was screaming. I remembered
Paddy Webb’s calming drama-teacher voice. I asked calmly, “Please remove your
masks.” 1sighed. “Let’s take a deep breath, look at our masks in silence. Note that the
lips are not open. When you wear this mask, your character does not speak. Only moves
in silence. If you need to speak, please stop and remove your mask.” I breathed deeply.
“Do you want to try it again?” All nodded. “Remember, you are in your own space. |
will call out an emotion and I want you to show it with your body. Show. Don’t tell.
After this exercise, we will talk about how you felt. OK? Now, with respect, slowly put
on your masks...” This time, it worked. After 10 minutes, we stopped, removed our
masks and sat in a circle. (field notes, October 22, 2004)

Brecht (in Willett, 1964) often used alienating techniques such as masks, non-linear
narratives and stylized actions to prevent the audience from immersing itself in the fictional
world. I adapted some of these methods in my drama classes to illustrate the distancing effect of
the traditional Greek masks, the chorus’ commentary on events within the play, and the slow,
non-naturalistic conventionalized movements of actors in Greek tragedy. Students used these
techniques in groups in their initial experimentations with two plays. In the first play
Agamemnon, the hero — by the same name — returns victorious from the Trojan War after a ten-
year absence. He and his concubine, Cassandra, face the wrath of his wife, Queen
Clytaemenstra. The second play, Antigone, focuses on a young woman’s determination to defy
her uncle the king by burying her brother’s body at risk of her own death. Through discussion,
improvisation and reflection, I hoped that students would understand the historical and cultural

context of Greek tragedy before moving on to interpreting specific characters within specific
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contexts. The next excerpt from my reflective notes illustrates the dramatic effects of Brecht’s

(in Willett, 1964) techniques on Agamemnon.

... While Susan rehearsed her monologue, she asked her three friends to stand as chorus
members downstage left. The three students wore neutral masks. What an eerie effect!
Joan leaned on a cane, Marie stood beside her and Allison crouched in front of the
others and watched attentively. As Susan spoke, the white masks followed her
movements. At one point the chorus swayed to the right. When Susan turned to beg them
to listen, they backed away and lowered their heads... (reflective notes, October 25,
2004)

Unlike Brecht’s (in Willett, 1964) distancing techniques, Stanislavski’s (1937) insistence
on a naturalistic style of acting prompted his students to study the who, what, when, where, and
why of their characters. In my drama classes, students’ journal entries consisted of answers to
similar questions in the role of their chosen characters from each play. During each play, 1
assigned the same character questions following Stanislavski’s model. . Ibelieved that by
answering in role and by imagining the setting through their five senses, the students’ acting
would become more authentic. I provide examples of Susan’s detailed responses to illustrate

how sensory details helped this student identify with Cassandra form Agamemnon.

I am Princess Cassandra of Troy...my city is [sic] fallen and my family slain...Apollo has
cursed me making everyone dismiss my prophesies. I am the concubine of Agamemnon, a
prisoner of war, a slave. I am a cursed woman... I stand on the steps of the palace of
King Agamemnon in Mycenae, Greece. It is spring. Ten years after the war on Troy first
began... The sky is a vibrant blue, but I do not see it. The queen, Clytemnestra, calls for
me, but I do not hear. The chorus watches me suspiciously but I do not notice. A gentle
breeze caress[es] my face, but I do not feel it. The scent of the flowers scattered about
the palace gardens wafts around me, but I do not smell it. Instead I taste death. I smell
fear. I hear the words of doom coming from my own mouth. I feel my heart desperately
beating for the last few seconds of my life. I see only my approaching destruction and
death...I want to go home. I want to be with my family again. 1want people to believe
my prophecies. [ want to stay alive. My home is destroyed. My family is dead. I am...
destined to be ignored by everyone. I have seen that I am going to die today. I cannot
prevent that. There is nothing anyone can do. The gods have spoken. Everything is
hopeless. (Susan’s journal entry, October 15, 2004)
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Preliminary Research Questions

I began my inquiry with the following questions:

Does reflection on one’s learning experiences change with time?

How does a drama teacher devise strategies that best promote meaningful experiences
among adolescent females?

How does one identify an authentic learning experience?

Now I ask my major research question.

How does reflection on a process-drama approach to Greek tragedy benefit teachers and
learners?

The Research Site

The site is an independent private girl’s high school located on the West Island of
Montreal. At the time of this study, approximately 450 girls were enrolled from secondary one
to secondary five. My drama option classes averaged between fifteen and twenty students each
year. This former golf club converted to a convent school provided vistas of green space through
each classroom window. The drama space, consisting of one large room and two smaller
adjoining rooms, was accessed by a separate stairway. This design provided privacy, facilitated

smaller group work and allowed me to meet with students individually during drama classes.

A unique feature was a stairway along the north wall that led to an unlocked attic door
where trunks and suitcases contained scarves, clothing and objects for improvisation. The
stairway allowed students to experiment with various levels of space during rehearsals and
performances. I modeled the drama space on the rehearsal rooms at the Concordia theatre
department where I studied. The only furniture in the room was a small desk and a chair that

often served as props. We began and ended classes sitting in a circle on the floor. During most
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of the class time, the space was filled with students involved in improvisation or rehearsal.
According to Cecily O’Neill (1995), the dramatic world is a mental construct. Therefore, a
sparse setting is necessary to force “powers of invention and transformation” (O’Neill, 2006,

p. 83).

This world of the imagination was set apart from the world of science and technology at
the other end of the building. For most students this space was freeing; for a few it was
intimidating. For me, this room was a sanctuary from the noise and politics of the rest of the
building. I attempted to create this area as a place of personal safety and mutual respect. In a
space that encouraged creative expression, I reminded the students that discipline had to come
from within themselves, not from rows of desks. Although I felt freer in this open space than in
the traditional classroom, I knew that my role as a drama teacher was to channel the creative
energy of my adolescent students through meaningful, challenging and enjoyable learning

experiences.

The Participants
Lisa: Antigone in Antigone, 1997

Lisa’s data consists of journal entries from her drama class in 1997 and excerpts from
email correspondence in 2009 and 2010. Lisa participated in the school’s drama productions and
contributed to the school’s literary magazine. She was also involved in theatre productions as
actor and director in post-secondary school. She studied 20th-century drama at university. Her
email correspondence of March 21, 2010, indicates that she finds her drama training useful in the

study of human relations and in library science instructional strategies.
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Tara: Clytaemnestra in Agamemnon, 2003

Tara’s data includes a dramatic monologue and excerpts from email correspondence.
Tara participated in the school’s drama productions. In her email correspondence of March 14,
2009, Tara states that her background in Greek tragedy prepared her for reading of the Oresteia

in CEGEP and for her studies of western civilization in university.
Ellie: Cassandra in Agamemnon, 2003

Ellie’s data consists of journal entries, a sketch of a mask and written explanation of its
design, and excerpts from email correspondence. Ellie participated in every school drama
production. In her email correspondence of March 16, 2009, she recalls how her drama
background developed her social skills and prepared her for group work and presentations in

communication studies and in public relations.
Sheila: Polynices in Antigone, 2004

Sheila’s data includes a sketch of a mask, a screen-shot of a performance, the
transcription of a dramatic monologue during drama class in 2004, and excerpts from an
interview. Sheila was involved in the band during secondary school. She still pursues her
creative interests such as playing piano and painting. Her artistic talent is indispensable to her as

she studies dentistry that “embodies both art and sciences.” (from interview, May 19, 2010)

Susan: Cassandra in Agamemnon, 2004

Susan’s data consists of journal entries, screen-shots and transcriptions of a videotaped
performance, and excerpts of email correspondence. Susan participated in the school’s drama
productions and contributed to the school’s literary magazine. In her email correspondence,

Susan recalls that the background in Greek tragedy was helpful because it “enriched [her]
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reading” of the plays Agamemnon, Antigone and The Bacchae during her university studies.

(from email correspondence November 11, 2009)

I now present my data collection process and describe the tools of inquiry.

Data Collection Process

My aims are to understand how reflection on a process-drama approach to learning helps
students make meaning of Greek tragedy, and to discover the impact of the process on their lives.
The data collection process took place during two separate periods: with participants who were
first adolescent students in my drama classes from 1997 to 2004 and later with the same, now-
adult former students from 2009 to 2010. I narrowed the final number of participants in my
study to five because of the rich and insightful comments that they provided as students and as

adults on their individual learning experiences within my drama classes.

