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Treading the Boards: Examining Teacher Identity and Engagement in Drama Education
Abstract

This thesis is an autoethnographically informed ethnodrama centered on my experience
as a Prince Edward Island Drama teacher, and how my experiences in a drama classroom have
informed my identity as a teacher. Having not spent my whole career teaching drama, I was
struck by the way that my teaching practice seemed to shift when I first embarked on this subject
area. These changes were due in part to the change in subject matter, but it also had a great deal
to do with the different ways I interacted with these students in the classroom. The process was
exciting and energizing, and I had the sense that it was changing who I was as a teacher.
I began to question what these changes in me were, and how they might be making me a
better teacher. I wanted to understand exactly what was affecting me, and not to understand how
it was affecting me but also why it was affecting me. The intent of this thesis is to examine my
engagement in the classroom and to examine the ways that this type of involvement allows me to
question my identity as a teacher.
I began this process by maintaining a reflective journal of my daily life in the classroom,
focusing on my own practices and my personal reactions to what was transpiring in my teaching
practice. While this process was underway, I also began to gather several personal anecdotes that
helped me to reflect on pivotal moments of my teaching career that had contributed to my
engagement within the classroom.
Following the collection of this data I began the process of crafting an autoethnodrama
based on my reactions to these lived experiences. The events presented within the drama are
fictionalized events that seek to capture an essence, or truth, of those livedexperiences without
actually presenting any moments that represented real interactions with students.
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What emerged from this work is an understanding that at the root of everything that I do
as a teacher is empathy. While I suspect every teacher has their own path to meeting and
understanding their students, my work in the context of my drama classroom has been the path
that created an increased connection with students and a mindfulness around the care that I have
for them, and the way that care is reciprocated.
This autoethnodrama also presents a view of my questioning nature, and the ways in
which the desire to ask questions and to reflect critically helps me to achieve a sense of
understanding who I am within the context of my classroom community.
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Treading the Boards:
Examining Teacher Identity and Engagement in Drama Education

Chapter One: Introduction
Overview
I have always been interested in doing the sort of work that would be of direct benefit to
my teaching practice. Therefore when it came time to identify a topic for the fulfillment of my
thesis in the Masters of Education degree program, I set out to choose a project that I felt would
not only be an engaging and useful area for research but also be as personally meaningful to me
as possible. I wanted something that I felt would not be solely an academic pursuit, but
something that would directly enhance my profession as a classroom teacher.
I examined many different approaches to research, particularly qualitative research, and
spent a great deal of time examining what was most important to me as an educator. What
emerged from this self-examination was a desire to examine how my role in the classroom
directly affected my engagement in the classroom, and my identity as a teacher. Through my
graduate studies, I became interested in examining the roads various different types of arts-based
educators take in engaging themselves within their school community, and I was particularly
interested in how this was done by my fellow educators in the area of dramatic arts education.
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Examining how drama education has affected my own engagement led me to explore how this
engagement helped me to forge meaningful connections with students who were looking for their
own creative passions.
As an autoethnographic study, my personal reflective journals were the primary source of
the research data. It was important to ground this study within the culture that I work, examining
myself in relation to that culture, looking back and forth from personal to cultural perspectives in
order to expose “a vulnerable self that is moved by and may move through, refract, and resist
cultural interpretations” (Ellis & Buchner, 2000, p. 739). As a method of data collection, I
engaged in a reflective practice, maintaining a journal over the course of several months, as well
as generating personal narratives from some of my pre-existing experience in the area of theatre
arts education.
In its final form, this thesis emerged as a literary, and narrative, autoethnodrama. It was
my intention to compose the insights gathered during the data collection into a series of dramatic
monologues that demonstrate the challenges, contributions, and merits of theatre-based
education, teacher engagement in these areas, and the impact on teaching practice of these lived
experiences. Surprisingly, the intended series of monologues evolved into a dialogue carried out
between different archetypal characters, representing my various identities as an educator, a
student, and an artist.
As Donna Wigmore (2011) observed in her own thesis writing, I too realized that, in
starting to write through the lens of my experience, I found that my “self” was not simply a
“self,” but a number of “selves.” She went one step further as she reflected on this process in a
manner I found quite parallel to the work that I had already done:
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Through the process of writing, reading and reflecting on my stories, the lens changed. It
became obvious to me that I had several lenses and various selves. The process of gazing
inward and then outward and back inward again initiated a process of redefining my
selves, the different aspects of me that are represented in my various roles. (p. 10).
Autoethnographic investigations can be quite controversial amongst traditional
qualitative researchers. Delmont (2009) pointed out numerous criticisms of the practice. In
relation to my own work, two of her points echoed early concerns of mine when embarking on
this path: the experiential nature of autoethnography as opposed to a more analytical process, and
the more introspective nature of data collection. Patton (2002), however, rejected the notion that
autoethnography was victim to what some perceive as an intense subjectivism, and, instead,
identifies autoethnography as a deliberate integration of art, literature, and social science in order
to truly bring together both creative and critical forms of inquiry.
It is important to note that, as a drama teacher, there is a requirement of a certain amount
of autonomy and a need to demonstrate a fairly high level of competence within my field,
especially since there are no other teachers in that field in the immediate school to look to for
support. Self-Determination Theory suggests that both autonomy and self-perceived competence
are basic needs that, if met, provide intrinsic motivation and lead to a fair amount of selfefficacy, thus making the teacher more engaged in the classroom (Gagne & Deci, 2005).
Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2014) concluded that self-efficacy predicted both a high degree of
engagement, as well as job satisfaction, while mitigating against emotional exhaustion. This is a
regular concern for the highly engaged school community educator.
Bringing together the critical and the creative in the “intense subjectivism” (Patton, 2002)
of this autoethnography allows the events and the impact of my teaching practice to be examined
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harmoniously. It would be impossible to recognize the strengths or weaknesses of my practice, or
even my engagement as a teacher, without the marriage of these two elements.
Topic and Purpose of Study
One of the pivotal moments in my life emerged from a conversation with a teenager,
which caused me to redirect my studies and pursue secondary education. At the time I had been
studying to enter primary education, but I found myself on an alternate teaching placement in a
high school drama classroom. At the time, no longer a student and not yet a teacher, I was
unused to discussing with students the fear and aspirations that arose as they looked to their
futures. Such was the case with this particular conversation. I was faced that day with a student
uncertain of what her future would hold and how she would find her path. Although
commonplace to me as a teacher now, at the time, it represented a powerful example of how
students look to their teachers for guidance and the trust they place in them.
For the first time, I was in a setting where I was not only teaching the students but also in
a position to provide them with support as they began to make pivotal choices about their future.
As a result of the rapport developed with students working in drama projects based in the
classroom and the various conversations I had with those students during my tenure as a student
teacher, I began to see the important and personal connections forming that allowed me to
identify my place in the drama classroom as being the place where I, as a teacher, could do the
most good for students. At the same time, I realized I was doing something from which I derived
personal and professional satisfaction. That one month in the drama classroom changed the entire
course of my professional life; it made me realize that, as an educator, I was where I belonged.
For fifteen years, I have been an active member of the school community in which I am
situated. I have been the leader and facilitator for a great number of new initiatives in the school,
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including arts-based coffeehouses, improv clubs (as well as a separate team that competes in the
Canadian Improv Games), a gay-straight alliance, and an anime club. I also worked with
initiatives that had been developed by the teachers who came before me, such as the school’s
drama program (both with full-scale musicals and with drama festivals), the yearbook, and new
student orientation. My involvement in these areas sometimes excited me and drove me to work
harder both in and out of the classroom. Sometimes my participation in these activities
exhausted me, yet it often allowed me to gain a greater insight into the lives and feelings of my
students. This increased connection with students and the enhanced understanding that has come
with it has, I feel, made me a better, more empathetic teacher. This involvement is what creates,
for myself, the bridge of understanding between educator and student: a bridge that also allows
me, as educator, to cross over to become the student as well.
The insight I developed working with students in these extracurricular areas was always a
keen source of motivation for me professionally. Although I had done my student teaching in the
area of drama, I did not return to teaching it in the classroom again for some time. After a dozen
years of teaching art, I once again had the opportunity to teach drama. In that experience, I
realized that same rapport and insight was accessible within the curriculum which I had come to
teach. My intent in this thesis is to look at this personal engagement and to examine the ways
that this type of involvement affects my pedagogy as well as my identity as a teacher. These
impacts on teacher identity, I believe, are of vital importance to how teachers remain engaged in
the classroom and how, in turn, they allow teachers to help encourage their students to become
more engaged in the classroom and school community.
The purpose of this study is to bring together in one autoethnographic project some of the
different moments of personal history that weave together the importance of teacher identity and
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engagement in the dramatic arts and how that involvement in the drama classroom changes the
teacher. Norman Denzin (2008) describes this form of autoethnography as an interpretive
biography. In preparing such a study, Denzin suggests that authors create new ways of
experiencing and performing these past life events. By rediscovering that past, the writer is able
to reexamine the past and to reveal hidden aspects of both that past and present.
Narrators, in a “remembering moment,” (Spence, 1982, p. 31) strive to achieve the most
internally consistent interpretation of the past-in-the-present, the experienced present and
the anticipated-in-the-present future. Tellings are remembrances, retrospections and
constructions about the past in a fleeting present moment soon to be past (Freeman, 1984,
p.4). Located in a hermeneutic circle of (re)interpretation, narratives with common story
elements can be reasonably expected to change from telling to telling, making the idea of
empirically validating them for consistency or stability completely alien to the concept of
narrative truth. (Sandelowski, 1991, p. 165)

Significance of the Study
As a teacher within the system, “engagement” invariably relates to issues of student
engagement. While student engagement is one of the principal concerns for classroom teachers,
it ignores the importance of a key factor: it is impossible for many students to become engaged
in the classroom when the teacher is not engaged. Regardless of a teacher’s knowledge of the
subject area, a teacher must also be actively involved in the classroom and with their students.
Student engagement itself has been a topic that is often at the forefront of teachers’
minds. Generally and historically, concerns about student engagement have been focused on
increasing student achievement and finishing school. Increasingly, student engagement
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strategies have been developed as a way to manage classroom behaviours. Most recently,
student engagement has “been built around the hopeful goal of enhancing all students’ abilities to
learn how to learn or to become lifelong learners” (Taylor & Parsons, 2011, p. 4). Beth Buckler
(2003) has observed that it is important to look at teachers as students, and that it is vital that
teachers themselves also learn to become lifelong learners.
This study focuses more specifically on teaching drama. My personal experience in
Prince Edward Island has demonstrated that in a typical secondary school subject area there are
normally several teachers per subject to meet the needs of the student population, the same
cannot be said for elective arts-based subjects. Smaller populations of students elect these
courses, so typically only one teacher is retained on staff to meet the needs of that smaller group
of special interest students. In my experience, arts educators can often feel isolated from their
peers, being the only teacher of their subject area in the school community. It is a difficult place
to be if one does not become involved and excited by the community in which they are
immersed.
This is an area of study that could be of interest to anyone who works in creative subject
areas with students who are looking for their voice, or a path through the arts, and for anyone
who sees themselves not only as a teacher and facilitator but also as a collaborator, and fellow
traveler in search of that path. It is about being open to the challenges and potential for growth
afforded a teacher, who not only attempts to engage students in the classroom but also attempts
to engage them in the school itself.
I have found that students looking for engagement in the arts can often feel disengaged
from school culture, even when they are engaged in their arts classes. There is a culture of
competition and engagement within the areas of athletics, and teams of students often define
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themselves within a school through such activities, but these activities traditionally interest a
different sort of student than the sort that gravitates to art and theatre. The art-based students I
have worked with in my career seem just as interested in working with like-minded peers, but
they often have trouble finding those peers. They are in the minority and, at least locally, are not
provided opportunities to explore these interests as early in their education as is common for
athletes. These students have become more accustomed to depending on themselves rather than a
team. They are students whose creative self-expressions are often denigrated as being outside of
the norm, and they are often viewed and treated as outsiders in the greater school community.
For these students, the development of a school community is not easy, but it can be vital in
engaging them fully in the high school experience. The cultivation of a sense of family and
community within the classroom for these students is, therefore, even more important to the
teacher.
In 1996, Philip Taylor notes, in the preface of his research, that “drama researchers have
not positioned themselves naturally within the conventional boundaries of the research club (p.
ix).” He noted that all of the preeminent art education advocates, people such as John Dewey,
Maxine Greene, and Elliot Eisner did not count among their number any specialists from the
world of drama education. This, Taylor argued, stemmed from the fact that by its nature, theatre
work is a somewhat transitory and ephemeral form of expression. It lends itself to immediacy
and action, making the process of writing one that educators in drama may be reluctant to engage
in, because it is different from the performance aspect of their specialization.
However, this has been changing rapidly since that time, as numerous researchers and
scholars such as Johnny Saldaña, Barry Freeman, Diane Conrad, Joe Norris, Kerri Messner, and
Kathleen Gallagher have shone the proverbial spotlight on the stage. The work of educators and
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researchers such as these is valuable to help continue to grow this base of knowledge and to
continue the work of legitimizing research in drama in education, and it is my hope that my
investigations might also contribute in some way to this cause.
Self-examination of my identity as a teacher is also valuable as a means for me to
scrutinize my practice and to reflect and observe what happens in my classroom. It allows me to
come to recognize my own place in the classroom, and in the school community, it also allows
me to recognize why I teach, and what keeps me engaged in that practice.
The difference between written work and performed work is significant. My own
experience in theatre as an actor and a director has contributed to the way I perceive this
research, and how I feel that it will be best expressed. The crafting of the research into an
ethnodrama means giving it a human voice. Human voices need to be heard to fully embrace
their meaning. The written word loses tone and nuance, which are vital for understanding in
theatre. Thus, this research has been written to be performed and understood in the context of
that performance.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review
Teacher Identity and Engagement
In 1978, Maxine Greene wrote “The artistic-aesthetic and the curriculum”, in which she
discusses the ways that the arts can be used to open students’ eyes to the world and combat what
Robert Heilbroner referred to as a “civilizational malaise” (p. 168). Through the arts, Greene
suggests that students would be able to view and break through this malaise in a way that
engenders analysis and the ability to critique the world around them.
In the aesthetic experiences we can make possible the privileged moment through which
we can enable our students to live. There must be attending; there must be noticing, at
once, there must be a reflective turning back to the stream of consciousness - the stream
that contains our perceptions, our reflections, yes, and our ideas. (p. 182)
It is these reflective moments experienced by teachers as well as students that lend
meaning to the value and power of arts education, and drama instruction in particular. These are
moments that move beyond relating past experiences to truly examining them, deconstructing
them, and finding their truths. For example, Kathleen Gallagher (2014) studied the effects and
uses of theatre on student engagement amongst urban youth in Toronto schools, and she
observed the myriad ways that dramatic work allowed students to express themselves and the
issues and topics that were relevant to them and their social and economic situations. Selecting
topics that have direct connections to the students’ own backgrounds and challenges allows the
work to take on a meaning and relevance with which students can directly engage. By working
with and reflecting on them, they can gain a greater insight.
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A further example of how Greene’s notion of students critically examining the world
around them and allowing that involvement to inspire engagement is evident in Diane Conrad’s
2004 doctoral research using politically motivated participatory theatre as a research method in
rural Alberta. Conrad had previously worked in inner city schools as Gallagher had and, in the
process of doing so, realized that many students took offense at the term “at-risk.” This Albertan
school had a large number of aboriginal students and, in this case, the term “at-risk” referred to
the racial/cultural groups indigenous to Alberta. It had not been Conrad’s specific intention to
identify the issues of aboriginal people; however, when she was faced with this group of students
and the issues that affected them, she found that she could not ignore them.
Conrad’s work was with students traditionally considered to be at risk of dropping out of
school, and the participatory exercises she did with them allowed them to express the issues they
faced. Conrad’s use of “Popular Theatre” as a pedagogical tool and as a research methodology
proved extremely effective in drawing out students’ personal experiences and developing an
understanding of them. From the participatory exercises, Conrad scripted individual scenes and
used her own autoethnographic practice to make sense of the information and frame the overall
narrative.
The scenes we created, based on their stories and/or issues that arose during our
exploration were about boredom, rule breaking at school, and its consequences, substance
use, addiction, risky sex, gossip, gender relations, and interpersonal conflict. The drama
raised questions inciting students to examine the issues and their beliefs and to reevaluate aspects of their lived experiences. (2004, p. 17)
In order to capture some of the essence of this work, Conrad scripted a series of sixteen scenes
based on her interactions with the students she worked with, which, while not truly factual,
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remained true to the spirit of the interactions. This allowed both the students and Conrad to
question and examine the lived experiences of the at-risk youth and to gain a greater insight and
a critical understanding of the topics they broached through these sixteen scenes.
Student engagement in the arts has become increasingly recognized as an area of
importance in education, with an ever-growing acknowledgement of the need for students to be
creative problem-solvers and innovators. Thomas, Singh, Klopfenstein, and Henry (2013) noted
that innovation is a direct result of creativity, and there is no economic growth without
innovation, as “growth requires innovation, and innovators must be creative” (p. 3). In the United
States, Thomas et al. observed that the President’s Committee on the Arts and Humanities,
which, as of 2011, placed a renewed emphasis on the arts, may have had no clear definition of
what constituted an arts-based school. However, it did characterize such schools as places where
at-risk students would become reengaged in their education. Moreover, students, who may not
have had issues with engagement, would demonstrate sustained and accelerated learning.
Besides the importance of the arts to economic growth, the President’s Committee was also
acknowledging the value of the arts to student engagement.
Autoethnography
While improving engagement in one classroom is ideal, it is still just one classroom in a whole
school. That school is also just one school within the broader community. Gallagher (2014)
noted,
The pedagogy of drama classrooms does not happen in isolation. It happens in
relationship to a larger school, community, and social and political context. It is
intimately related to the conditions of the school and the condition of the students’ lives.
(p. 164)
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The Toronto School Board’s (2009) research referenced by Gallagher (2014) maintained
that engagement was tied closely to attendance, and that attendance was clearly tied to issues
such as family income, marital status of legal guardians, and the overall economic status of the
students’ neighborhoods. Low-poverty/high income neighborhoods have better attendance rates
than traditionally lower income neighborhoods. These factors are part of what makes
autoethnography well suited for my examination of teacher identity in the drama classroom.
Patton (2002) referred to autoethnography as a study of “one’s own culture and oneself as
part of that culture” (p. 85), and he discussed the way an autoethnographer is meant to view their
own place in the world, both socially and culturally, and then examine their own subjective
reactions to that world. Therefore, to examine my own identity within the drama classroom, it is
important that my autoethnographic research be grounded within my particular community.
Heewon Chang (2008) suggested that the practice of an autoethnography allowed the
autoethnographer to gain a “profound understanding of the self and others and [to] function more
effectively with others from diverse backgrounds” (p. 13). It is her assertion that reading and
writing self-narratives, while not automatically resulting in cultural understanding of oneself and
those around oneself, it did provide a means of examination that could lead to such an
understanding. In order to gain a true cultural understanding, however, Chang suggested that
one still needed to do a more in-depth cultural analysis and interpretation.
The autobiographical journaling that can be used in constructing an autoethnography is
much the same as one of the approaches used by Emese Bukor (2011), when she set about to
examine teacher identity. As she conducted her research, specifically the impact of a teacher’s
experiences and background on their identity as a teacher, she combined autobiography with
interviews and guided visualization as she worked with four ESL (English as a Second
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Language) teachers to determine the influences upon a teacher’s “school experiences, career
choice, instructional practice, teaching philosophy, and teacher identity” (p. iii).
The critical examination of these accounts, both biographical and interview, were
important to Bukor, for she saw them as being akin to professional development. Critical selfawareness and examination are key components in self-development and fostering professional
growth. Bukor did acknowledge that many definitions of teacher identity exist, and that often the
definitions could be “fuzzy.” For her work, she refers to Parker J. Palmer, who highlights “the
integrity between the intellectual, emotional and spiritual aspects of teacher identity that can lead
to a new ‘wholeness’.’’ This wholeness, however, does not mean perfection, rather “it means
becoming more real by acknowledging the whole of who I am” (Bukor, 2011, pp. 5-6).
In 2001, Stanton Wortham, associate professor and chair of the Educational Leadership
Division at the University of Pennsylvania Graduate School Of Education, maintained that
autobiographical narratives not only identified the narrator’s self but also helped in some small
part to create that self. Wortham stated that by placing the narrator within their stories they will
gain greater insight into their position in relation to those around them, and their role within that
narrative. These autoethnographic studies allow the events of normal lived experience to be
examined and to shine a light on the power and importance of these interactions, so the narrator
has the opportunity to better understand the impact of their role within the setting of the
narrative.
Clandinin & Connelly (1994) reinforced the power of crafting a personal narrative, or
journaling, when they discussed different methods of using personal experience in qualitative
research. They reflected upon the words and ideas of people such as the Canadian artist Emily
Carr or the poet/novelist/writer of journals May Sarton, who recognized that personal narratives
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provided a way of discovering who they were. Specifically, that these processes capture “the
small fragments of experience” (p. 414) that individually may seem meaningless, however, when
put into context with all of the other fragments, they can reveal the patterns of the narrator’s life.
Autoethnography provided an appropriate method for deconstructing my teaching
practice, allowing me to examine each of the components/fragments that make up that practice in
order to identify the areas of importance and meaning to me as an educator. It allowed me to
look at what makes me the teacher that I am, and recognize what I need to do to be the teacher I
want to become.
Ethnodrama
Joe Norris (2012) spoke of ‘play,’ such as the way a child plays or an actor might ‘play’
at a theatrical production, as being “synonymous with (experi)ment and (experi)ential learning”
(p. 301). Norris indicated that an actor or child at play was constantly in a state of applying the
scientific method to their lived experiences; they simply did not label the method of discovery as
such. Norris stated that ‘play’ required a performer to be very attentive to the moment to allow
them to recognize and analyze the “present need” and respond accordingly. Norris’s assertion
was that play and work were two forces that needed to reach a balance and through a meshing of
stories, the existing literature, and research, that praxis could be attained. More than that, Norris
suggests that this process could be fun.
The experience of scripting and performing as part of research is not unfamiliar. Johnny
Saldaña describes ethnotheatre as an actual performance of research data for a live audience, and
ethnodrama as the written script. This written script in an ethnodrama consists of dramatized
accounts of significant selections of data that could consist of journal entries, field notes or any
other form of data source available in any given piece of research (2008).
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In choosing to transform my journals and personal anecdotes into a script, I have chosen
to craft an autoethnodramatic piece of writing. Saldaña refers to how, in this form of ethnodrama,
it becomes the ethical responsibility of the writer (who is also preferably to be the performer of
the work) to tell “nothing but the truth as an understood ‘contract’ between the actor and the
audience (2011, p. 25).”
Saldaña spoke specifically about the use of the dramatic monologue as well. In terms of
ethnodramatic monologues, he pointed to the ability of the “character-participant to reveal not
just autobiographical factual details, but inner thoughts, feelings, attitudes, values, and beliefs
through spoken narrative” (2008, p. 197). When this work is taken beyond the solely individual
autoethnographic data source, it can lend itself to further dialogue, beyond the dramatic
monologue, drawing data from group interviews and other traditional data sources (Saldaña,
2008).
Alana Ferguson, a Masters student in sociology, writing her thesis as an autoethnographic
ethnodrama on women’s experiences with lymphedema as a result of breast cancer, touched on
one of the key reasons to use this methodology: that being that “ethnodrama is an effective
knowledge translation strategy for audiences; however, I have found that it is also a method
which emotionally connects researchers and participants” (2009, p. ii).
In order to capitalize on this key advantage of ethnodrama, it is important to realize that it
is only a first step in the process of distributing that information. To have true impact, and share
the experience of the research, the ethnodramatic script should take the next step and enter the
realm of performance as ethnotheatre. Innumerable technical considerations must be considered
to pull off such an exhibition, including a need for skilled and talented people, both technical and
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creative. If these factors are addressed and the audience is receptive to the production, then
ethnotheatre is incredibly effective as a form of research representation (Saldaña, 2008).
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Chapter Three: Framework and general research question
My interest originally focused on how involvement in theatre arts can engage students
and teachers alike, and how that engagement in the school community affected the overall life
trajectories and engagement of students and teachers. However, as I researched my topic, I came
to realize that what I was truly interested in was teacher engagement: examining how drama
education changes me and makes me a better teacher. Furthermore, I saw myself looking to
explore my own identity as a teacher.
I had fundamental questions about who I was in the classroom. What motivated me to
teach? Was I a good teacher? If so, what made me a good teacher? Did I go the extra kilometer
for my students? Or only a few meters? Beyond those questions, I began to develop more
questions that continued to make me question my role in the classroom. What inspired my
teaching? To what extent had my past experiences cultivated my role as a teacher, and how could
I shape my future experiences to continue to improve myself as a teacher?
I saw the value in examining those elements so that I could not only recognize what sort
of a teacher I was becoming, but it would also allow me to recognize what would make me a
better teacher. This study is intended to draw from the methodological and theoretical traditions
of narrative inquiry, autoethnography, and arts-based research to examine these questions.
The purpose in utilizing an autoethnography is to situate myself within the small yet
complex group of students that engages in arts-oriented education and the work I do with them
without over-simplifying the complexities of individuals. In 2010, Tessa Muncey observed that
it was the “complexity of individuals that autoethnography seeks to address; the muddled,
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idiosyncratic, florid eccentricities that make us unique as opposed to part of a population” (p.
xiii).
Tom Barone discussed in several different writings the power of narrative analysis and
the use of creative nonfiction as an expressive means for the interpretation of data.
I erased the boundary between the realm of text that purports to give only the facts and
that of the metaphor laden story which dares (as Sartre once put it) to lie in order to tell
the truth. But I did so haltingly, and not in a single confident stroke of understanding.
Indeed, my insight came only gradually, after confronting a form of writing that aims to
straddle the boundary between actual and virtual worlds, one foot planted firmly in each.
These works are hybrids of textual species, essays/stories written in a literary style but
shelved (curiously) in the nonfiction section of the library. (2000, p. 61-62)
There is a potential in the written word to capture the facts, but also the human element, the feel,
and impact of a time, place, or event. Through narrative inquiry and analysis, the researcher can
report not just a mass of facts and conclusions, but they can also capture the pathos, which plays
a very real part in the lives of teachers and students. Stephen Banks added the idea that “in
research writing, as in any human expression, ‘narrative is unavoidable’ (2008, p. 156). Banks
went further to point out that “the possibilities for constructing selves, enacting human agency,
and sharing social meanings are grounded in narratives” (2008, p. 156).
Limitations of the study
As an autoethnography, the study focuses on the lived experiences of the researcher. As
the researcher is the only dramatic arts teacher in the school community, the study will not
benefit from the experiences of other drama educators. This is not to say that the experiences of
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other educators are not valid, but they do not exist within the scope of this study; therefore, they
cannot be explored here.
Students engaged in the arts, or who look for engagement through the arts, do not
represent the student body as a whole. This study does not provide insight into every curricular
or extracurricular teaching practice; rather, it focuses on the activities and opportunities available
through dramatic arts to those students who gravitate towards that area of study or, more
precisely, to the teacher of those students.
In 2014, Jess Moriarty observed that in using auto/biographical writing there was a
“tension” created between the need to be open and vulnerable within the writing to insure that it
was honest, expressive, and creative and the self-discipline required to produce good solid
professional work. The challenge then was to insure that the writing did not devolve into
anything too “self-indulgent”, for to do so would render the work academically useless.
Perhaps one of the greatest limitations is “the persistent dominance of conventional views
of empirical research” (Knowles & Promislow, 2008, pp. 522). There is a tendency in many
places to perceive arts-based research as being inappropriate to some institutions or even that it is
not a credible mode of research (Knowles & Promislow, 2008). Just as autoethnography can be
considered too subjective (Patton 2002), attitudes like these are encountered often. These
attitudes can have a dampening effect on a new researcher looking to forge ahead into the new
territory that this sort of a study represents. However, it should also be said, that, while these
attitudes do cause me some trepidation, they also added to my desire to engage in this form of
research.
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Chapter Four: The Evolution of Methods