Tools of Inquiry

Data collected during drama classes consisted of field notes, documentation, and
videotapes. Data collected with former students consisted of field notes, email correspondence,

telephone conversations, and audiotaped interviews.

The Process

Cecily O Neill (1995) usually opens a drama session with a pre-text that presents a
reason for a drama process. In my drama classes, synopses of the Greek tragedies Agamemnon
and Antigone became springboards for students to enter an ancient drama world (O’Neill, 1995).
As we read together, questions surfaced. Some of the following questions became pre-texts for

examination through improvisation:
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How might Queen Clytaemnestra react to her husband’s return from the Trojan War
after ten years? How might she react to Cassandra, her husband’s war prize? Who is
that man standing behind her as she greets King Agamemnon? What are that man’s
thoughts?

What drives a young woman like Antigone to demand a proper burial for her brother who
has been declared a traitor by her uncle Creon?

What role do the gods play in determining the fate of humans? How much control over
our own lives do we have?

How can we relate any of the ancient Greek characters to the issues of today?
What do we bring of ourselves to literary works that we encounter?

After reading and discussing Agamemnon with the students, I divided the class into two
groups. Each group decided on characters and chorus members. 1 allotted two classes for
collaborative scriptwriting, and two classes for rehearsal. I observed group interaction, wrote
field notes, and then began the fifth class with a short discussion about the process of group
writing. I emphasized the importance of homework assignments, especially the completion of
journal entries, since they provided feedback about each student understands of the play and her
interpretation of a chosen character. I collected journals at regular intervals, responded with
comments and questions, and evaluated each entry with a mark out of 10. As an English teacher,

I was also encouraging literacy and clarity of expression.

I allotted class time for students to work on group scripts, to rehearse, and to perform
their section of the play for the class. During this process, students became both actors and
spectators. They observed how each group interpreted the same characters, then provided their
observations and comments about their own and others’ interpretations of the same play. 1
stressed the importance of reflection on their actions in order to understand that there are many

ways of knowing.
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Stanislavski’s (1937) questions required the students to respond to the given
circumstances of their chosen character in role. The sensory details provided a dramatic context
for interpretation of character. In order to draw on emotional memory, 1 asked each student to
distance herself from her character and reflect in her own voice on the following question: How
will I try to connect with this character? 1 provide an example of Susan’s thoughtful journal

response.

Like Cassandra, I hate being ignored. While I am never ignored over matters of life and
death, I can exaggerate the frustration I feel to create something similar to what she must
have felt. It will be difficult to get into the state of mind of a woman who knows that she
will die within a matter of seconds and yet can do nothing to save herself. I can use
thoughts and emotions that often surface when I am being unfairly treated to try to create
the anguish she must have felt. (excerpt from journal October 15, 2004)

After following a similar pattern of reading, performing, discussion and journal writing
with Antigone, 1 asked the students to choose one character for which they would write a
dramatic monologue, create a mask and explain their design. I encouraged them to research
symbols and colours that they chose to interpret their selected character. I collected their
explanations about the mask design. I stipulated a time limit of two minutes for the final

performance of their monologues in masks.

I videotaped students’ character introductions and justifications for their mask design. I
asked them to explain the dramatic situation, to tell us what led up to the particular moment
when the character decided to speak. I taped the performances of those students who gave me
permission to do so, and then we watched the tapes together in class. This provided time for
discussion and illustrated the dialogistic nature of educational drama. I include a screenshot of

Susan performing her monologue in role as Cassandra as she pleads with her fellow Trojans to
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listen to her. The mask that Sarah describes in the next excerpt is visible in the screenshot in

Figure 1.

I wanted to keep it unrealistic. She is very afraid
and then there’s the dark sun which is like the
vision she gets from Apollo who’s the sun god.
Then there’s the snake which is how she got the
gift of prophecy. Then there’s the flame that she
sees every night. (excerpt of transcription of
performance as Cassandra, November 23, 2004)

Father, Mother, people of Troy...Heed my words.
Troy will not win this war...Flee the city!
(twitches)... Beware...strangers bearing gifts!
(excerpt of dramatic monologue November 23,
2004)

Figure 1. Screenshot of Susan as Cassandra.

After each presentation I asked each student how she felt during her performance in
mask. How did she overcome any nervousness? How did she connect to the character? 1
assigned a final journal-entry where the student could reflect further while the experience was
still fresh in her mind. To illustrate, I provide an excerpt from Susan’s journal after her

performance.

When I put on the mask, everything else disappeared. I could hardly see my audience so
they drifted away and I was brought back to ancient Troy. The words that had imprinted
themselves in my mind tumbled out of my mouth, almost without thinking. I focused on
Cassandra’s pain, her desperate sense of urgency. I let Cassandra be heartbroken, even
angry, because of the grief she was forced to endure. I can’t imagine how frustrated and
miserable Cassandra must have felt watching her family go off to their death. I thought of
the grief I have felt and amplified it. I also thought of what it feels like to be ignored when
I know that what I have to say is important. (journal entry of November 23, 2004)
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Since my former students are now scattered throughout Canada and Europe, email

correspondence is my primary source of research. I also transcribed an audiotaped interview.

The qualitative methods that I used in my study include personal reflective notes about
group and individual interpretation of text. Group work consisted of reading aloud in class,
small group discussions, improvisation, collaborative scriptwriting, and written journal entries

reflecting on performance.

Individual work focused on interpretation of a chosen character from a selection of Greek
plays studied in class. Student activities included writing journals in role, writing a dramatic
monologue, creating an interpretive character mask, performing the dramatic monologue in mask

and reflecting verbally and in writing on the learning process.

I selected a variety of samples of student writing, mask design and video clips from
various stages of the drama course. I interspersed the original student artefacts with excerpts
from their own comments as adults and with their own reflective notes. These selections support
a constructivist theory of multiple ways of knowing and understanding as dependent on context

(Vygotsky, 1978; Bruner, 1986).

Summary

In this chapter I described the context of my inquiry and explained my role as researcher.
I presented the methodological principles and epistemological tenets driving my study. I
described the research site and introduced the participants in my inquiry. I described the data
collection process and tools of inquiry that I used in my study. In chapter 4, I present my data

analysis.
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Chapter 4: Peering Into the Hourglass

Chapter Overview

In this chapter, I reflect on my teaching of two Greek tragedies, Agamemnon by
Aeschylus and Antigone by Sophocles, with former students who were in my senior drama class
at a girls’ private school in Dorval, Quebec. Through reflection in and on teaching and learning
experiences, I critically re-examine my approach to teaching Greek tragedy and its impact on my

students as adolescents and as adults.

I selected an hourglass as a visual metaphor to analyze my data from both past and
present. The hourglass was an ancient instrument used to measure a passage of time. For this
study, I assume that the process of the sands filtering from the top of the glass through the funnel
into the bottom section takes sixty minutes, the length of one drama class. [ imagine that I am
sitting outside the hourglass with my former students as we observe ourselves in several of my
drama classes in the past and comment on our actions and initial reflections on drama activities.
I entitled my thesis “Into the Hourglass” because metaphorically we immersed ourselves in the

historical context of ancient Greek plays Agamemnon and Antigone.
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Agamemnon, the first recorded written play of Aeschylus, begins with the victorious
return from the battle of Troy by King Agamemmnon after ten years’ absence. The focus quickly
shifts to Queen Clytaemnestra and her desire for vengeance for Agamemnon’s sacrifice of their
daughter Iphigenia, and for his flaunting of his war prize and concubine, Cassandra, a Trojan
clairvoyant. Antigone, by Sophocles has a protagonist by the same name who is determined to
defy her uncle King Creon. He has decreed that her brother Polynices must not be given an
honourable burial because he is declared a traitor for killing the king’s favourite son, Eteocles. I
conceptualize the hourglass as an encapsulation of thirteen years (beginning in 1997 and
including 2010) when I designed my drama classes, gathered written and visual artefacts from
students, then later reflected on the drama process with the same students as adults. I separate
the hourglass into three sections that I refer to as episodes within the teaching-learning process. 1
examine data from email correspondence and interviews with the adult participants as they
comment on their own adolescent written reflections, mask designs and dramatic performances
in mask. Iinclude excerpts from my reflective notes to elaborate on, or to interpret, my former
students’ recollections of each phase or episode of their process of learning about and

interpreting Greek tragedy through drama.