Introduction
As an autoethnodrama, the approach to data collection for this project was tied carefully
into personal narrative/autobiography and reflective practice. After the data were generated, they
and the background research gathered as part of the original literature review was carefully
examined, looking for the common threads between the research done by others and what had
been generated through my reflective practice. Then, the data was developed through a process
of creative writing into an art-based thesis presentation, in the form of an ethnodramatic dialogue
that placed me, as the author of the journals that were the original source of the data, within the
context of my school community, examining my teaching practice as it informs my identity as a
teacher.
This sort of qualitative, arts-based approach examines teaching practice from a very
personal and meaningful level, but also on a scale where the anecdotal information gathered,
about engagement, stress, and development, is much more meaningful than a quantitative
analysis of such a small group. Autoethnography is a particularly effective and evocative method
for examining the way it balances its methodological orientation as an ethnography, its content
orientation as a form of autobiography, and its interpretive orientation as an examination of
cultural context (Chang, 2008).
My original intention, to compose the narrative with a series of dramatic monologues,
had been compelling. A dramatic monologue, or persona poem as it is also known, is a powerful
genre of writing, characterized by a lack of dialogue, an implied audience, and an understanding
that the author, or poet, is speaking through the voice of an assumed identity, or persona.
Typically, these poems are, by definition, a single individual’s speech. There is a lack of direct
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analysis or commentary, other than the presentation of the subjective qualities that are left to be
interpreted by the audience/reader (www.poets.org, 2014). However, as I began to write and give
voice to the data that original intention began to evolve.
What had begun as a monophony, first evolved into something of a cacophony, and then
finally into a harmony. I realized that I had lost none of the potency of the persona poem, but that
the many voices of my play were themselves different personas I adopted to examine and dissect
the experiences of my classroom.
My plan had been to use many written monologues that would follow a model not unlike
Edgar Lee Master’s Spoon River Anthology. Spoon River is a collection of dramatic monologues
published in 1915, which is still considered to be quite unconventional in both its style and
content. It changed the way people looked at and understood small town life in America through
the portrayal of the voices of the town’s dead inhabitants. In order to gain a full understanding
of Spoon River Anthology, and for what life and death was like in these small towns a century
ago, one cannot simply read an individual monologue. One must read all of the narrative
fragments to piece together the overall meaning and story of the town being written about1. The
voices of my dialogue served a similar purpose, providing multiple perspectives on a path
through my life and identity as a teacher that, viewed holistically is intended to provide insight
into the power of these lived drama classroom experiences.

Researcher's role / Site and population selection.
As an autoethnographic exploration, the only site of data collection was myself as the
researcher: a drama teacher working with Grade Ten and Eleven students in a high school
1

The original website where I retrieved a copy of Edgar Lee Masters’ Spoon River Anthology no longer
exists, but the commentary on that site about the nature of the play had been extremely influential in
shaping my understanding of the piece and the way in which I thought about it in context of this research.
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predominantly populated by students from rural and suburban areas surrounding the city in
which the school is situated. I generated both regular reflective writings, as well as anecdotal
narratives of experiences that had occurred before the time of the.
My own experience in the field of drama is fairly extensive and was used to supplement
the experiences I have as a teacher in this study. I have been an active member of the local
theatre community as an actor/director/producer for over 15 years. I have served as an
adjudicator for theatre festivals and spent seven years serving on the board of ACT (a
community theatre), including a tenure as the organization’s President. In addition to teaching
theatre arts, I have been the director for all of the school’s big budget musicals performed on the
Confederations Centre’s main stage since 2004. These experiences and insights cannot be
separated from my identity as a classroom teacher, for these experiences are part of who I am,
and directly affect how I teach drama.

Ethical Considerations
In this particular autoethnography, as I was not allowing for other sources of data outside
this research, I received an exemption from ethical review from the University of Prince Edward
Island’s Research Ethics Board. In other autoethnographic studies, there are ethical
considerations. For example, if the subject area was mathematics, a study like this one could also
include the researcher’s impressions from interviewing his peers, operating within the same
school. This would require the researcher to apply for ethics as the interviews would encompass
other individuals. However, as I am the only drama teacher in my school, it is actually more true
to the circumstance to not allow for other interviews in this investigation.
Furthermore, the students of this high school tend to differ greatly from the students in
the other city high school due to the location of the schools and the socio-economic backgrounds
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of the student populations. These factors make the basic experience of each drama teacher
within the public school board different at both the student and administrative level.
Some consideration was given to maintaining these reflections and narratives in an online
blog format. However, since not every day can be favourable, but every reflection is valuable, a
decision was made to keep the journals private. I felt that my reflective practice should be as
free as possible from external influencing factors to maintain the validity of the observations I
made; ultimately, by having the journals remain private, I was more easily able to let my
thoughts wander without fear of the immediate results.
Through the crafting of this ethnodramatic writing there was also the need to create a
series of events or incidents to help present the events captured within the classroom as captured
in the journals. The journal recorded my activities as a teacher in the classroom as well as my
reflections, but to put forward these reflections as a dramatic piece required fictionalized
elements of classroom interactions and behaviours.
All of these fictionalized accounts were inspired by and informed by the reflective
process; however, in the spirit of confidentiality and the ethical implications of such work, all of
the events presented are fictions that are based on the facts of what I have experienced in the
classroom. While not actual events, they can be said to be true in spirit to the events of my
drama classroom.

Data generation and collection methods
The sources of qualitative data included reflective journals spanning several months of
curricular studies in drama. This reflection focused on the experiences of a Grade 11/12 split
drama classroom, with the majority of its students having been taught by me in a previous year,
and in some instances the previous two years. In order to provide a wider perspective on these
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matters, I will also present some anecdotal records of past events. These anecdotes will serve to
inform the development of this area of study and highlight some of the instances that are not
necessarily captured in the three month span of this journal.

Data management strategies
My reflections were recorded in a secure online journal. This method allowed me to
record daily reflections while sitting in my classroom immediately after class or at home on days,
when the busyness of the day did not allow immediate reflection.

Data analysis strategies
To accurately organize and report the results of the qualitative data, a storytelling
approach based on chronology, history, and flashback was used. Journal reflections prepared
over the duration of the study were placed in a chronological order in the narrative of the thesis,
while the anecdotal reflections of past lived events were interspersed as deemed appropriate to
support the chronology in order to place them in a way that allows the experiences within them
to be compared and contrasted with the journal based reflections. This allowed the data to
present some of the development of the research as it occurred (Patton, 2002).

Trustworthiness
There is a certain dependability inherent in undertaking a study with which the researcher
is sufficiently familiar. This study does not begin without the researcher already being
thoroughly familiar with the use of drama in the school system, as well as having been a member
of the overall school culture in which the research is being developed for over a dozen years. It
should also be noted that the researcher, as a reflective practitioner, should not be considered an
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infallible source of data. As human beings, we are subject to fatigue, and there is the chance that
over time, as trends begin to emerge in the development of the data, that the researcher’s
viewpoint can be subtly changed by the emerging trends in the research (Shenton, 2004). Indeed,
as I reflected back on journal entries, it was plain that some days in which I had been extremely
active in the classroom were not always as energetically reflected within the journal. Luckily, in
these times, the journal proved a suitable prop for reflection and memory. Therefore, while each
day may not always have been met with detailed reflection, the details of the day being recorded
allowed me the ability to reflect on those events later. Moreover, I was able to reflect not just on
the day to day events of the classroom, but to view the weeks, and months, as larger pieces that
make up the whole of this reflected period.
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Treading the Boards

A Note about the Play

As a director, I have always relished the freedom to treat stage directions as mere suggestions,
but always respected the desire of playwrights such as Samuel Beckett to insist upon their
directions being maintained. It was not until I began to write this piece that I really recognized
why it was truly important to playwrights such as Beckett. Like a director, Beckett had a vision
that he wanted preserved. He saw himself creating a piece as though he was writer and codirector with everyone who was to perform his work. Due to the nature of this work, I have
envisioned many aspects of this production and, as modelled by Beckett, have done so with a
purpose in mind. I do not suggest that a director cannot add more to the blocking of the play and
improve its richness, but a director should be aware of the intended purpose of the stage
directions as presented.
It is also should be noted that the citations in the script have been included as footnotes
for the purpose of maintaining the readability of the play.
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Cast of Characters

The Teacher
The Actor
The Artist
The Scholar
The Metadrama
The Realist
Voices Off - Rosencrantz, Guildenstern
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Scene One
The Scene: A dark stage, black, but not bare. The stage should be set with theatre blocks, or
risers. Or both; it is important that any elevations can support weight, and that perhaps a
performer could hide in, behind or amidst them. The staging of the show itself could be set within
a proscenium, and/or extend onto a thrust. The purpose is to embrace the concept of an “empty
space”, a space that is devoid of conventional set pieces and other visible features. This lack of
feature is not intended to imply any lack of substance, but rather to challenge our ways of
examining phenomena that are not always visibly marked.2 All that is needed for theatre to
happen is an audience to observe and a person to act.3

The show begins with voices from offstage, the material is a quote directly from Tom Stoppard’s
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead, The voice of Guildenstern is serious, Rosencrantz is
whimsical. If casting has allowed for male and female performers, their gender should be
different to emphasize the difference in their points of view - who is male, and who is female does
not matter. What does matter is that Guildenstern, the logical voice comes from Stage Right,
Rosencrantz Stage Left. These sides are important as the essential blocking on stage is also
meant to reflect the hemispheres of the brain, and their influence; the Stage Left side is the
audience's right, representing the right side of the brain, while the Stage Right, or the audience’s
left is the left side of the brain. These performers are never seen as these characters. During
their speech, the lights rise from darkness to the appropriate level for the opening scene. The
characters who are seen are a form of archetype, each a different aspect of the playwright’s
interests or viewpoints. The two sides of the stage, and thus the brain, also help to represent both
2

3

(Hannah, 2003)
(Brook, 1969)
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the critical, and the creative forms of inquiry being utilized through this autoethnography, which
is itself an integration of creative fields and the social sciences.4

GUIL: What does it all add up to?
ROS: Can't you guess?
GUIL: Were you addressing me?
ROS: Is there anyone else?
GUIL: Who?
ROS: How would I know?
GUIL: Why do you ask?
ROS: Are you serious?
GUIL: Was that rhetoric?
ROS: No.5
(The teacher enters, and addresses the audience directly.)
Teacher: I didn’t start out intending to be a drama teacher. I didn’t really start out
intending to be a high school teacher to be honest, but I did start out to be a teacher. I actually
intended to teach primary school. I like little kids; I like how their minds work and what it means
to teach them. I like the dependence they have and the trust they place in you. And I liked the
way that, when I was a young and probably far too “artsy” teacher - dressed in black and wearing
a trench coat at recess - that the kids didn’t judge me by it, or think me creepy, or shake their
heads (as my professors did); instead, they just knew that their teacher’s favourite colour was
black. Simple as that. Teaching kids seemed simple.
4
5

(Patton, 2002)
(Stoppard, 1967, pp. 33-4)
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Or simple in theory. The reality is of course quite different. I learned fast that people take
some concepts for granted, like place value for example. Place value. I still shake my head as I
say those two words together. As an adult, do you ever even think about the ones and tens
columns? Do you place value on place value? No, you don’t. I don’t think even math teachers
do. The only adults who do are the Grade One teachers, and if you ever think that teaching six
year old kids makes an elementary school teacher more like babysitters or caretakers than
teachers you need to wise up fast. Place values are hard; they are hard to explain, and they are
hard for a six year old to grasp - or at least, hard for them to grasp if their teacher was me. The
day I was meant to teach place value as a student teacher to a grade one class was the first and
last bad day I had at that grade level. As a student teacher, I was thoroughly discouraged,
devastated even to have looked at all those trusting faces utterly confused as my lesson plan
train-wrecked in front of me. That day my black clothes suited me to a tee.
I didn’t quit teaching elementary school over ‘place value’, if that’s what you were
thinking. I hadn’t intended my path to change; rather, I tried something different the next
semester. I was asked to take on an alternate practicum - something a step outside of what I was
training for. This was the usual thing for students taking their Bachelor of Education from my
university. The usual plan is to teach grades 4-6 if you had been teaching grades 1-3, or some
simple step like that, but I wasn’t thinking about doing “the usual”.
(The Actor should enter from stage left and sit on a theatre block or riser. The Actor can
be present from the beginning if the stage is suitably dark, or enter during the previous lines to
sit without light during the previous monologue, lights rise on the character seated.)
Actor: None of us are just one thing. I’m an actor, and a director. It was never a plan to
use those skills to keep me alive. I created theatre out of love and passion, never once setting out
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to earn a single dollar for doing it. Theatre is a labour of pure love. Don’t get me wrong,
sometimes I do get paid to do it, but that’s almost more happenstance than anything else. I’m in
it to create something, sometimes to be someone else, sometimes to explore who I really am.
At first, this love of theatre came about from a much more mundane sort of love. The
love of a student who was in theatre. I was still in High School when I started attending theatre,
at first to see a young lady in the shows, and then just to see the shows themselves. As I grew
older and moved on to my first bachelor’s degree, this love of theatre became a much more
sincere thing. So, when given the opportunity in university to do so, I studied Stagecraft and
theatre history. I even auditioned, unsuccessfully, for a show before I moved on to pursue my
education degree.
There was a year between my Bachelor of Fine Arts and my Bachelor of Education
degree when I had to take some required course that had not fit into my BFA. I got truly
entangled in theatre that year, first as an actor, but I quickly moved into the world of directing.
So much so, that by the time I had finished my education degree, I had already directed 4 or 5
productions. I had become active in the theatre society of my university, as well as in several
different community theatre groups.
(The Teacher crosses DS of the Actor to resume the thread of his narrative - this is an
important convention. When adding to a story, a character moves DS from behind the character
at centre stage, when changing the thread, or returning to a previously interrupted thread they
cross in front of the other character.)
Teacher: So yes, I had been discouraged a little by the difficulty I had connecting with
six year olds in math, but what I was really looking for was a way to incorporate one of my
passions into my teaching life and to really try something outside the box.
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Actor: Outside the box was always my forte.
Teacher: So I suggested to my advisor that I go all the way to the other end of the
teaching spectrum and teach high school. Theatre Arts in particular, or visual arts, as my first
bachelor’s degree had been in that field. It wasn’t the way these things were normally done, but
my advisor was excited by the idea and went for it. Before long I was teaching drama at a local
high school.
Actor: With my experience being what it was, my cooperating teacher asked me to direct
a small-scale musical for a senior theatre arts class - of course I was happy to do it, even if I had
never, at the time, been a fan of musicals. It always seemed too strange to me that you would try
to convince the audience to buy into the realism of your play, only to break into song and dance
in an entirely unrealistic fashion.
Teacher: The experience was all that I could have hoped for as a teacher.
Actor: And as a director.
Teacher: Immersed in the high school I expected to feel a lot different than I had in an
elementary school, obviously. Intellectually you can know that the students will be twice the
height, but experiencing a grade one class of twenty or so six year olds, none of them much taller
than my waist, to being immersed in a school of over a thousand students all my own height on
average and sometimes, much, much taller, is another thing entirely. And yet, it felt natural. I
understood these students better. I felt less like a parent, and more like a teacher, or a guide.
Actor: Working with the students also meant a lot of enthusiasm for the art of theatre.
There was a passion there; one that I shared with the students.
Teacher: And one day, as I worked on hanging lights above the stage with a couple of
students, one of them started to talk to me. (At this moment the Artist emerges from the stage left

34

side of the stage and approaches the Teacher with a theatre block. The Artist sits on the edge,
furthest away from the Teacher as the Teacher steps up onto the block. For a moment the
Teacher can reach up, hands towards one of the Stage lights, enacting the moment described. As
the Teacher continues to speak, the Artist mimes the role of the student being referred to, talking
to, and looking up to the Teacher). I mean, really talk to me. (There is a pause while the Artist
opens his mouth to speak, but then stops) I can’t remember the words, but I remember the
moment. I remember the way that this student, who I’d only known for a couple of weeks, had
looked to me for guidance, and incredibly enough, I had been able to provide it. It was
transformative. I felt a connection. Not to mention, I now felt that I had real value to these
students, or in that moment, to this student.
It was something that I hadn’t realized was missing when I taught younger children. I
suddenly felt I might leave a mark on a student’s future. I’m not diminishing what teachers do in
primary education. I still remember the great teachers I had as a child. It’s just, at that point as a
young man, I hadn’t felt like I was one of those great teachers.
I still didn’t feel “great”, but I did feel like I had made a difference, just a little one, but
that was enough. That moment, being able to understand and help one student, was the defining
moment of my time as a student of education. I was home, and I knew it. (The Teacher steps
down as the Artist stands, now they are at equal height, able to look eye to eye for a moment,
until the Actor speaks, at which point, with a flourish, the Artist bows, and whisks back towards
a position somewhere upstage left. They stop a couple steps short of that position and look back)
Actor: The play went very well, I believe there was an energy that pervaded the show
that thrilled parents and students alike.
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Teacher: Everyone, my university professors and cooperating teachers, was impressed
and pleased, but to this day, I remember the play less than I remember the one student who came
to me for help and advice. (looks back to the Artist, who waves, and finally steps back to their
position.)
Actor: That first show with students would pave the way for so many more later on
though. Each show would get bigger and bigger whenever I would do them in the future. They
were pivotal high school experiences for the kids, and something very satisfying to help create.
Teacher: I wasn’t lucky enough to teach drama directly again for over a decade. I would
do more of those musicals as an extracurricular activity. They were big shows that involved lots
of students. I’d do those shows for many, many years without getting to teach drama.
Actor: As an extracurricular, it was about being a director though, not a teacher. There is
a difference. Directing a high school musical still involves teaching, but is also more about the
refinement of one single product. You help the students hone the skills they need for that
production, but not for theatre in general. Not really.
Teacher: Which isn’t a bad thing. When, as a student teacher, my final practicum time
came, they let me rock the boat again, and, rather than return to elementary as was intended, I
went back to a high school. But in the next school I ended up teaching art, the area I had majored
in to begin with.
(The artist moves forward from the upstage right side of the stage)
Artist: Painting and Photography to be precise, with a minor in Art History and
experience with a number of other art making forms…
Actor: Even a little Performance Art…
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Teacher: It was a valuable experience. I taught a little English to go along with the art,
then moved on. Received my Bachelors of Education…
Artist: To go along with the Bachelor of Fine Arts…
Actor: (to artist, quietly) Hush.
Teacher: ...and then, a year later, found myself a full time teacher…
Artist: Teaching art…
Teacher: ...back at the same school where I had taught drama as a student teacher. The
school where I had experienced that pivotal moment with the student. That was something
special, to go back to where I felt the fire start within me. I was not there to teach drama,
however. The teacher who had worked with me as a student teacher was still at that school, and
still teaching drama. Instead, I was hired to teach art and photography and some other related
courses. After a few years, I took over directing the school’s big musical productions, an
extracurricular activity, not tied to my teaching. And then, over a decade later, as courses shifted
and moved around, I got an opportunity I’d always wanted - to take over the drama courses.
Actor: To teach the craft I loved so much.
Artist: And still teach the art.
Actor: (quietly again) It’s not about you.
Teacher: And it was everything I hoped it would be. Teaching art had also been close to
my heart. I was passionate about that too…
Artist: Hah! (at the Actor who ignores him)
Teacher: But, by the time drama classes came along, I found I was ready to shake up the
routine a decade in the school system had helped me develop. I had worked on curriculum, and
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served on many committees, and spoken to students about art at all ages, and felt pretty confident
in my teaching. Drama brought back fear.
Actor: And excitement.
Artist: There’s a complacency that had set in, not making me uncaring, just - less
invigorated in teaching art. I had a comfortable routine.
Teacher: In drama, I had to go back to the start. Is that supposed to be terrifying?
Daunting? Maybe just a lot of work? It was a lot of work, but it was amazing. Creatively
challenging, engaging, magical. It mattered. Everything we do should matter, especially in
teaching. Especially when you are doing something you love, especially when you know you
love it. Even better, you know you love it and you get to share that with other people.
Artist: I had started this way in art as well, and I still loved it, but a decade of teaching
that subject made it harder sometimes to feel that fear and uncertainty.
(Enter the Scholar, from the stage right side of the stage. He should cross in front of the
teacher who will pause to watch him find a place to take a seat on a theatre block - in dignified
fashion)
Scholar: And then came the decision to further my education. To study the areas within
education that interested me, and led me inevitably, here.
Teacher/Actor: (together) To this.
Scholar: To a thesis. At first, finding the direction that a piece of detailed writing could
take to further my academic pursuits was elusive. What could I examine? What mattered? Why
did it matter and what could I hope to learn that would be meaningful?
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Teacher: It had to be meaningful, it had to add to who I was as a teacher, and it couldn’t
just be a collection of pseudo-intellectual edu-babble. I wanted something that I could feel
passionate about. I wanted something that would resonate with me.
Artist: Not to mention that I wanted something that I could be creative with.
Actor: Deciding what direction took a little time. I knew that the area I was most
passionate about was still drama; it was the class that motivated me to teach harder each day I
went to work.
Scholar: But then, as I studied different methods of Qualitative Research, and was
exposed to so many methodologies that interested me, I began to see a way many of them could
weave together. Specifically, what emerged was the concept of crafting an autoethnographic
examination of teacher identity.
Teacher: I wanted to look at my own practice every day, and see what it was that made
me a good teacher, or rather, how teaching drama changed me as a teacher.
Artist: And an arts-based approach, like turning that research into a play rather than a
paper appealed to me on every level. And allowed me to imagine the project not just as an
educator or a student, developing and disseminating knowledge, but as a creator, finding the
meaning within myself and expressing it in a way that could be meaningful to another.
Actor: And who knows, perhaps someday it would even be performed.
Scholar: A great deal more research was involved in making sure that the idea that was
beginning to form could work. I would be the source of the research data, engaging in a daily
reflective practice over the course of several months, focusing on just the drama class I was
teaching during that span of time, not to mention generating a number of personal narratives of
my past lived experiences…
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Teacher: (interrupting) Like the story I’ve already told you about the student I talked to
while working on the lights. (The Scholar makes a dismissive gesture to the Teacher who sits on
the theatre block that still sits at center stage from his first interaction with the Artist)
Scholar: All of these examinations do not only serve as the data for the research in
question, but also, and perhaps even more importantly, they ground the study I was to undertake
within the culture in which I worked. They would allow me to examine myself in relation to that
culture, so that I might look back and forth between personal and cultural perspectives in order to
expose, “a vulnerable self that is moved by and may move through, refract, and resist cultural
interpretations”.6
(Sitting still, the Teacher proceeds to mime the activity of picking up a journal from the
upstage side of the block he sits on, and mimes the process of journaling, with the occasional
pause for thought.)
Tying our work to where we are and where we have been is extremely important. The use
of anecdotal stories from before the time of the reflective journaling was also very important to
create the sense of where we are “now.” Ira Progoff, who wrote on the topic of journaling in
1992 observed that “Now is not limited to the instant but is elastic.” Progoff suggested that the
“Now” is made up of as much of the past as it takes to inform the present. (While the Scholar
speaks the Actor and the Artist briefly recreate the moment that occurred earlier between the
Artist and the Teacher, this time with the Actor as the Teacher “adjusting the lights” while the
Teacher, from his position observes thoughtfully, and then returns to journaling). Therefore, in
order to define this time and place, you must also define the events that lead you up to this time

6

(Ellis & Bochner, 2000)
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and place, starting with those events that are still key to informing us of the nature of the
present.7
Artist: (aside) Seems pretty subjective to me, and I should know, I am the artist.
Scholar: Conventional qualitative researchers would agree. Amongst them, there was a
tendency to perceive autoethnographies as being intensely subjective, but Patton, in 2002,
identified autoethnography as a deliberate integration of art, literature, and social science in order
to truly bring together both creative and critical forms of inquiry.
Artist: Groovy.
Teacher: You know, it’s important to point out that, as a drama teacher, there is a
requirement towards a certain amount of autonomy and a need to demonstrate a fairly high level
of competence within my field, especially since there are no other teachers in my field within my
school for support.
Artist: True for most specialist teachers in secondary education.
Scholar: Self-Determination theory suggests that a teacher becomes more motivated and
engaged in a classroom setting when they are in possession of both autonomy and a selfperceived competence.8
Teacher: Which is good.
Scholar: Skaalvik and Skaalvik9 concluded that self-efficacy predicted both a high
degree of engagement, as well as job satisfaction, while negatively supporting emotional
exhaustion.
Teacher: Which is very good. As any highly engaged specialty teacher could tell you,
especially a band teacher, emotional exhaustion is an all too real concern.
7

(Progoff, 1992)
(Gagni & Deci, 2005)
9
(2014)
8
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Artist: Amen.
Teacher: (Moving to the fore ahead of the scholar entirely) But at the end of this study,
the real purpose of this autoethnographic project is to weave together all of these different
moments of personal history and experience that show the importance of teacher identity and
engagement in the dramatic arts, and how that environment changes me as a teacher.
Scholar: Norman Denzin10 describes this form of autoethnography as an interpretive
biography. In preparing such a study, he suggests that we’re creating a new way of experiencing
and performing these past life events. By rediscovering the past, we are also able to re-examine
the past and reveal hidden aspects of that past, as well as hidden aspects of the present. (The
scholar begins to try to move forward as he delivers this line, only to be blocked by the Teacher.)
(softly) Oh.
Teacher: And asking who am I as a teacher, and how does drama influence me - is so
valuable. Whatever the answer, or however many times I repeat the question in a different way,
we examine, we study and then we learn, who we are, and what’s important.
(The Archetypes, except the teacher, move away from the stage, perhaps with someone
having to prod the scholar into moving. They exit from wherever they had previously entered.
The teacher remains on stage as the lights dim for the end of the first scene.)
(Blackout)

10

(2008)
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Scene Two
(The lights come up to reveal the teacher and the Artist now sharing the stage. The Artist
stands firmly in the Stage Right Center portion of the stage, the teacher starts out in the mirrored
position on the left side of the stage, but does not stay rooted there, wandering closer to the
Artist as he speaks about the creative aspects of the work, and farther away as he discusses
structure and classroom management. The Scholar sits in a dignified fashion once again on a
block on SR. The Realist, previously unseen, lingers US of the Scholar somewhere, for the time
being attempting to keep a low profile. The Metadrama is also now on stage having entered to
lean on the front of the stage DSR, but as far SR as possible to seem out of the action.)