I call the first episode “Into the Hourglass”. I refer to this process as immersion in
context and content of Greek tragedy. I borrow O’Neill’s (1995) concept of pre-text to include
reading synopses of the Greek tragedies Agamemnon by Aeschylus and Antigone by Sophocles.
To situate the plays within a historical context and to illustrate ancient Greek acting conventions,
I showed films to my drama students about the Greek “theatron” and excerpts from Agamemnon
performed by male actors in traditional costumes and masks. The collaborative phase involved

teacher reflection-in-action, student participant-observation, student reflective discussions,
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improvisation, and rehearsal. Students formed two groups and performed half of each play and
then observed the other group’s interpretation of the same characters in the other half of the same
play. During these classes, students worked as team members providing constructive criticism to
one another as actors interpreting ancient Greek theatre. Their responses to assignments and
reflections in their drama journals provided data along with my own field notes and reflective

notes.

I refer to Episode 2 as “Through the Funnel”. I chose the image of the sand flowing
through the funnel to focus on the next phase of learning through drama. Metaphorically, the
movement within and between groups in Episode 1 created a desirable friction and dramatic
tension. [ believe that the journal questions provided the initial, gentle force that launched the
“free fall” of each student. Once a student chose her character to interpret, the assignment
criteria pulled her toward a solo performance. She needed to think, plan and design her own
character. I provide examples of students’ journal responses to illustrate their identification with
particular characters. Iinclude reflections about how sensory details inspired choices of

character, mask design and dramatic monologue.

I label the third and final episode “Creative Landing”. I focus on the sands filling the
bottom of the hourglass to represent the final phase of the process drama. Each student
performed her dramatic monologue in a mask that represented a character from Agamemnon or
Antigone. The character questions initiated a transformation and sense of agency during the free
fall of Episode 2. I advised the students to imagine their characters in a particular place and time
that we did not see. Irequested that they indicate at what moment the action of their presentation
takes place. As each character “landed” in Episode 3, she introduced her character, explained

her mask design, and situated her character within a dramatic context of the play. Each
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performance filled in gaps within the plays. Each dramatic performance brought to life scenes
that we could only imagine. The students’ reflections as adults provided new insights into their

adolescent understanding of characters who inhabit the worlds of ancient Greek theatre.

I divided each episode into tasks that I designed to help students build on and integrate
their previous knowledge before they moved on to the next level of performance. Throughout

the process drama, I provided support to encourage confidence in individual interpretive activity.

I now present my data analysis.

Episode 1: Into the Hourglass

A Leap Into the Past

Immersion in Greek Tragedy

Bruner (1966, 1973), a social constructive theorist, argued that learning is an active
process that builds on what a person already knows. He suggests that learning is a social activity
and that students learn better when actively engaged in the learning process. Following this
theory, I propose that Episode 1 is crucial to the learning processes that I examine in my study.
Through reading, discussing, creating scripts, and experimenting in groups, students became
comfortable with the context and content of the plays Agamemnon by Aeschylus and Antigone

by Sophocles. Ihad hoped that their experiences in Episode 1 would help the students
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acclimatize to their new world, their fictional neighbours, and the stylized genre of acting in
Greek tragedy. After my introductory drama class that September, I recorded some field notes.

Following is an excerpt from September 15, 1997.

This is my first time teaching this course. I hope the students won’t be bored with Greek
tragedy for the next few months. I want to give them a foundation in western theatre and
build on what they know about Greek mythology and history, and link these plays to
literature that they have already studied and will study this year. Some girls seem really
interested, while others practically sleep in class. I won’t spend much time talking. 1
hope they will be on their feet, improvising and creating theatre during the next class.

Today I told the girls that my goal was to prepare them for CEGEP and university and to
provide a historical background for the work that we would study. 1 said I hoped that
they would learn by doing, learn about the form and content of Greek tragedy and build
on their drama skills inside and outside school. A few have been involved in school
drama productions. Some have studied ballet; a few play instruments. Many are involved
in hip-hop dance after school. Others are in the school choir. We discussed chorus and
choreography that we will examine later. Some girls have worked backstage. Some said
they are very shy and “clam” up when giving an oral presentation in class. I told them
that we would try to help one another develop confidence. We spoke about teamwork.
Since many girls play soccer or hockey, they understand the importance of working
together as a unit.

We spoke about Greek myths and Ulysses from secondary two. We spoke of the Trojan
War that lasted for ten years, of Helen of Troy whose face “launched a thousand ships”
and Cassandra’s apparent warning “Beware Greeks bearing gifts!” What do these
expressions mean to them?

I asked the girls to write a journal entry for next class. I want them to tell me about
themselves, their experiences with performing, sports, writing, drawing, music, travel,
their interests in history, literature...anything that might connect to this drama class. I
asked them to include any questions and suggestions. I explained that they would also be
using their journals for more specific homework assignments. I said their entries would
help me follow their progress in the drama class and help me respond more personally to
each student. I promised to give them some time to reflect at the end of each class. 1
hope that we will use some of their entries as springboards for class discussion.

I was a little nervous but gained confidence as the class progressed. Since I taught most
of the girls in English or drama over the past three years, 1 felt quite comfortable. I have
my course outline, but I'll see what happens. Will these girls be as excited as I am about
this class? (field notes, September 15, 1997)

My field notes express my desire to engage my students in a course that I had requested

to design and teach. I knew that Greek tragedy would be a challenge. I was also aware that
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drama was not the first choice for all students. Those who did not qualify for biology or
chemistry were moved into my drama class. How would they fit in? How would they work with
those students who chose to be here? Ireferred to activities involving performance and
teamwork. My intention was that the students would focus on whatever experiences and talents
of their own to contribute to their drama work. Ireviewed what I assumed the students already
knew about ancient Greek literature and introduced a few of the characters we were about to
meet. I attempted to build on each student’s previous knowledge, create opportunities for more
intimate dialogue through journal entries, and establish a serious attitude toward their reflections
on learning. Because I loved to write, I assumed that all my students felt the same way. This
was not always the case, but the journals allowed me to encourage some of the more reticent
students to express themselves more clearly and descriptively. In most cases I was inspired by
my students’ written and oral contributions to my drama classes. I will focus on one student in
particular whose reflections stood out during my first drama class and later in her email

correspondence with me.
Initial Memories

When I began to contact former students to request their participation in my study, I
phoned Lisa who attended my first drama option class in 1997. I had also taught her in
secondary two drama and in secondary four English. Lisa’s articulate responses provided
interesting reflections on each phase of the drama class that year. Her enthusiasm, coherent

journal responses and suggestions helped me redesign my drama course for subsequent years.

In 1997 I was enrolled as a part-time student in the BFA program at Concordia while
teaching full-time. Ihad not yet registered as a graduate student, nor had I considered including

Lisa’s journal responses as part of my study. Twelve years after her graduation from our school,
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I realized that her journal entries would provide vivid illustrations of one student’s attempt to

make meaning of a process-drama approach to literature.

Lisa’s subsequent journal entries that year on Commedia dell’Arte, on Margaret
Atwood’s Journals of Susanna Moodie, and on Lisa’s silent-film dramatic presentation
stimulated me to continue to offer my drama option course. Several other students’ supportive
responses also influenced my decision to continue the senior option despite pressure to cut drama
completely in favour of math, science, hip-hop dance and Italian. By 2004, I was allotted just
two 60-minute periods on an eight-day cycle (as opposed to five 45-minute periods on a six-day

cycle).

If we could not meet the criteria of having fifteen students register, the course was
cancelled for that semester, which explains certain gaps between 1997 and 2004. In response to
student feedback and my own experiences in theatre classes, however, I retained journal
questions and responses in the curriculum, reduced the number of Greek tragedies to two, added

neutral mask workshops in 2004, and retained mask work and dramatic monologues.

In the next excerpt from Lisa’s email correspondence dated March 21, 2009, she provides

some background information about her interest in and experience with drama.