Teacher: I suppose I should start by saying that being a specialist teacher doesn’t just
mean I teach a “cool” class, or that I, in some way, “play” all day. There are an assortment of
unusual challenges.
Artist: Sometimes you don’t have a curriculum to follow, as was the case when I started
teaching art. Or then, sometimes you end up helping to write the curriculum, as I also did in art.
Teacher: Some students come in hoping for the easy credit, though I’ve gotten pretty
good at making sure that isn’t a popular option. Sometimes in drama, they come in for other
reasons, like to overcome a fear or discomfort about speaking in front of others. (emphatically)
Which sometimes works! (sedately) And other times does not. One of the other awkward
challenges that can come with teaching a specialty subject is the way you end up teaching more
than one class at the same time. Split classes can be a challenge, and that is the case with the
theatre class I was working through this semester. It was an 621/801 split, meaning that the
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students were made up of both grade twelve academic students, and students interested in an
open, non-academic grade twelve course.
A lot of the time with a split like this in drama, you can teach some pretty similar things
to the whole group, and then, as the two groups split up to work on their skills, you can refine
those skills to match the different outcomes between the two groups. Sometimes you can’t, and
you need to find alternate solutions. A big upside to both of these classes, though, was that many
of the students had to have taken a drama class from me before. Both had the same grade eleven
prerequisite. So I already knew a lot about the students. There were a few exceptions, transfer
students and a couple who had auditioned for me the previous year to receive an exemption from
the prerequisite. But the majority I already had a handle on, which would allow me to often
separate students into different groups and work for extended periods of time with one group,
while having the confidence that the other group would stay mostly on task as they practiced or
rehearsed whatever skills they were responsible for at that time.
Which, right from the start, as I reflect on these things is kind of amazing. I really started
to reflect on the way this class worked and what I was learning from them about a month into the
semester, but, by that time, the students are already being treated like mature and responsible
students, given ownership of their own learning and development. I trust them.
Trust is an amazing thing. I can feel comfortable walking out of my classroom and
heading to our school’s stage in the middle of a class. When I do that, I am often leaving one
group of students behind to work, while I go to check on another. I do it knowing that it could be
two minutes, or twenty, before I go back to them. How many teachers can do that with
confidence? What a world teaching would be if you knew that you could turn your back and the
love of a subject would keep the students motivated.
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Realist: (From the back) Mostly.
(All of the characters onstage turn to look up to where the Realist’s voice has come from.
In this pause, the Metadrama pushes himself away from the stage to stand up straight before the
audience in his position DSR. The characters onstage turn to look uncomfortably at this new
asserted presence after his lines have begun. The character currently exists on the other side of
the fourth wall.)
Metadrama: (To the audience) Did you know that there is a wall between you and them?
Right here (mimed actions of pressing against the invisible wall behind him). This invisible wall
is so important in theatre. It separates them, or I should say us (he has by this point moved to the
position in the center of the space between the stage and the audience), the actors, from the
audience. The “actual” from the “simulated”. Here, we perform; we bear the deepest thoughts
and feelings for all to see; over there, you do the reverse. You watch our deepest moments, but,
like all decent people, the deepest moments of your lives are not for public consumption. You sit
there and watch us and, with a little luck, we reveal so much of ourselves that we reveal a little
something in you.
(If possible, the Metadrama should come to sit on the edge of the stage where he was
leaning earlier, bridging the gap, astride the 4th wall, etc. The Metadrama is the mechanical
voice that dissects the construct of the play.)
Scholar: Well put.
Metadrama: Thank you.
Scholar: A worthy pursuit for the academic as much as the performer. You might say
that you have summed up the very purpose of this whole performance, this script, this (with great
emphasis) research.
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Realist: And somehow managed to pat yourself on the back for the turn of a good phrase.
(Realist receives a dark look from the Metadrama, or is it a guilty one?)
Metadrama: At any rate. It is the purpose of the actor to perform, and create a place of
imagination. They are not alone in creating this imaginative space. There is, of course, the
director, writers, sound and lighting designers. And then there is you, the audience. You accept
your role in the drama as an observer, and active imaginer. The conventions demand that, as an
audience, you suspend disbelief. That you accept what you see in the spirit in which it is
intended, not as it really is. Part of that convention is the creation of this fourth wall. A barrier
that we usually treat as solid and immutable, and you see right through, to the heart of the action.
Generally, (Metadrama sweeps up the audience in his gaze) we are not to acknowledge you, to
allow your imagination to transport you to where we are meant to be.
Realist: Good job with that.
Metadrama: (Pointedly) And when we break the rules, and look at you, it has meaning.
And when we go one step further (now the realist moves DS to be seen on the stage properly),
we say something else entirely.
Realist: This is not the sort of play you need to imagine. This is real; it’s just not, really
“real.”
Teacher: (Exasperated) If I may?
(Metadrama bows and moves aside, Realist moves as well, they split from center moving
apart. Meta to left, real to right, however, as he moves Realist continues to talk to the audience)
Realist: I only mean to impart a little dose of the obvious reality. No system is ever
perfect. Not every student can be on task at every moment. In fact, no student can ever be on task
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every moment. A classroom is a place of diversity, and that means different personalities and real
world problems that come in every colour of the rainbow.
Teacher: True. But, as it goes in every classroom, sometimes when you are right there in
front of them, they may not be listening, participating or learning at all.
Realist: Of course.
Teacher: So while it can’t be said that every unsupervised moment is productive, being
invested in their work, things tend to happen pretty much as I would hope them to.
Realist: (grudgingly) Also true.
Teacher: Thank you. So, as I was saying, the separation of two different class groups and
the use of several teaching areas allow me to separate the academic students from the open
students to work on two parallel areas of study, with some overlap when projects would allow
both groups to meet the required outcomes.
By the second month of the term, I had already run through a review of all the basic skills
required of any drama student - (The Actor, the Realist and The Artist, the latter two close to one
another so that they may demonstrate what the Actor references)
Actor: Voice …
(pause as The Realist lets out a loud resonating vowel sound)
… Movement …
(pause as The Artist twirls like a dancer or mimes - dependent on the background of the
performer)
… Improvisation …
(pause - this time the two performers look at each other and shrug, unsure what to do.
The Realist suddenly has an idea and slaps the very surprised and now upset The Artist)
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… and that sort of thing.
(The Actor follows The Artist who shoves The Realist back into place as The Teacher
continues)
Teacher: I had previously gone over the rules and expectations of the stage and the
classroom, and given them a couple of weeks to develop their own independent projects in small
groups to demonstrate they remembered those key skills. I gave them some guidance,
encouraging them to blend the open and academic groups together in order to develop a better
understanding of the students they hadn’t worked with in the past. I had taught all these students
in the past, but these two particular groups had never been blended together before.
What I really wanted to do from the very beginning of this class was to set up an
environment where they could hopefully be comfortable with one another. I wanted them to
develop the feeling of being a part of a theatre company, or even a family, so that they could feel
comfortable exploring their characters and skills in front of one another. I wanted to foster trust
amongst their peers.
Scholar: Jan Mandell, a drama teacher whose classroom is a space very much like this
stage, uses a great number of techniques to bring her students together into a collective group
that feels comfortable supporting one another, and learning to listen and provide each other with
constructive feedback. She maintains “an exercise as simple as meeting the eyes, holding the
gaze, and mirroring the actions of another person involves a certain kind of risk-taking that can
begin to bring two people together. Trust is built through movement, touch, and creative play so
that students are comfortable sharing their histories and experiences with one another.”11

11

(Thuma, 2010)
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(While the scholar discusses Mandell’s exercise, the actor and any other performer other
than the teacher may perform that exercise on the stage to demonstrate the activity. It is
important that this game of “mirroring” also include physical contact between the two actors)
Teacher: I challenged each group to be sure they included at least one person they hadn’t
been in class with the term before, and left them to their own devices. New students to a
classroom like this, especially ones allowed to join without the prerequisite have often let me
know how intimidating the other students could be, already having a certain amount of
familiarity and camaraderie with one another. So, the purpose of this early blending was to
quickly break down barriers.
(The game of mirroring continues. At the end of these lines, the two performers should
be virtually leaning into one another. Their connection standing in for the described connection
of the students.)
(The lights go out)
Meta: Blackout.
(The lights fade in on the teacher who has maintained position from a moment ago, the
other actors involved in the mirroring game have moved back to the edges of the stage space for
the time being. The Metadrama is best situated under a light which does not draw great attention
to him, but does allow his interjections to be noted during lighting changes.)
Meta: Lights up. (These lines can be altered or supplemented with other appropriate
stage directions, such as “Lighting cue 7: Go.” To match the exact directions of the stage
manager at these times - depending on the complexity of the performance being staged)
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These lighting changes are meant to give a sense of time. A shift from the dialogue that
has thus far structured this performance to something that now follows more closely the
chronology of the narrative.
Teacher: I began the process of journaling at the beginning of a new week. In fact, I’d
been away from the students for several days and was returning to the classroom to complete
work that I had left with a substitute to do. I had decided, that as a class, we would examine,
dissect and perform a play. The students decided that I should pick the play for them, and that
they would prefer to all work on one play than each group deal with different scenes from
different shows. So, torn between drama and comedy, I picked a play that I felt would allow
students to really sink their teeth into something special and challenging. Something that would
provide more questions than answers. Something that was dramatic, funny and thoughtful. The
play was Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead, by Tom Stoppard, and it is considered to be
one of his greatest works.
Actor: The play is a particularly juicy one from a theatre point of view; it deals with
questions of life and death, the nature of theatre, and the parallels between the two. In particular,
the play presents the story of Shakespeare’s Hamlet from the point of view of two minor, almost
Laurel- and Hardy-esque characters. These characters realize, or rather, they come to realize that
they are minor characters in a larger story over which they have no control, a story which also
leads inexorably (as the title suggests) to their deaths.12 These two characters, along with a third
supporting character who represents a thespian named only “The Player”, serve as a
philosophical sounding board for the playwright.
Realist: Sounds very familiar to me for some reason.

12

(Rousseau, n.d.)
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Scholar: Very familiar, in fact. Aevar Jonsson once wrote that “Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern Are Dead relies mostly on language to communicate its ideas and themes. The title
pair does very little as far as action goes. Most of their time is spent onstage discussing the
elusive meaning of the events taking place around them.”13
Actor: We are often inspired by our idols. Tom Stoppard’s play has always resonated
with me. In fact, long before I was skilled enough to direct a show of such scope, I sought out a
director and produced the show. It ran for six weeks in a local theatre, and allowed me to live
with the ideas and questions presented by the script for some time.
Scholar: And there are many questions. Jonsson also noted that “Tom Stoppard’s play
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead unabashedly poses many questions on the subject of
life’s meaning. Of course, no clear answers are provided, but Stoppard demands that the
questions be seriously considered in a play that is equal parts comedy and philosophy.”14
Teacher: And that is precisely what I was looking for. Something funny and meaningful.
Something students could enjoy studying and challenge them. It was going to be a challenge to
work on an advanced play like this, but I felt that, if I challenged them and believed in them,
treated them not as young adult actors, the sort that I would want to work on a play like this with
me, then they would rise to the challenge.
Realist: Funny and meaningful? Believing them to be up for the challenge? Treating
them like adults? This sounds like more than just what you want from a script. It sounds like
what you want the students to have from their teacher.
Teacher: (pause) And so we went back to work on the early preparation. In this case, that
meant we finished watching a movie.
13
14

(2015)
(2015)