Throughout my adolescence, theatre was my passion and an important outlet for me. 1
came to the secondary five drama course with some previous experience in theatre,
having participated in several community and high school productions, including Anne
of Green Gables (as Miss Stacey), Up the Down Staircase, and Pride and Prejudice (as
Elizabeth Bennnett). I also studied drama in secondary two at [our school]. (email
correspondence of March 21, 2009)

Lisa’s first email correspondence suggests her familiarity with acting techniques that she
transferred from her extracurricular activities to her collaborative drama activities during

Episode 1.
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I began my inquiry with an open-ended question about the students’ memories of their
experiences in my drama classes as illustrated in an excerpt from the same email correspondence

with Lisa.

LH: What do you remember about the drama course in secondary five?

Lisa: I remember covering a variety of periods and styles...including Greek tragedy,
Commedia dell’Arte, and silent film... Extremely valuable to me was the combination of
theory and practice in the course; we developed scripts and practiced both improvised
and rehearsed performance while learning about theatre history... The grounding in
theatre history, particularly the origins of Western theatre in Greek drama, proved
invaluable in my acting experiences. (email correspondence of March 21, 2009)

My open-ended question allowed Lisa to contextualize our study of Greek tragedy within
a larger frame of interrelated genres of theatre. One of my goals in designing my drama course
was to provide a foundation in Western literature and to prepare students for CEGEP and
university studies. Of interest to me is Lisa’s next reflection within the same email

correspondence.

None of my other theatre activities included this historical material, though... I came
across it in the literature while preparing for other roles. Having a reference point for
the chorus and other theatre conventions gave me a historical context when interpreting
and researching my roles and enabled me to better understand directors’ references and
instructions. The exposure to various historical periods also piqued an interest in
Western civilization that influenced my decision to study liberal arts at John Abbott
College. (email correspondence of March 21, 2009)

Lisa’s reference to “historical context” and “historical periods” provided a visual
metaphor of the hourglass as a framework for my study and for my design of the year’s drama
program. One learning activity was built on a previous one and carried grains of previous
knowledge and experience to the next year. I allotted approximately three months to the unit on

Greek tragedy. Lisa’s foundation in “historical material” extended beyond that time limit into

the remaining six months of high school and throughout CEGEP and University.
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Collaborative Process

Since students spent at least one month studying the plays, improvising, working in
groups, creating and performing scenes for each of the tragedies, moving from group to group,
experimenting with chorus roles, I assumed that this first episode of my process-drama approach
to Greek tragedy would stand out in their memories. To my surprise, what I consider a crucial
phase of the learning process apparently had little impact on most of them as adults based on
their replies. I believe, however, that the class time spent during Episode 1 for experimentation,
questioning, discussion and reflection did create an atmosphere and foundation of confidence
and trust among the adolescent students (whether or not they remember these classes) that drew

them toward Episode 2.

Had I videotaped each episode, I might have found more meaningful data for the adult
participants to examine. The videotapes might have provided a greater opportunity to reflect on
my interactions with my students throughout the process. As a drama teacher, I advised students
to “show not tell” their characters’ emotions. I would have been able to observe our body
language that often revealed what we did not say. A videotape of classroom interactions might
have provided a more authentic picture of our true feelings and responses during the drama

process.

I relied on students’ memories of the collaborative process, such as group improvisations
and interpretations of characters’ relationships and motivations, and experimentations with the
roles of the Greek chorus. In order to obtain some insight into the adults’ reflections on the
social dynamics within their drama classes, I asked an open-ended question. I was surprised that

like most of my former students, Lisa did not recall details about her secondary five drama class.
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illustrates her frustration with some group work.

LH: Do you remember any details about the collaborative process? If so, do you
remember any difficulties? How did you overcome them?

Lisa: Oddly enough, I don’t recall the collaborative process...involved in
Antigone...although this was a big part of the course and is central to theatre in general.
[However] I do remember a couple of challenges related to other exercises in drama
classes... [During a rehearsal of A Miracle Worker] Anne is trying to teach Helen to use
cutlery instead of using her hands to eat. I wanted to act more enraged as Helen and I
remember my classmates urging me to tone it down... I believed it was important to take
the risk, even if it meant going over the top, at least in rehearsal, and was frustrated that
[my partner] preferred a more conservative approach ... I remember agreeing to tone
down my performance out of respect for my partner and reflecting in my journal later on
that I was disappointed with the result and found that the scene felt flat. 1 felt this way at
other times in the drama courses as well. (email correspondence of March 21, 2009)

Lisa’s frustration suggests the potential impact of group work to stifle creativity. Some
students were afraid of being laughed at by their friends if they went over the top and took risks.
During drama classes I have often grappled with ways of engaging students in dramatic activity
to help overcome barriers of self-consciousness. In the next excerpt from the same email
correspondence, Lisa’s mention of discomfort experienced by many adolescents in drama classes

may explain what I have often perceived as resistance or disruptive behaviour.

...I think acting requires a great deal of personal risk and vulnerability, and, because of
that, is both especially challenging and fulfilling for adolescents grappling with strong,
unfamiliar emotions and extreme feelings of self- consciousness. (email correspondence
of March 21, 2009)

Lisa’s words are strong reminders to educators to be “wide awake” (Greene, 1978) to
issues affecting our students. As drama teachers we should observe frequently and intervene
when necessary. We should also ask ourselves if we would be comfortable performing tasks that

we ask of our students. If we are truly in touch with our own landscapes of learning (Greene,
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1978), we should use drama as a means of helping our students develop self-confidence rather

than destroying creative potential.

In the next excerpt, Lisa expresses her enjoyment of group work when each group

member is free to integrate her own expressive voice into a group interpretation of text.

...There were also many rewards of working collaboratively, such as the creativity that
came from several students engaging with a text together. One of the most interesting
things about drama...is how we choose to demonstrate the internal experience of our
characters or our understanding of key elements in the story’s progression. It’s exciting
to communicate about these impressions, which are often very individual, in order to
build a performance that we can all agree on and commit to. (email correspondence of
March 21, 2009)

Lisa’s previous reflection illustrates social constructivist theories of learning (Vygotsky,
1962; Bruner, 1966). Lisa and her group negotiated a common understanding that built on their

individual experience and knowledge of the text.

Memory Prompts

Memory prompts are used regularly during creative writing and memoir writing. In order
to recall details about a particular event or moment, certain cues such as questions, photos,
objects, smells, sounds, and/or tastes are suggested or presented to a person. Stanislavski (1937)
trained actors to use memory prompts to arouse emotions that they could express during a
dramatic performance. Verbal cues often serve as memory prompts to help actors recite their

lines.

As I contacted former students, I soon realized that most did not remember many details
about their drama classes. One former student, Sheila, whom I had not seen in six years,
immediately agreed to meet at McGill University’s McLennan Library for an audiotaped

interview. I came prepared with a course outline, her journal, a transcription of her dramatic
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monologue, and a copy of her mask design. The next excerpt from our interview illustrates that
after a little prompting and questioning on my part, Sheila remembered several details about her

experiences in my drama class.

Sheila: I was in your drama class...in 2004, around November.
LH: How old were you at the time?

Sheila: 15 or 16. We were working on Agamemnon and Antigone.
LH: What do you remember about Antigone?

Sheila: I don’t fully remember...it was a very long time ago, but now, in reading it, it is
coming back to me a little bit... I remember...a lot of...emotion within this piece.

LH: In Antigone, you played Polynices, Antigone’s brother, who was killed in a battle
with his brother Eteocles.

Sheila: Yes. And he needed a burial and he — Creon — wouldn’t let him be buried
properly. In my monologue I remember being extremely depressed and not having a
proper burial and I was divulging my emotions about that. (interview of May 19, 2010)

I noted that Sheila’s initial memory of her dramatic monologue was of “a lot of emotion.”
Once she recalled her character’s given circumstances (Stanislavski, 1937), his need of a “proper
burial,” she was able to explain why he was so depressed. Sheila’s shift from the use of third
person “he” to first person “I” suggests that my memory prompts helped her re-identify quickly

with her character, even after seven years.

Synopsis as memory prompt.