51

Realist: Excuse me? You left your sub a movie? Isn’t that a little cliché? Are you sure
you want to admit that in front of these people? (indicates audience)
Teacher: As much as I like every class, whether I can be there or not, to be productive,
sometimes you just need to leave the sub a movie.
Realist: Really?
Teacher: Really. In this case, the film in question was particularly appropriate. It was the
film version of the play, and, in surprisingly rare happenstance, the playwright also directed the
film.
Actor: Hard to be sure in film adaptations that a director or screenwriter will be faithful
to the original playwright’s meaning and intentions. But that is certainly one way to be sure.
Teacher: Exactly. It is every bit still Tom Stoppard’s masterpiece, with the added bonus
of starring very good actors that students might recognize, appreciate and be drawn in by.
Realist: (Nosy, Interrupting) Who?
Teacher: Tim Roth for one.
Realist: Assuming the students watch Quentin Tarantino films, they may recognize him.
Of course, many students do watch Quentin Tarantino films these days.
Teacher: Richard Dreyfuss.
Realist: The guy from Jaws? Not as likely.
Teacher: These are good actors, with a lot of significant credits beyond the way you are
simplifying things.
Realist: Sure, but do your typical high school students today watch these other films?
Teacher: I’m sure many do. You aren’t giving them enough credit; you are simply
making assumptions.
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Realist: Most people make assumptions. But I suppose you are right. Who else?
Teacher: Gary Oldman.
Realist: Winner, winner, chicken dinner. He played Sirius Black in Harry Potter, and
Commissioner Gordon in Batman.
Teacher: Dracula himself, in Dracula.
Realist: Not to mention a couple episodes of Friends, back in the day. That’s an actor I
imagine kids will recognize. So, you were watching a movie...
Teacher: Right. We were finishing the movie, to make sure the students had a full sense
of the show. There’s a lot of heavy stuff throughout the play, and, at least, this way the students
got to see it all flow smoothly from the lips of actors who knew the piece they were performing.
It helps when dealing with such a complicated piece, just reading the script was not enough to do
it, but, then again, just watching the film wasn’t going to be enough either.
At the beginning of class that day, before starting the film again, I took the opportunity to
talk to the class about another reason I wanted a group of Grade 11 and 12 students to study such
a complicated play.
Actor: (cutting in) In a nutshell, it wasn’t watching a recording of the play that would
bring them understanding of the play. The time they would soon be spending examining the
characters, they would be given within the context of the play, would start the pieces falling into
place.
(pause) In a play, just like in life, sometimes you need to know who you are before you
start to understand what it is “all” about. I really feel like that examination of character, of who
you are trying to represent, unlocks a character's real motivations in ways that you can
understand as an actor, not just as a character.
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Teacher: The discussion in class hinged on the student’s concerns about tackling such a
challenging play. The main point I wanted to impart to them that day being simply; it is ok to be
confused, to not understand what is going on. It is the first step in figuring out which way we are
going. The purpose of this project is to examine comedy and drama and to dig into meaning in
theatre. This detailed study involves getting under the surface of a play, in a way that superficial
study, and simple community involvement cannot. It was going to be about more than just
reading or watching the play; it was going to be about making it come to life.
Realist: I was never a fan of Shakespeare when I was a student at this age. That came
much later. Like many students, I struggled with the language and the meaning presented to me
in English classes. It’s no surprise, as I reflect on my own days in high school, that I can
remember no moments of Shakespeare instruction. No performing it in class for, or with,
teachers who clearly loved the material.
Scholar: A pity really, that such creative works are so often studied in ways that are not
themselves creative. Leah Sutton points to creativity and collaboration as being two key
components to ensuring student engagement and learning, while teaching Shakespeare in an
English classroom, not to mention the need to keep that environment low in stress.15
Actor: As an actor though, I began to perform in Shakespearean productions simply
because I was an actor. You don’t turn down Shakespeare, however you feel about it. But I was
lucky. I was a good enough actor to land some nice juicy parts, and, as a serious actor, I studied
those nonsensical words until I understood them. Once I knew what I was saying, I needed to
understand what was being said to me, and pretty soon, I understood the whole play. And then I
fell in love with the Bard, and all of his sordid writings.

15

(2016)
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(turning to teacher more directly) You know, it’s generally understood that it is a bad
idea to watch a filmed version of a play prior to performing it yourself. It causes actors to
emulate the performers they have seen in the film rather than to develop their own performance.
Scholar: What is the origin of this particular fact, if I may ask?
Actor: Most experienced actors agree; most directors suggest avoiding film until a
character is fully established. It’s just one of those things that seems “understood.” (The Scholar
makes a dismissive noise and moves away from the actor, firmly moving to the left side of the
stage, the realm of logic, and knowledge) While there is a great deal of writing on the topic of
theatre, and many things are taught, sometimes things do seem to fall under the category of “oral
tradition.” People can’t always agree on the best way to do anything. I’m sure there are a few
actors out there who prefer to watch and study other performances; in fact, I know there are. It’s
just not me, nor most of the people I usually work with.
Teacher: In this case, I felt it was early enough in the process. Students weren’t going to
know who they would soon be asked to play, so they couldn’t focus on any one performance. I
felt some context at this point could only help them. After the discussion about why we were
watching the film was over, we finished watching it, so the next day we would be ready to get to
work on putting the play together.
Realist: And how was that to be done exactly? If the show is predominantly a three
person show? All traditionally male roles at that. The typical drama class is at least twenty
students, and generally attracts more students who identify as female than the reverse.
Teacher: Very true. The young women outnumbered the young men at a ratio of 6:1. But
all of them would play a leading role in Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead.
Realist: How’s that now?
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Teacher: I divided the play into sections, leaving a few out that had too many parts to
make work with my class composition, and divided them amongst the class. The end result was
about half a dozen scenes, never involving much more than the three main characters. When put
together chronologically, you didn’t get a perfect translation of the play into action, but pretty
darn close. We were never going to perform this for anyone, so just having the students
workshop and present it in class in order would allow the students to get a sense of the whole
play again.
The only real problem I had was the lack of gender diversity. But we realized quickly
enough that the roles could be played just as well by male or female actors. As for the students,
they seemed unconcerned by the whole issue. I think they appreciated that I brought it up, and
used it as an opportunity to discuss gender casting, and then we all simply moved on to the work
at hand.
At the end of that first day, I sat down to write my first journal entry, and to reflect on the
events of that day. There was something that really struck me. An idea that slipped out of my
mouth in class, one that I mentioned earlier, about how developing a character begins our
understanding of the play, just like in life. You figure out who you are, and hopefully the world
starts to make a little more sense. I jokingly commented to the students that I suspected none of
us had yet figured out who we are and what our life is all about - including myself in the group.
So while I stopped and looked back over the first day of reflective writing, I thought,
“Isn’t this is an interesting comment to have made on the first day of journaling.” I started to
wonder; do I know who I am? This whole process began with me wanting to know how drama
education changes me, and makes me a better teacher, and what I already start to see is a way
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that drama parallels life, and how maybe the study of one can help me look at the other with a
little more clarity as well.
Metadrama: Slow fade.
(The lights begin to fade as the next line is delivered, timed to insure that it is not gone
before the teacher finishes his line)
Teacher: Do I know who I am, and does my life make sense? I feel like it does, and yet
as I wrote in my journal on the first day, I realized that it was now time to put this belief under
the microscope to see if it’s true.
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Interlude
Metadrama: Lights up.
Teacher: Being a classroom teacher isn’t all about your subject material. I mean, you’d
like to think it is, but the reality is that there is a lot of other stuff that has to go on.
Realist: That’s an understatement. The truth is that, while you get into education to be a
teacher, to instruct on your subject areas, and to help kids, no one tells you about paperwork,
phone calls to parents, evaluation periods, fire drills, locker lists, fundraising, parking lot duties,
lunchtime supervisions, and meet the parent night. A lot of people think you have it easy when
you have the summer off, or school is cancelled. The public can constantly judge you for the
challenges their students possess, and maybe only one parent in ten ever notices the problems
you overcome.
Teacher: And still there’s nothing else I’d rather do.
Realist: And if you won the lottery?
Teacher: Oh, I’d leave the school. Just to lose all that “other stuff” that you just
mentioned. But then I’d use that money to open up a little art or drama school somewhere and
just teach.
Artist: (waking up) Wha-? Did someone say art?
Teacher: And drama. I do love both of my subject areas.
Artist: Nice to know that I haven’t been forgotten.
Realist: Just not all that relevant right now.
Artist: (Wryly) Thanks.
Teacher: Why don’t you take the time to talk about some of these other responsibilities;
I’d rather focus on the drama.
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Artist: Alright. (pause) What do I talk about?
Realist: These days the latest unpleasant reality is preparing for anything. Why don’t you
talk about the lock-downs?
Artist: Ok. Well, with the reality of the terrible events that have begun to transpire across
the continent, it behooves teachers and administrators to prepare for the worst. Just like a fire
drill is occasionally necessary to prepare students, so too is a lockdown drill. (pause)
Realist: Not everyone would know what that means.
Artist: Right. (pause) In this day and age, we have to prepare for the worst. And
throughout the world there have been a frighteningly increasing number of school shootings. So,
we have a lockdown drill. A procedure that students have to learn and practice, to make sure they
are protected and as safe as possible should a violent individual enter the school. One such drill
was on the horizon during this time and with the drama class always moving from classroom, to
stage, to our green room, lockdowns can get a lot trickier.
Metadrama: A green room is a space near the stage where an actor can rest and relax
and await the next time they are needed on the stage.
Teacher: In the case of my class, we have such a room directly behind the stage, and it
also houses all of the school’s costumes, props and a few pieces of furniture.
Artist: So, I had to spend a half hour discussing lock down procedures with the class.
With a drill coming, I needed them to be prepared, but the discussion about the things to do, and
the rationale behind those things started the students asking a lot of questions. More questions
than I could really answer. We don’t usually seem to get as many questions about this sort of
thing, and I wasn’t used to it. But the students felt comfortable in this classroom to ask questions.
A lot of questions, and some of their anxieties started to show.
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I quickly found I was spending a lot more time on this review of a basic procedure than I
intended, just hoping that I could find some way to address and allay some of their fears. Some
of their imaginations were vivid, and the concerns they had were not likely, but were not
unfounded either. In retrospect, I am really happy I didn’t just drop the subject and get back to
class as soon as possible, and I hoped that, when the drill happened, the students would feel all
the better for it.
Realist: Well done, but I think it’s time we got back to work.
Artist: You know if we’re off topic now, perhaps it’s a good idea to mention the guest?
Realist: Hmmph. Not a bad idea. (looks to teacher)
Teacher: All right, go ahead.
Artist: One day, we ended up with a guest in class, a child who wanted an alternative on
“take your child to work day.” I’ve brought a number of children who weren’t mine on take your
child to work day. Sometimes a parent just knows that their kid is not going to follow in their
footsteps and they look for something they think will be better suited to their kids. Sometimes
these requests come from co-workers, or from friends of friends, but, every few years, I have a
guest.
Teacher: I’m not sure how the day went from the young woman’s point of view, but I
did realize that having such an observer in my class had an immediate impact on my teaching. I
was feeling very on my game, hoping to provide the very best impression for her.
Realist: But the flipside of this was the realization that if there was some energy that I
could add when I wanted to be “on my game,” then that meant that there had been a lack of
energy in my classroom when there was not a specific reason to be “on my game”.
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Teacher: Having that realization, I thought the advantage of this reflection was realizing
that I could give more energy to my students, but maybe that was being unfair to myself.
Certainly the first days of school, or when I have a guest…
Realist: Or during the occasional evaluations performed by administration?
Teacher: But we can’t always give things 110%; we burn out. Being aware of the days
when you push the effort further is great, and wanting to do the best you can is important, but
finding the right pace is too. It’s a marathon, as they say, not a sprint. The most important
changes are not made overnight; they are made by putting in the time.
Metadrama: Blackout.
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Scene Three
Metadrama: Lights up.
Teacher: There were a lot of different projects over the course of the next couple of
months, and what’s most important is not the work, but the way doing the work has affected me.
So, as we move forward, I’ll try not to dwell too much on the specifics. While fascinating to me,
they are less relevant to others.
During the first week of working on Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead, it occurred
to me that, at first, my students might be lost in the material they were tasked to study and
perform, and that they would need to find their understanding of R&G by working through it.
This connected me to the idea that a reader or audience member (indicates audience) to my
dramatic thesis might get lost along the way to and have to rediscover the meaning of all this as
it develops.
Since all the students were now “in the know” on R&G, and, since I had done the
necessary dissection to create their scenes, it came time to divide up the class into groups, cast
them in their roles, and hope that it all flowed smoothly.
I started by allowing the students to express their interests in doing certain scenes from
the play, and to indicate who their preferred partners might be. A few groups formed out of that,
and a few scenes were picked, but most students preferred to be passive in the process.
I look at that as a good thing. I often think, in many classroom settings, that students
picking their own groups can be an invitation to trouble. Students prefer to pick their own
partners to insure that they work with their friends or to avoid working with certain people. But
that doesn’t seem to happen in this classroom.
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Already, in the class, the number one rule of group work has been established: unless it
cannot be helped, no one works with the same person twice. Which seems to work; people are
generally pleased to work with whomever, and there is no griping and complaining.
Realist: Why does a system like that work?
Teacher: It’s a class made up almost entirely of group work. That’s why the united
atmosphere of the class was so important to establish. Once that is done, almost any student will
work with almost any other.
Realist: Any exceptions?
Teacher: There’s always one or two exceptions. Some students come to class already
having a history with one another. I invite those issues to be brought to my attention quietly
outside of class, and then I gently steer the projects to insure the students in question never
collide.
After casting the scenes was complete, I let students read over their parts as I granted
them commenting privileges to an online script, so they could discuss their parts with one
another and ask me questions at their convenience, and everyone read through their scenes to get
a sense of length and content. I didn’t set a performance date right away. I had no real idea how
long it would take to handle them properly, so I prepared myself to just go with the flow at first,
and see what would happen.
Realist: I thought you were going to spare us these details?
Teacher: (ignoring The Realist) As the next few days went on, I asked the students to
start writing a three paragraph description of why they thought this play would be a valuable
thing to study. They had some time before they had to submit that writing, but one or two of
them were passed in almost immediately. The statements were important to give me some
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context into where the students’ heads were at as we dove into the work, and it helped me
prepare for the discussions I would have with them in small groups over the next week.
Which in practical classroom terms means that I sat down over the next week with every
student individually. While everyone else rehearsed and ran lines, I’d sit with anywhere from one
to three students and we’d talk about how they felt about their scenes, how they thought their
characters felt about the scene, what it was all about, what it meant to them, and most of all, how
we could bring all those answers together harmoniously to give their performance some personal
significance.
It was a pretty important dialogue. I was unable to give them answers to these questions, I
could guide them to discover their own answers. I had no idea what they might say, but, as they
answered, I was able to discover the meaning of their scenes right along with them.
Actor: Really getting to explore a part in theatre, and having the freedom to make these
choices is always exciting. As an actor, it’s especially exciting when the director is a part of the
process, helping the actor, guiding them, but allowing for the actor’s interpretation.
Teacher: Which just made me glad we had started this project. The challenge of it made
these discussions so important, and so engaging for me personally. It was like, as we talked, I
could see the light bulbs coming on. I got excited; and then they’d get excited, you could see
confusion dissolving in the classroom. That’s a great feeling.
Actor: This level of dramaturgy also allows a director to highlight the humour in a play
like this, to help make sure that the play remains relatable.
Teacher: The students kept this up too. Each of them had access to a shared document
online, and a few of them sent me questions or ideas every night. I got to the point where I’d
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have to take a chunk of time out of the start of every class to discuss ideas with some of them. It
was wonderful.
Scholar: So good to see the responsibility for learning shared by students.
Teacher: I really hoped that delving into something this deep might enrich their own
selection of material to study in the future. I couldn’t see evidence of that in our time working
together, but, at least, I knew the students knew that there were meaningful pieces of theatre out
there. If only they took the time to look for it. They were digging deep into this project, working
alone, or with their partners; they were working to understand the piece, not to be able to answer
a few questions on a test. In fact, many of the things they learned wouldn’t even be evident in
their performance later, but this process of inquiry would be evident to them.
Scholar: “Inquiry ... requires more than simply answering questions or getting a right
answer. It espouses investigation, exploration, search, quest, research, pursuit, and study. It is
enhanced by involvement with a community of learners, each learning from the other in social
interaction.”16
Teacher: The work went well. Each day the groups divided up after a few
announcements in class and went to run through the lines, develop blocking, and rehearse.
Metadrama: Blocking is the term used to describe the movements of an actor on stage.
It’s all set in advance of course. So, when I move from here (indicates the space of floor under
his feet) to here, (crosses to another space on the stage, without masking the Teacher) it is called
blocking. Blocking is an important piece of what elevates a script into theatre. It’s all about
moving through the space as though it were a real environment.17 Or representing visually part of
what would otherwise be imagined, like the choreography of a dance number in a musical.
16
17