In teaching my classes, I chose to work from a synopsis of each play because I felt that
my students might find the length and language of a complete script too demanding. I was
curious to know how they felt as adults about the abridged versions of the Greek tragedies. In
the next excerpt of our interview, Sheila reflects on the benefits of the synopsis in developing her

own character, Polynices, in Antigone.
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LH: Do you remember working from a synopsis?

Sheila: Ya... You don’t really know the character very well in the play. In the synopsis
that we read, he wasn’t deeply described and so we had to take our own perception of
how he is in the play...and sort of mould it into our own character.

(interview of May 19, 2010)

In the previous excerpt Sheila expresses her understanding of the aesthetic experience

through her imaginative interaction of herself with her character (Greene, 1995).

Another former student, Tara, who played Clytaemnestra in 2003, requested more details
about the play. I sent a synopsis of Agamemnon, an outline of the program on Greek tragedy,
and a copy of a dramatic monologue. Ireminded her that King Agamemnon, her husband, had
just returned victorious from the Battle of Troy after a ten-year absence, with Cassandra, his
concubine. Clytaemnestra’s monologue occurs moments before she murders her husband and

Cassandra. Ihave included Tara’s dramatic monologue that I sent as a memory prompt.

(The stage is bare except for a table with a drawer stage right.)

Clytemnestra: (with false sincerity calls off stage left) Cassandra, darling, won’t you
come in? Your long journey must have been ever so tiresome. (Her too-sweet smile turns
to a bitter pout.) Fine! Stay out there, you ungrateful little beast! However, never let it be
said that Clytemnestra, Queen of Athens, was not hospitable. (Walks angrily to stage
right, muttering under her breath) Just wait until she comes in here...

(Pours herself a glass of wine, takes a sip, and with a meditated look, walks to center
stage.) What was he thinking? (sips wine) How dare Agamemnon bring that worthless
whore to my palace! Of all the prizes he could have brought back from the Battle of
Troy, he picked THAT? No riches, no servants...nothing remotely useful...to me. No!
He had to bring that snivelling parasite! (Downs the rest of her drink with one gulp)

That has always bothered me: all the women. At first I loved Agamemnon... Ididn’t
even mind when I found out about his carnal cavorting with one of our servants. 1
forgave him in the blink of an eye. Surely it would never happen again. But when there
was a second and a third woman, and on and on... (Stops, sighs) That is when my love
for him began to wither and die like a flower choked with frost. (Shakes head.) They
were all so young, the women. So fresh, nubile, untainted. (Looks toward stage left and
whips around to face upstage) What? Who is it? What do you want? (Her surprised look
turns to a snarl.) So what if she is having a tantrum in front of the palace! 1 already
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offered to let her in. Kill her? Kill the king? Why would I ever think of it? Foolish man,
why did I ever hire you? Get out of my sight!

(Smiles) Well, well...the young tramp, Cassandra, is smarter than I originally thought.
(Removes an axe from the drawer in the table, smiles, swings the axe.) 1will be broken-
hearted and jealous no longer. I will put an end to that Cassandra’s pitiful life! (stops,
turns)That will accomplish nothing. (pauses) There will be others. I must get to the root
of the problem. I will murder Agamemnon, also. (Swings axe.) Then I shall rule again!
(gasps) Footsteps! (now gleefully) Footsteps! (Looks toward stage left.) Cassandra is
entering the palace! (maliciously) I must give her the warmest (looks at axe) of
welcomes. (Hides the axe under her robe, then sweetly) Cassandra, is that you, dear?
(freeze) (dramatic monologue of November 14, 2003)

I included Tara’s monologue to illustrate her understanding of dramatic irony. Since the
students had already interpreted the play for one another, we, like the ancient Greek audiences,
knew what Clytaemnestra was planning to do behind the scenes. This knowledge increased the
dramatic tension. Tara’s sense of humour is reflected in her satiric version of a vengeful, semi-

inebriated, jealous woman.

In the next excerpt from our correspondence, Tara reflects on my choice of “pre-text”

(O’Neill, 1995).

Tara: Thank God you sent that...it really jogged my memory, although I can hardly
remember writing it. I wanted to figure out my dramatic monologue in context... The
original script would have been far too tedious and boring at that particular time in my
life. Looking back, the excitement of completing my last year of high school combined
with my 16-year-old attention span never would have allowed me to fully grasp the plot
and themes behind Agamemnon. The synopsis allowed me to identify with my chosen
character on a level that I could understand and [let] my classmates and me [sic] use our
creativity to fill in the blanks for ourselves. (email correspondence of March 16, 2009)

The previous email correspondence reiterates the importance of a synopsis and samples
of each student’s work to prompt an adult memory of secondary school assignments. The
following excerpt from email correspondence on March 16, 2009, with Ellie, who was in Tara’s

group, echoes the former students’ appreciation of the creative process either in a group or alone.

LH: Did you find that the process-drama approach to literature helped you learn?
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Ellie: The drama approach...most definitely helped me learn. Bringing the pages to life

was a lot of fun, especially being able to put a more modern spin on the play made them

enjoyable! This process really worked for me since the literature we were using was

quite complex and difficult to understand at the time.

LH: What did you think of working from a synopsis?

Ellie: The process of creating a play based on a [synopsis] forced us to immerse

ourselves fully in the content and helped us to further understand the characters, their

motives and feelings. As actors, to properly portray a character you must fully

comprehend their [sic] background.

1 liked the balance of group work versus solo work. I was lucky since I was able to do all

the group work with friends enrolled in the class... I am a slight control freak and

perfectionist; therefore, the solo work done during that time as well allowed me to

harness my own personal ideas and creativity and develop them as I see [sic] fit! (email

chat of March 16, 2009)

I noted Ellie’s reference to “harnessing” her own creative energy. This statement
indicates to me her sense of urgency that emerged as a result of supportive collaboration within

her group. Ellie’s previous comments reinforce my assumption that group activities in Episode 1

were crucial to developing confidence to work alone.

Films as memory prompts.

After the students interpreted Agamemnon with their group members, I showed excerpts
of the National Theatre’s performance of the same play. Iremember the girls’ laughter and
unease at the sight of the male actors in traditional garb and masks, playing both male and female
roles. What especially evoked laughter was a male voice emoting from behind the mask of

Cassandra, Agamemnon’s concubine.

The screenshot in Figure 2 reveals the male actor’s large hands juxtaposed with the
elabotate feminine attire. In this scene, a desperate Cassandra, a clairvoyant, attempts to resist

Clytaemnestra’s invitation to enter Agamemnon’s palace.
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I asked an open-ended question to
two adult participants about their memories
of the films that I showed in drama class.
The first response is from Tara who played

Clytaemnestra in Agamemnon.

Figure 2. Screenshot of Cassandra in
Agamemnon.

LH: Do you remember anything about the films presented in class?

Tara: In the film Agamemnon, the way the masks, the use of chorus and the design of the
venue [Theatre of Epidaurus] were used to amplify sound struck me as ingenious... I can
still remember how the chorus moved in class. The term deus ex machina was useful
when I read Euripides’ Medea in CEGEP. (email correspondence of March 15, 2009)

This response reinforces my belief in the importance of film to provide historical context

for Greek tragedy. The second response is from Sheila, who played Polynices in Antigone.

Sheila: We saw the video of Agamemnon. The masks were so creepy...because they
were moving without showing their...faces as a means of getting their emotions across.
So crazy...and we realized how much you have to put into the creation of the masks so
that you can get across what you are trying to do. (interview of May 19, 2010)

Sheila refers to Figure 1 and masks of chorus members that are not evident in the
screenshot. Her response illustrates her awareness of the importance of exaggerated movement

to interpret character while wearing a mask.

Neutral mask workshop as memory prompt.
After participating in a workshop on neutral mask with Lucie Bertrand at Concordia

University, I felt that exercises in silent movement would help students prepare for their final
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solo presentations in masks. In the following excerpt from my October 2004 reflective notes, I

describe a workshop that I presented in my drama class.

I removed the masks from the shelf in the drama room and distributed them to each
student. We stood in a circle, held our expressionless masks in front of us, stared into the
faces in silence, and then slowly lowered the masks over our faces. Students initially
giggled as they looked around the room. I removed my mask, then gently reminded the
girls that while wearing the neutral mask, each person should move in silence. |
explained that we were respecting the spirit of the character that we were about to
inhabit.

1 directed the students to move slowly, more quickly, and then stop. I called out various
emotions and prompted them to “show, don’t tell”. I guided the girls to use their breath,
to pause, to turn, to feel anger in their fingers, their shoulders, their legs. I told them to
imagine that their chests contained their eyes, to “look” with their upper torsos, to hold
their heads high, and turn their entire upper bodies, not just their heads. I advised them
to use eyes and breath to direct movement within space. I assumed that this exercise
would help them relieve tension and prepare for their final performances in masks.
(reflective notes of October 25, 2004)

This was my early attempt to work with neutral masks with adolescents. Naturally, there
were awkward moments and snickers. 1 felt that I had to remain calm and model certain
behaviour. As reflective practitioner, I had to rely on previous experiences in my theatre class
and I had to anticipate the students’ discomfort. I was reflecting-in-action as I gaged my lesson
by the students’ responses. I had applied Schon’s theories of reflective practitioner (1983, 1987)
to Le Coq’s (2000) methods of training actors. In the next excerpt of an interview with Sheila, I

prompt her with a direct question.

LH: Do you remember the neutral mask workshop?

Sheila: Ya! Ya! (laughs) Ya. [ remember the neutral mask! (laughs) ... That was hard
‘cuz ...you had nothing to use on your face and most teenagers at that time use their
faces for everything... Obviously, you have the hand gestures, like I'm doing now.

LH: Yes...

Sheila: It was a struggle...definitely a challenge. But I think it helped afterwards when
we decorated our masks and you sort of get to, uh...
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LH: Because you had gone through the movement part...

Sheila: Ya. We had already done the foundation of not using your face, so, just with the
added help of the decorated mask, it already helped in getting your message across right
away. (interview of May 19, 2010)

The previous interview reinforces the difficulty of acting without relying on the face.

Sheila reflects the constructivist nature (Bruner, 1966) of the final performance in mask as

building on the present drama activity.

In Episode 1 of my study, I figuratively leapt into the “hourglass” with my former
students. Since most adult participants’ memories of specific events during their drama classes
were rather vague, I provided prompts such as a course outline, samples of questions and
assignments, excerpts from journal entries, samples of mask designs and dramatic monologues to

help the adults see more clearly into their pasts as adolescent drama students.

Data from my correspondence with former students reflect my attempts to immerse
students in the historical context of Greek tragedy and to further develop their acting skills
(Stanislavski, 1937; Le Coq, 2000). It appears that the emphasis on social interaction within a
supportive learning environment created a sense of self-awareness among the adolescents. 1
believe that process drama (O’Neill, 1995) encouraged reflection-in- and -on-action (Schon,
1983, 1987). The knowledge of context and content of the Greek tragedies that we studied and
the confidence demonstrated during each group’s dramatic interpretations seemed to free the

students to advance to the next phase of individual creative choices. (Bruner, 1966, 1973).

In Episode 2, I examine how the students gradually made decisions independent of their
groups. I attempt to examine whether my structuring of a process-drama approach to Greek
tragedy encouraged reflection, agency and creativity. The passage from one episode to another

involves risk. Like the passage from childhood to adolescence, from innocence to experience,
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the process of learning is one of trial and error, of building on past experience and knowledge, of
acquiring new skills and information, of discarding and re-shaping, of transforming into

something new. I believe that the data that I analyze in Episode 2 reflects this process.

Episode 2: Through The Funnel

The Free Fall

The time spent during collaborative experimentation with Greek tragedy in Episode 1
was important for the students to help one another gain knowledge and understanding of the
content and contexts of each play before acquiring the confidence to perform alone in Episode 3.
The journal questions that I used based on Stanislavski’s given circumstances launched
Episode 2, the free fall. The questions provided focus and direction for each student as she
began her solo drop through the metaphoric funnel of the hourglass. Once each student
identified with one particular character from Agamemnon or Antigone, she relied on her own
inner resources and creativity to design a mask and to write a monologue that captured her
chosen character within a specific moment in time. I provided written guidelines to help students
focus on their tasks. I allotted one 60-minute class to meet with each student and to encourage

students to work together for approximately 20 minutes during that period.
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I include a sample of journal questions adapted from Stanislavski (1937), my written
directions for mask design and for dramatic monologue. I also include student responses and
former students’ reflections on their work. While sifting through data, and in order to help each
student identify with her chosen character’s given circumstances in Agamemnon or Antigone, 1

asked myself and my former students the following questions:

How did I help students identify with their chosen characters?

How did Stanislavski’s questions guide students through the free fall?

How did the assignment for the mask design help students identify with character?
How did the memory prompts help students remember their presentations?

How did the film of Agamemnon help students understand the genre of Greek tragedy?
How did the neutral-mask workshop contribute to the final performance?

What details do participants remember about the process?

What impact did these lessons have on them later in life?

Identification With Character

Journal Entries

I include the following email correspondence with Lisa, who attended the first year of the
option course I taught, in 1997. I found her journal responses so articulate that I asked her if I
could keep her copybooks for future reference and revision of courses. This was why I was able
to provide her with her original journal responses. The following data is taken from these

journal responses as well as two emails about her role as Antigone.

Attached is your original journal assignment on Antigone, Lisa... please reflect on these
entries. 1'd appreciate your reflections on the play...and why you chose that particular
character.
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Date: Sept. 11, 1997
Play: Antigone by Sophocles
Character: Antigone

Please answer the following questions in sentence form in your drama journals:

Who am 1?7 (name, relationship to specific characters in play) I am Antigone, sister of
Eteocles and Polynices, who have slain each other. I am also the sister of Ismene.
Creon’s son, Haemon, is my betrothed. I am daughter of Oedipus, Creon’s brother.

What circumstances led up to this incident or moment? I am a citizen of Thebes, and
because of my brothers’ deaths, I am ruled by Creon. ...now, in succession to all that my
family has suffered, a new threat is present. Creon has buried Eteocles with honours but
refuses to do the same for Polynices.

My objective (as character): What do I want? What will I do to get what I want? I will not
have him shamed in such a way. Already our city is being polluted by the disease that
feeds off his body, and the stench that reaches farther and farther each day in the heat of
the summer’s sun.

Where am 1? Before I am doomed by my own determination, I stand in front of Creon’s
palace, with my sister, Ismene, telling her of his dreadful decree. Standing before this
palace, I am reminded of all the suffering it has been given my family. When Creon
forcefully brings me to him, I am ready.

What surrounds me? (Describe the senses) The voices I hear are cold and the grip of the
guard is fierce and unyielding.

What obstacles are in my way? The guard who keeps watch over my brother’s rotting
body stands in my way, but it is his duty to report to Creon...as I am prepared to die, his
presence does not affect me. In burying Polynices, I greet my death. In defying the word
of the tyrannous Creon, I welcome my dreadful punishment.

What shall I do to get what I want? I want justice to be done and truth to be known.

Though the state may judge him guilty of treason, Polynices is my brother before he is a

warrior, before he is a king. I shall flout the decree of Creon. If it brings me death by

stoning, then so be it. I would rather die a noble death than live an ignoble life. (drama

Journal of September 28, 1997)

Lisa’s journal entries indicate that her sensory details heighten the horror and desperation
of the young Antigone. Her description of her given circumstances (Stanislavski, 1937) establish

her motivation to bury her brother and create dramatic tension with the king, who is also her

uncle.
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Lisa’s next two reflections on her original journal entries illustrate the effectiveness of

the questions as aids to identify with her character and as stimulus for further study.

...I enjoyed the creativity, imagination, and research involved in journaling and found it
extremely useful for my work in the course. I also transferred the approach to my other
theatre activities, asking similar questions to help me get into character in subsequent
productions. (excerpt from email correspondence of January 11, 2009)... I chose the
central character because of her strength. I remember being impressed by her response
to the challenges her family faced, her courage and integrity in following through on her
convictions. “I would rather die a noble death than live an ignoble life” was a sentiment
my teenage self embraced wholeheartedly... questions about my characters’ situations
and motivations encouraged complex character development and prompted additional
research in history and psychology. (email correspondence of March 21, 2009)

After re-reading her journal entries on Antigone, Lisa sent the following email

correspondence:

Date: March 21, 2010
Subject: Reflection on Sec V Drama option course 1997-1998 (journal entry for
Antigone)

Looking back as an adult, how do I reflect on what I wrote and how I wrote this entry?
After rereading my first email response to you, I would like to elaborate further.