(Kuklthau, Maniotes, & Caspari, 2007, p. 2)
(Carpman, 2015)
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Actor: I’ve seen fantastically choreographed feats of acrobatics and dance used to
represent the busy streets of London. When I staged a version of Waiting For Godot, a play full
of repetition and circular logic, I insisted all blocking by the actors be circles on the stage,
constantly moving around each other, and the set, but never getting anywhere.
Scholar: Even a space such as this might be divided visually. A Stage Right and Stage
Left could easily stand in for the left and right hemispheres of the brain. Traditionally people
associate the right side of the brain (indicates stage left) with creativity.
Metadrama: That’s Stage Left. It’s on the actor’s left hand side when viewing the
audience directly from the stage, but it is your right, and thus our “right side of the brain.”
Realist: (softly) This is confusing.
Scholar: And traditionally consider the left side of the brain to be the home of logic and
reason. (indicates SR)
Metadrama: Stage Right.
Scholar: This is not exactly accurate, but the association is common. Guy Vingerhoets,
who wrote a number of articles for the American Psychological Association, once commented in
a press release that “Both sides of the brain play a role in processing emotional communication,
with the right side stepping in when we focus not on the ‘what’ of an emotional message but
rather on how it feels.”18
(With a sigh, the Teacher steps forward to a place of prominence as the other actors
move back somewhat. The Actor wanders to the SR side of the stage, gets a dirty look from the
Scholar, sees the Artist at the far side of SL, and hurries over)

18

(American Psychological Association, 2003)
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Teacher: So, the students worked on their blocking, as I worked my way through the
groups and individuals, discussing the script and the meaning behind it. It worked wonderfully,
except when one student, part of a group of two, began to miss class.
Realist: Life intervenes. More frequently for teenagers perhaps.
Teacher: So, I had a student who could only do so much alone. We had a particularly
intense dramaturgy session. It was awesome. It started by me filling in for the missing student,
reading along with and discussing the script with the student. This was just like what I was doing
with the others, only more so. Most of a class, I spent with one student, my opportunity to sit
with her and dissect the play at such length opened her up to ways of looking at meaning within
the script that was a step above and beyond what other students had the opportunity to
experience. It got her excited about it in a way she had not been before. It was a special moment
for me, and, afterwards, I craved that level of discussion with the other students. Yet, my activity
plans for the next few school days would not allow it. Sometimes the reality of the classroom
intervenes, just like life. It would take a full month to go to such depth with every student, and
far too many would get far too little attention while that was going on.
Realist: However engaged they were in this play, anything requiring so much focus can
wear on a student. Much the way writing a play as a thesis can be an incredibly engaging and
cathartic experience, yet it can still make a playwright want to claw his eyes out at times.
(An awkward silence, all characters look at the Realist, who looks upward, as though
feigning innocence, before he shrugs and moves back)
Teacher: Right . . . Well, yes, that is right. I do try to keep a few things going in the
classroom during these extended projects. Mix things up with the occasional mini-lesson, or
independent projects. There is a lot more to drama class than just stage performance. We were a
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couple weeks into R&G when one of these projects came up. Each student was to prepare a
monologue.
Metadrama: A staple in the theatre world; the basis for who gets a part from an audition,
and who does not. Typically running anywhere from three to five minutes, a monologue is an
extended speech performed by a single character.
Actor: Three to Five Minutes! More like two to three …
Realist: Or even just one or two …
Teacher: After working on R&G for a little while, I thought I’d give the students
something to break up the work a little. So, I split them up into different groups, so that they
could present monologues, which they had been developing independently, to their peers, in
order to get feedback before their eventual performance for evaluation.
Before sending them off, I demonstrated this process with them, sharing a monologue of
my own and demonstrating how to invite constructive comments. It felt good to share that
experience, and I think it was helpful for the students. I did some more demonstrations at the end
of class, and, as I explained the evaluation criteria that would be used, I modelled correct and
incorrect methods for them, to their amusement. It was a good way to model behaviour and, of
course, to show them that I was expecting nothing of them that I myself wouldn’t do.
Intellectually, your students assume you have theatre experience, if you teach the subject.
But they still need to see it, to know that it’s true.
Realist: I have been in classes with acting teachers who never act. It’s not the same. I
know I always felt that there was something missing. A disconnect between me and the
instructor.
Actor: But when you perform for an audience, a bond is formed. (winks at audience)
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Teacher: (Throughout this section The Teacher refers to changes in voice and suggests
certain movements, that should actually be demonstrated as spoken, so that when he says, ‘my
voice got sad,’ he does in fact sound sad.) I gave them a few examples of monologues, and the
sorts of dramatic moments that one might look for, or be surprised by. I demonstrated a gradual
and hopefully believable shift into sadness, in which hopefully they were able to hear the sadness
creeping into my voice and mannerisms, and then followed it up by a comic, and wholly
unbelievable sudden shift from calm to misery. I know they got the point there, because I
switched so quickly and extremely, dropping to my knees and wailing mid-sentence that I
literally startled some of the students and they begged me not to do so again for fear of their
heart stopping.
Realist: So it’ll definitely happen again.
Teacher: Oh yes, definitely. (becoming somber) As we moved a little further forward,
with all of these projects, I started to miss some time myself. Several school days in fact, as some
personal things came up that I can’t get into just yet. It was ... challenging, to be a teacher, and to
maintain data collection in my journal.
Realist: Life intervenes. (pause)
Teacher: And on the day the students were to meant to perform these monologues, I
would not have been there if we were doing any other kind of work. I was distraught, but
couldn’t miss the performance of these student’s monologues.
Realist: Although I was barely there….
Teacher: I videotape most evaluations, and today was no exception. It allows me to mark
at my leisure, maintain a record if students wish to discuss –
Realist: Or challenge –
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Teacher: – their grades. So, on this day, I simply had to sit behind the camera and record
what was happening in front of me. (this topic ‘distracts’ the Teacher from their melancholy)
While the monologues were meant to be a change of pace from the play we were working on,
that doesn’t mean that doing the monologues were in themselves purely simple and carefree
activities. The monologues that students had chosen were meant to be things that would resonate
with them. Something they could connect with in a meaningful way.
As a result, certain themes emerged. Dating and relationships being a main one, but close
behind it came depression. I am well aware that many students struggle with depression, and
some of them were the students talking about it. I was cautiously pleased to see them using
theatre as a cathartic activity to give voice to something they needed to express.
But not everyone is ready for that. I found myself looking out of the corners of my eyes,
intent on observing the impact on the other students who also struggled with such issues. There
were, in fact, some tears coming from a student whom I had been concerned about.
Realist: This student cried in class?
Teacher: There can be a lot of tears in a drama class. Every year there is some, and some
years are better and some are worse, but it’s often a reality in a drama classroom. In those tough
years, I get to be pretty close to our school counselors. And sometimes feel like one myself.
That same student though, that I had seen crying and was most worried about, was the
first to greet a powerful speech about the nature of depression with thunderous applause.
It made me think about my own youthful depression and how alone one could feel at
times. I had experienced that many times as a child, and I had no one I recognized as a kindred
spirit in those days. I had to wonder, and hope, that seeing a performance like this might be like
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seeing a flicker of light in the dark for some of these kids. Something that would let them know
that however lonely they might feel, they were not alone.
(pause)
And then I was gone for two more days as the students worked on R&G, and got started
on another style of monologue. The “Improvised Monologue.”
Metadrama: Improvisation is the art of performing without a script. This is popularized
by television shows like Whose Line Is It Anyway? where performers enact silly scenes without
having time to plan or rehearse, but it is of more practical importance in real theatre when an
actor forgets their lines or blocking. That actor, or another actor near them, may need to
“improvise” a scene, until they can find their way back to the script. Sometimes this is only a line
or two; sometimes it can replace whole pages of script.
Realist: You may have even seen some improvisation as you watch this show.
Metadrama: And if the actors are good at their craft, you’ll be none the wiser.
Teacher: So I teach students to improvise a whole monologue. I have them develop a
character, get to know their character, and then perform as that character, without a script. They
started planning while I was away, so, when I got back, we got right to it.
Realist: The sub wasn’t asked to start this because it’s pretty rare that you just trust the
sub to have covered new material for you in a specialty area. Even when they are skilled in the
specialist subject, it doesn’t mean they are going to have the same skill set or understand exactly
the approach of another specialist to the subject.
Teacher: The improvised monologue project is not unheard of, but it’s not common. One
of the interesting things about it was the requirement of the project to include some form of
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artifact in their character development. Something that could prove to be a “jumping off point”
for the development of the character.
I talked about the nature of the artifact in the speech, and cautioned them not to choose
something too personal. I talked in a roundabout way about how my own demonstration of this
project two years before had tapped into some very powerful emotions I was not prepared to deal
with regarding a death in my family. I was careful in explaining that, with improv and theatre in
general, it was best to protect yourself at times.
Actor: This would be contrary to what some theatre people would suggest. Some would
encourage performers to dig deep into their personal experiences to use those experiences as fuel
to add realism to their performances.
Metadrama: The Stanislavski Method.
Scholar: To be more precise, we are only talking about a small part of Stanislavski’s
Method, that being “emotional memory.” A part which he later abandoned, going so far as to say
that it could be dangerous.19
Metadrama: I was simplifying. For the sake of the audience.
Scholar: You shouldn’t. It is, in fact, all too common that people have misinterpreted
Stanislavski’s theories and attached far too much emphasis on their personal emotional
experiences. It can often lead to an actor becoming far too involved with their own internal
struggles and, therefore, failing to truly communicate those feelings to an audience. Some of
these actors even come to believe that their personal emotional journey as the actor is more
important than learning the lines of the script.20