The first thing that struck me as I looked over my journals was that I seemed to have a
real familiarity with the story of Antigone as well as the character and her relationships
to the others in the play. I admit that many of these details escape me now, though I do
recall examining these elements when trying to understand the character. ):

I remember the feeling of being her by experiencing the motivations and emotions which
shine through in this journal entry; her devotion to her family, her refusal to be a victim

of her circumstances, and her determination to succeed in honouring her brother in spite
of her uncle.

The second thing that struck me was the level of detail I imagined in terms of Antigone’s
sensory experience. I think this grew out of the earlier exercises.

The sensitivity to my surroundings fostered by this journaling exercise helped not only
with understanding my characters, as shown in this later journal entry, but also with the
actual acting, as I was acutely aware of the movements of my fellow actors and able to
respond in the moment. (email correspondence of March 21, 2010)
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Lisa’s thoughtful reflections on her adolescent drama responses reinforce for me the
effectiveness of Stanislavski’s (1937) Method. The sensory details seemed to help students use
their imaginations and emotions to enter the fictional world of characters in Ancient Greece.
More importantly, Lisa’s comments indicate the actor’s ability to transcend the boundary of time

and place.
Mask Design

Once the students decided on their characters, I allotted one 60-minute class to reflect on
how they would interpret their characters through designing masks. I include the assignment

below:

Mask Design:
1. Sketch your mask.

2. Indicate your choice of symbols, design, texture,
colour, size, shape.

3. Explain how these choices reflect and interpret your
character.

I provided paper, extra art materials and some reference
books on symbolism. At the end of the class, I collected their
preliminary designs and explanations. Ireturned the
assignments at the next class. This provided an opportunity for

the students to show their preliminary work and to discuss their

plans for Episode 3. I assured them that I was interested in

how their design demonstrated their understanding of )
Figure 3. Polynices from Antigone,

sketch by Sheila.
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their chosen characters. As with the drama activities, I was focusing on the process of learning,

not essentially the final product.

I present Figure 3, a photograph of Sheila’s original sketch of her character, Polynices.
Ironically, her sketch is as “creepy” as the Greek masks and the neutral masks that Sheila had

discussed earlier.
Throughout the next excerpts of our interview, Sheila refers to her sketch and final mask.

The next interview illustrates the dismissive tone of the adult on her adolescent “phase”
of development. Sheila’s comments on her mask design contradict my assumptions that her

choice of character reflected some deep personal emotions.

Following is an excerpt of my interview with Sheila on May 19, 2010 about her choice of

Polynices from Antigone.

LH: Do you remember why you chose this particular character?

Sheila: [1t] was a very emotional year for me. I was going through that whole “emo” kid
phase where everything was black and red....I really connected to that character.

LH: Emo kid phase? Who’s Emo?

Sheila: (laughs) Short for emotional.

LH: Oh, of course! (laughs)

Sheila: I just remember being a disgruntled teenager... I've changed so much since then.
LH: Would you choose the same character now?

Sheila: I think I would choose something more uplifting...I grew out of that phase, thank
goodness. (interview of May 19, 2010)

In reading the following excerpt, I was surprised to learn of the inspirational effect of
music and masks on this student’s choice of design. Had I been aware of this band at the time, I

would have requested that Sheila bring in some CD’s and photos of the counter-culture sound.
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I’m sure the other students would have also been aware of the inspiration for Sheila’s mask. I
am surprised that no one said a word during class discussion. I presume that Sheila and the other

students knew the hidden curriculum within our private girls’ school.

LH: Do you remember designing the mask?

Sheila: Yes. I remember reading the synopsis of Antigone and really connecting with
that character and saying “He’s dying. O.K. Black. Black... YES!”

LH: (laughs)

Sheila: But I'm also very creative. I'm really into drawing. Iwas listening to the band
My Chemical Romance at the time. They were doing a lot of black and red and they used
masks...so I generally drew a lot of inspiration from them...that was my “emo” phase.

My mask was all black and sort of blood-like and.... everyone who saw my mask said
“Oh, ya, it’s gonna be a death scene!” (interview of May 19, 2010)

Sheila’s enthusiastic comments on her mask design reflect her aesthetic response to the
moment. She imaginatively linked the music and masks of the band, the suffering of Polynices,
and her own emotional state in her creation of an interpretive mask and dramatic monologue

(Greene, 1995).

I selected Ellie’s mask design of Cassandra from Agamemnon to illustrate a very different
interpretation of character from Sheila’s example. Figure 4 is Ellie’s interpretation of a feminine
Cassandra. In stark contrast to Sheila’s death mask, Ellie’s version of Cassandra is vivacious
and richly coloured to reflect her personality. I have included this student’s detailed description
of her interpretation of Cassandra, the clairvoyant who was taken captive by King Agamemnon

and brought back to Greece as his concubine.

Following is an excerpt of email correspondence with Ellie on March 16, 2009. 1
attached the assignment and her written explanation of her design to my initial email to Ellie, but

I did not scan a copy of her original sketch.
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LH: [ found your mask design very beautiful, Ellie, and your explanation quite clear. 1
hope you remember the design. I attach the assignment and your explanation to help you
out.

Date: November 20, 2003

Character: Cassandra from Agamemnon by Aeschylus

Two halves: Cassandra is really two people.

The left: Feathers: She is partly in the spirit world — she can see beyond earth.

Lips: Smiling but mouth closed. She sees more than she can tell. When she warned her
people “Beware Greeks bearing gifts” they laughed at her.

She is also exotic, attractive and strange. The blue represents her need for calm because
inside she is high-strung and excited.

The right: Peacock feathers: her dominant self that she must hide. Like the peacock she
is proud. Even as a captive prize of war, she has a strong presence. She is beautiful but
frail.

Tear: She is sad because she knows that Agamemnon will die and that she will be
murdered but she cannot do anything about her fate.

The odd shape of the mask shows her creativity. She is not balanced. (email
correspondence March 16, 2009)

Figure 4. Cassandra from
Agamemnon, sketch by Ellie.
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Ellie’s explanation of her mask design indicates that she has researched the symbolism of
colour and animals. Her sketch represents the imbalanced nature of the woman through the
distinct two sides of her face and the feathers. Ellie has obviously reflected carefully about her

character.
Following are questions that Ellie answered.

LH: Do you remember designing the mask?

Ellie: I remember clearly designing my mask; I made several sketches and designs before
actually creating the mask itself. I was more worried about the aesthetics, the colours
and the accessories...it did not actually fit my face properly.

LH: Did it help you understand the character any better?

Ellie: If I remember correctly, I think I created a two-faced mask, mirroring the
personality of the character I was portraying.

LH: Were you happy with your final mask?

Ellie: I was very happy with my final mask; and thought I had created a beautiful piece.
I believe that what 1...added to the mask, I also added to my performance. For example,
little feminine touches such as feathers, coloured beads and very loud makeup 1

accentuated in my movements, body language and of course my tone and voice. (email
correspondence of March 17, 2009)

The adult participants were amazed at the details about the plays that they had retained
from when they were adolescents. The sensory details evident in Lisa’s journal responses were
echoed in other students’ works. As I observed, those who gave more sensory details about their

surroundings generally wrote and performed rich monologues.

Many of the mask designs reflected further research into the symbolism of colour. The
two designs that I selected depicted two extremely different characters. Their connection is that
each character is aware of his or her imminent death but is powerless over the outcome. During

my correspondence with Sheila and Ellie, it became evident that they were both artists. Sheila’s
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stark colours and deep lines represented the face of a dying man. Ellie’s embellishments of the
mask with feathers and baubles heightened the “otherworldliness” and femininity of Cassandra.
I believe that these students’ artistic abilities helped them create dramatically effective masks to

complement their final performances of dramatic monologues in Episode 3.

Episode 3: Creative Landing

Filling in the Gaps

During Episode 1, my former students observed and reflected on their immersion in
theatre history and acting techniques. Then in Episode 2, they recalled how they progressed
through identification with a single character from Greek tragedy. Some respondents described
in detail their character’s situations in relation to others in the same play. Some explained the
sources of inspiration for their mask designs. This preliminary work prepared them for the final
presentation of a dramatic monologue in mask. Throughout this spiral process of learning
(Bruner, 1966), students filtered information and knowledge of past experiences and applied
their knowledge and imaginations to present the same characters from the plays Agamemnon and

Antigone in new dramatic situations. During Episode 3, I examine the filling in of the gaps.
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I first present my assignment for the dramatic monologues, then include excerpts from
transcriptions of students’ monologues and their reflections on their work as adolescents and

adults.

Dramatic Monologue Assignment:

Plan a monologue of an unseen moment for your character of one of the plays we have
studied.

State what has led up to this moment.
Plan a beginning, middle and an end.
Indicate movement and sound for dramatic effect.

Remember that your intended audience does not respond to you.

Building on what the students knew of the characters in context, I assumed that they
could fill in the gaps and imagine what we did not see or hear in our first readings of the
synopses of the plays. Ireminded them that they had written dramatic monologues in their
English classes. We reviewed format and I asked the students to share their own dramatic

monologues as models for writing.

I include an excerpt from Sheila’s monologue to demonstrate this student’s understanding
of the dramatic impact of movement, pacing, tone, sensory details and persuasive language. I
follow up with an excerpt from our interview where Sheila reflects on her performance seven
years earlier. I selected photos to illustrate the progression from mask design to performance in
mask. Figure 4, below, is a photo of Sheila during her performance of her dramatic monologue.
She is lying on the the drama room floor. Her lined mask is a stark contrast to her colourful
school uniform. Her mask is clearly visible as she lies in a nearly comatose state. Since she cut

out a space for her mouth, her voice was audible as she earlier reached up to the guard, then lay
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still. I cropped the photo to focus
B on the character, Polynices,
during the last moments of his
| life. The photo illustrates the

words in the following excerpt of

Sheila’s dramatic monologue.

Figure 5. Screenshot of Sheila as Polynices in Antigone.

Setting: Surrounded by sand dunes, Polynices lies next to a guard. He is dying a slow
and painful death. Vultures circle above, waiting...to feast on his corpse.

POLYNICES: You there...why do you stare at me? Bury me (wheezes). No one else will.
No one needs me. No one wants me...nothing to live for. Nothing left to see. (Lifts right
arm slightly, reaching toward the guard.) ...You can help me...just sprinkle a little
dust...and I can die and rest in peace. No harm done. I need someone to do that for me.
(Reaches toward guard with both hands.) Will you? Save me? Save my soul? Creon
can keep anyone away, but I have you here. Right here. Bury me. I cannot breathe. I
cannot see...but I can feel your empowering glare. ...The sand drowns me. The wind
burns my decaying skin. ...Bury me. Be my saviour, my hero. Bury me. (Dies) (dramatic
monologue of November 20, 2004)

This excerpt from Sheila’s dramatic monologue illustrates her careful choice of short
sentences, parallel structure and stage directions to reflect the words and actions of a dying man.
Following is an excerpt of our interview of May 19, 2009. The adult Sheila appears to relive the
scene. She connects to the character in context. She recalls details of her movements. She
expresses confidence in her acting abilities and enjoyment of the process. The screenshot of her

videotaped performance (Figure 5) serves as a reference point during our interview.

LH: I thought the character that you chose was so original. You were moving in slow
motion...you were lying on the floor

Sheila: (laughs) Oh, ya.

LH: And you had this black-and-white mask on your face...it’s almost as if you were
semi-comatose.
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Sheila: Ya, 'cuz he was dying.
LH: That'’s right.

Sheila: He was in the middle of dying. I mean he needed to be buried...and he was this
close (motions with fingers) to death. He was just struggling for his last words, kind of. I
definitely connected to the dying part...and just...went slow with it...

LH: I thought it was...so controlled...

Sheila: You don’t need to be overzealous to evoke an emotion...but I was connecting to a
character that I was already sort of related to.

LH: The “emo” phase... (laughs)
Sheila: (laughs)
LH: How did you feel during the performance?

Sheila: I remember not being nervous... I knew it was going to be a good one. I don’t
know why... You never have deep soulful monologues, so I thought “Okay... I'll do this.
We’ll see where it goes” and I knew it would be fine...and I knew you would like it.

LH: (laughs) Yes.

Sheila: I enjoyed doing it. (interview of May 19, 2010)

Sheila’s confidence was not echoed by every participant. Ellie admitted that she was

more concerned with the aesthetics of her mask of Cassandra than with its functionality. Irecall

that her hands and body were not free during her performance because she was holding her

mask. Since her mask was so intricately designed, I assumed that her dramatic interpretation

would be as equally impressive. Despite her satisfaction with her mask, Ellie’s email responses

reflect her disappointment with her overall performance. I began with open-ended questions,

then moved to a more specific closed question.

LH: How did your presentation go? How did you feel in the mask? Were you able to
concentrate and perform your monologue?

Ellie: The mask really helped me focus and stay in character. It was literally used as a
mask, masking my nervousness. Ido remember that while performing my monologue, my
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mask was slipping upward causing temporary blindness as the eye-holes I had created
were sliding up to my forehead.

LH: Did the mask help you stay in character or were you very uncomfortable?

Ellie: Because I ended up focusing so much on my uncomfortably fitting mask, I was
consequently more nervous. (email chat of March 19, 2009)

Sheila’s and Ellie’s reflections on their masks and performances in their masks reinforce
Le Coq’s (2000) argument that in masked performance, gestures are expanded or reduced and
the eyes are replaced by the head and the hands (p. 60). From my observations, performances in
masks require rigorous rehearsals to allow the body to move freely while the actor’s facial

expression and breathing are restricted.

Summary

In this chapter, I have used the metaphor of an hourglass for my retrospective study of a
process-drama approach to Greek tragedy with five former students. We peered into the
hourglass, re-immersed ourselves in Greek tragedy and relived and re-examined their

experiences of learning within that time capsule. This study raised the following questions:

What are some processes that stimulate a desire to learn in adolescents?
How do the visual arts complement theatre arts within learning environments?

How does re-examination of one’s teaching with former students benefit a teacher-
researcher?

Is it possible for a reflective practitioner-researcher to remain unbiased while analyzing
one’s own curriculum design?

After separating the process of learning through drama and art into three episodes, I
reassemble the hourglass. In Chapter 3, I tip the hourglass over once more to discuss my

findings and implications for further research and practice in the field of educational drama.
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CHAPTER 5: Flipping the Hourglass

Chapter Overview

In this chapter I will overturn the hourglass and discuss the results of this research study.
I first discuss research challenges to my study, and then present my findings that include the
benefits for the researcher and for the students. I pose questions that emerge from this study. I

discuss implications for future practice and research in the field of educational drama.

Research Challenges

Time and distance have presented obstacles to direct communication with former
students. Eight people originally agreed to participate in my study, but after several attempts to
contact three additional former students, I received no reply. I limited my correspondence to
several emails and one interview with five former students. I believe that these respondents are a

representative cross-section of the group.
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Since my study is retrospective, reflections on past experiences are filtered through the
lens of memory. I attempted to avoid distortions or exaggerations by providing participants with
journals and artefacts to prompt their memories. I relied on my own field notes and
transcriptions of correspondence to provide accuracy within my narrative episodes and reflective
notes. I attempted to produce a comprehensive, transparent and coherent study by braiding my
reflections with the words of the adult students as they re-examined their own journals, artwork

and performances during my drama classes.

Findings
Benefits for Researcher

As a reflective practitioner (Schon, 1983), I have had the privilege of looking back on my
practice and engaging my students in reflection on my practice and their learning experiences.
Generally, after students graduate from secondary school, teachers lose contact with former
students. Through telephone calls and email correspondence, I was able to re-connect with five

of them who agreed to participate in my study.

In re-examining my teaching of drama with these former students, once I discovered the
metaphor of the hourglass, I was able to distance myself from my teaching and imagine the
research study as a time capsule. The transparency of the glass, the reference to time and the
division of the hourglass into three episodes allowed me to reflect on past experiences as a
partner with my now-adult students. While we re-examined the teaching and learning processes,

we almost re-lived some past experiences, but we could not change the past.

My study has forced me to question my original assumptions about my design of the

drama curriculum. As the image of the hourglass indicates, I allocated a great deal of time to
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