19
20

(Hetzler, 2016)
(Schanker & Ommanney, 1997)
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Teacher: Others would suggest using the material to help them learn to deal with it. But
this is theatre, not therapy. This is something you do for an audience, not for you. We are entitled
to our own lives, secrets, and feelings. So, I urge caution and point out that a classroom is not
necessarily the safest environment to explore your feelings.
Realist: And that worked?
(awkward silence)
Teacher: … well, it might have been worse I suppose. It wasn’t that actors got too
personal, but...I’m getting ahead of myself. We’ll come to that shortly.
After my discussion, we went into an interview process wherein students quizzed the
“characters” of other students, in order to get to know the characters in the room, but more
importantly, so characters could learn to answer and be a part of the moment. It was almost like
speed dating with imaginary dates.
Realist: Sounds ghastly.
Teacher: It was fun, and it served its purpose. Sometimes the idea of improvisation is
pretty daunting. But everyone, at some point in their lives, has pretended to be someone else. As
a child, I was a werewolf, a detective, a superhero, and a pretty charming guy.
Realist: It could even be suggested that we are all still pretending, most of the time.
Teacher: The point is, we all have some experience being someone else, and tapping into
our imaginations is a great way to get students comfortable and get them to open up to the idea
of improvisation. I even joined in the next day when I created a character of my own, which lead
to an unexpected result: the sharing of this project, this thesis, with my students.
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(While this is being said the Artist should come forward to play the role of Jürgen, a
German yoga instructor. As he is discussed he should take a position at the center of stage right,
where he sets up his yoga mat and begins to stretch)
Teacher: The way it worked out seemed straightforward enough. I got up in front of the
class and grabbed the first stray ideas that popped into my head and started to explore them. I’d
do this a little bit each day in front of the class, and so Jürgen was born. Jürgen, the German
Yoga Instructor, was a bit of a hit with the class. The students were so enthused with this
character as I represented him to the class that they wanted me to write a play for him. Which
was the point when I shared with them this project, and my thoughts that perhaps Jürgen could
play a part in it.
(There is a pause to look at Jürgen, who ideally at this point has assumed some
semblance of a yoga pose, the more outlandish he can look here the better. It should be real
yoga, but in this context audiences were never expecting to see an actor in a downward facing
dog, posterior high in the air, and possibly pointed in their direction)
He would be a comic relief character, obviously, but also perhaps representative of the
sort of dynamic that can happen in the classroom, seeing something created because I felt a need
to create or to demonstrate. Jürgen is a way in which I am able to model the skills I am teaching.
Realist: You have got to be kidding me.
Teacher: (ignoring the realist) I found Jürgen an artifact and spun his story, and had a
pretty good time doing so.
Teacher: An improviser has a lot of information they might want to deliver to their
audience; they just lack a script to facilitate that process.
Realist: Sounds like a teacher to me.
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Metadrama: Often, in improvisation, that information comes from the audience. Would
anyone here care to tell us something about Jürgen? (The Metadrama should coerce the audience
into providing a few suggestions about Jürgen to give the improviser something to work with,
and to help make clear to the audience that this material is improvised. The original improvised
back story was based on a ceramic pig as the artifact. The story involved the tale of Jürgen’s life
as the son of a farmer, who met with his father’s disapproval when he left the country to teach
yoga in the city. Eventually, they were reconciled, and Jürgen continued to teach yoga, but did
so in the country. The actor performing this role should improvise their own story for Jürgen at
this time.)
Teacher: Over several mini-lessons, I continued to instruct students on the different
qualities they would need to cultivate in order to craft a successful improvised monologue, and
what constituted a beginning, a middle and an end. Key to the project was how they would
develop their characters, a process which, just like developing a good idea, we would need to
spend time thinking and rethinking.
I talked about how, when improvising an answer to a simple question like “how old are
you?,” you couldn’t answer with just a simple “I’m 34”, but rather, you needed to find ways to
elaborate and find the depth that might be there.
This once again spawned a Jürgen example. In order to answer the “how old are you?”
question for Jürgen… well, perhaps I should just ask him. (turning to the actor portraying
Jürgen) So, how old are you?
(The answer to this question should be elaborate and lengthy and entirely improvised.
Originally, when answering the question in the classroom, the response revealed that apparently
Jürgen has an older or a younger brother. He was not sure which. One of the two brothers was
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34, the other was 36, but at some point his inattentive parents had lost track of which child was
which, or at least one of the parents did, and they couldn’t seem to agree. So Jürgen is either 34
or 36, depending on which parent you ask - which might explain why he was 5’8 in the 5th
grade.)
Actor: Jürgen also made for a good example of the beginning, middle, and end of a
monologue in structure. I talked about how the story began by being disowned for leaving to
practice yoga, that in the middle of the improvised narrative there was the possibility of a sick or
dead father bringing the family together, and how, in the end, we could turn it into a story about
acceptance, with the family brought together and Jürgen ending up practicing yoga on the farm
with his lover. Or who knows what else.
That was more or less the point. The story could go anywhere.
Teacher: Following all this, the students spent several weeks developing their
monologues before they would be ready to be performed, but, like all projects, it would
eventually come to the end, and it would do so with its own challenges.
Realist: Understatement.
(The Artist/ Jürgen moves forward to take the position of the student being discussed)
Teacher: The first student up to bat was pretty clever, and thought to mention, before she
began, that her performance would contain mature subject matter that might be a “trigger.” This
was something that I kept meaning to do, so I was careful to thank the student for thinking of
others, and I elaborated on the point and made it clear to all of the students that, if they were
hearing anything in class that bothered them, then they could leave during anyone’s monologue
without fear of reprisal. I advised that a five minute absence would not even be discussed, but
longer than that and they could expect me to send someone to make sure they were ok. There
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would still be no repercussions; it was just my concern. One of the other students, who had been
troubled greatly during a performance in class on a previous date, shared his feelings that, if
anyone did walk out of his performance, he’d never hold it against them either. After all of this
discussion, I felt confident that, as things proceeded, we would run a smooth course.
(There are some smiles from the Artist to the Teacher. The Artist stands looking selfassured and confident. Note: the following gender pronouns they/them, should be switched to
match the gender of the actor portraying The Artist for the remainder of this scene. Some uses of
“the student” may also be exchanged for “he/her”)
Realist: Optimist.
Teacher: Indeed. Sure enough, the first speech, as warned, triggered a student. (The
Artist gets quickly upset, sinking down to sit on one of the theatre blocks) This was a legitimate
thing. I knew the student’s troubles, as a parent had confided in me the year before. I realized
that the student was aware of my knowledge, and, though they never spoke of their problems to
me directly, they had alluded to them several times, the way one does with people who are “in on
it.”
Realist: So the student left. Right? After all that discussion about how it was ok to do so?
Teacher: Everyone in the class had agreed that it would be ok, but this student didn’t
seem to want to be the first one to walk out. They told me later that they wanted to learn to deal
with their problems instead of running away from them. The pain that this decision was causing
the student was immediately obvious and clearly intense. They turned around on the theatre
block they were sitting on, and sunk to the floor. Sitting in the back row near the curtain of our
stage, they were more or less hidden from their peers, but not from me; I was standing off to the
side. (The Artist performs the actions as described)
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I had a choice. I was recording the monologue underway, so I knew I could review it
later, though I would likely not feel the rawness of the performance, but that had to take the
backseat. I slipped behind my students, and joined the distraught kid at the back. There is an
advantage to all those curtains you see on a stage, and so, conveniently hidden away from most
students’ line of sight on the stage, we started to talk in low tones. (The Teacher moves around to
match the actions described, kneeling more beside the Artist, to insure that they are still visible
to the audience. Throughout the remaining speech the Artist mimes some chuckling, and
gradually their posture switches from slumped and slouched to straight and relaxed again) They
were crying, and I commented how unexpectedly hard these improvised scenes could prove to
be. They muttered an agreement. I talked about how dark everyone’s imagination seemed to be
running, and made a bad joke and I let Jürgen take over, talking in his voice for a while. I just let
my mouth keep running, distracting them so that they didn’t hear the story unfolding behind
them anymore. By the time the monologue was done, we were both ok. As much as I would have
liked to experience the performing student’s monologue live, what I taught all of my students
was that the most important thing to me was them. I do not for a moment regret missing that one
live evaluation.
I was proud of myself in that moment. That’s something we as teachers don’t really let
ourselves feel as often as we should. We work hard not to pat ourselves on the back, but, this
day, I was shown a little picture of who I am as a teacher. I saw myself as someone who was able
to see the importance of this student’s mental well-being, and who would do what he could to
help. That is a huge part of who we are as teachers, but we tend to forget that as we focus on
curriculum. When moments like these happen, we should always take note, and appreciate the
way we can help.
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As we moved into the next person’s monologue I took a moment to poll the rest of the
class. The majority acknowledged their stories were all dark, depressing, and sometimes
upsetting.
Realist: These kids today.
Actor: It is a drama class. You have to expect “drama.”
Teacher: Faced with all that doom and gloom, we instituted a new practice; between
each monologue from then on we would open up the floor for students to get up and tell jokes.
From then on, I resolved to keep this practice in my teaching toolbox, and to always try to have a
couple of jokes on hand. The mood was lightened, but the stories weighed on us. We discussed
the issue, we talked about why it had happened, and how those moments had merit, despite how
we might be feeling about them.
After all the heavy drama, I wanted to lighten up the atmosphere of the class. The
previous semester, when half of the class was in an introductory course, we had written and
produced a sketch comedy show. Some of the students had seen it before, but it was new to most
of the class; moreover, it was funny. We watched it together, and it certainly served to lift the
cloud that had fallen over the class from the dark monologues.
It was made no less entertaining for the hidden surprise of my own appearance near the
end of the video in a scene where students pretended to be in a lip sync contest and I was seen
providing my own emotional interpretation of a Miley Cyrus song - “Wrecking Ball.” It’s an
embarrassing performance for me I suppose, but I found I didn’t mind sharing such
embarrassment with these students.
(Lights begin to fade)
Metadrama: Fade to black.
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Interlude
Metadrama: Lights up to half.
(Lights come up, though not to full intensity. The Teacher is sitting down, either on a
theatre block he has moved DC, or simply on the floor)
Teacher: Ok, Maybe I better just put this out here now. During this time, life got really
hard for me and it had nothing to do with drama class. But what happened in that class was too
important to let me leave this out. Some people will understand this all too well; others won’t
understand, and that’s ok; we all have different experiences and connect to things differently.
About the time we were a week or two into Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead, and
before we really got the improvised monologues going, my life took an unpleasant turn…
… No, maybe this isn’t the way to tell this story properly… (The Teacher looks to the
other performers at the edges of the stage. Some look away, others shrug. The Teacher is clearly
looking for guidance, but there is none to be offered.)
When I was in my third year of teaching, I decided that I was finished living in
apartments and I bought a house. A nice little place in the suburbs, and I kid you not, it even had
a picket fence. The fence was the important part though. I needed the fence. I needed the fence
because I bought that house, not to be a responsible human being, and not as an investment. I
didn’t care about real estate or equity, hell I barely understand those things even now.
A house would give me the freedom to get a dog.
That was important to me. Very important. I had grown up always having dogs. Rarely
went a year without one until I was living alone, and I was tired of being alone. I bought a house
and adopted a perfect dog. He was the classic stereotype of man’s best friend, the sweetest
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temperament, and the very epitome of the constant companion. He followed me everywhere,
slept at the end of my bed, ate my slippers, and my socks, and my couch … ate just about
everything in fact. And for the next thirteen years, he was my closest companion. In time, we
would be joined by the woman who would be my wife, and by children, but before I had a
family, I had a best friend in that dog.
A month into my time recording the events of my classroom, I found out that my best
friend had lymphoma. The veterinarian said we may get a few months, six at best, and my whole
world felt like it fell apart. (silence)
Realist: This might take a moment.
Metadrama: This scene might be the shortest moment in the play, but it took the longest
to put on the page. (silence)
Teacher: The next month was not smooth, and I’ll spare you the terrible details. But we
didn’t get six months; we didn’t even get a few. We got one. (silence) It was October 26 when I
knew that I had to take my dog to the vet for the last time. I made the call in the morning; and
they said they could take us in the next afternoon. I made a few other calls and discovered that
there were no substitute teachers anywhere to be found. I would have to go to work anyway.
The truth is, I don’t remember what happened that day. I know that my job is what kept
me going. I don’t remember what we did. Maybe it was scene work? Or perhaps it was Improv? I
know that I did escape my inner turmoil for a time, and I engrossed myself in their experiences.
And I know that I needed that.
The next day, October 27th, I said goodbye to my best friend; it was the day before my
fortieth birthday.
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On October 28th, my birthday, I went to work. I wrote in my journal that day that “If there
was a more difficult sort of work day, I don’t know what it would be.” The day began with my
drama class, and, while I was talking to a student about their homework, the rest of the class was
apparently hatching a plan. When I stepped to the front of the room, ready to get into the day's
work and mentally praying that work could distract me as it had a couple of days earlier, the
whole class began to sing.
(The other characters, wherever they are on the stage all begin to hum ‘Happy Birthday’
softly)
It was uplifting. Special. It was just the sort of thing I needed. My pain was not gone, but
it moved to the side for a few moments.
It’s funny that the most common song in the world, Happy Birthday, could be so
meaningful. (pause)
Caring for my friend in that month robbed me of many days of work, much of the time I
might have had preparing for and writing this script, not to mention my marking and class
preparation. At the same time, I had to find time to proceed with my extracurricular
commitments, which had been building up quite a bit, including the very important auditions for
our school’s musical. The devastation of his passing was equally brutal. And yet, every day, I
could make it to work, I relished the opportunity to do so. It was one part escapism, and two
parts relief. Working with students was uplifting for a time, a distraction at times too, but mostly,
it reminded me of what else there was in my life that mattered.
My students understood that something was wrong. A couple had spoken to me outside
of class earlier in the month and gotten to the bottom of my difficulty, and another had seen me
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at the vet’s office. The care and understanding they took with me helped every moment of my
time with them that day become easier.
It’s the sort of thing that we as teachers try to do for our students when we see them
struggling; in fact, two months later, a student in parallel circumstances would need the same
care from me. But the remarkable thing was that they were doing these things for me. On the
dark day after my dog died, when the class sang to me, there was a moment of light. The sort of
moment that lets you know that you are exactly where you are meant to be, and doing exactly
what you are meant to do. (silence, still clearly pained)
Realist: Ummm…. “How many actors does it take to change a light bulb?”21
Teacher: (pause) What?
Realist: One; the actor holds the bulb and the world revolves around him. (pause) How
many directors does it take to change a light bulb?
Teacher: Oh. I see what you are doing.
Realist: 3...no, make it 4...on second thought 3...make it 5 just to be safe. (pause) How
many producers does it take to change a light bulb?
Teacher: (smiling) you don’t have to…
Realist: “Sorry, a new lamp isn’t in the budget.”
Teacher: Thanks.
Realist: No problem.
Metadrama: Blackout. (blackout)

21

(Sisi, 2007) This, and all following jokes are derived from the same website cited here.
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Scene Four
Metadrama: Lights up.
Teacher: With the fundamentals covered and some key projects complete, it was time to
let students loose to plan out their final projects. These projects were to be worth a huge part of
their marks, and also meant to occupy a lot of class time. More importantly, I gave them the
freedom to determine exactly what they wanted to do, and what roles they would take in their
learning. In fact, they would even decide what role I would take in that learning.
The senior drama class settled on creating their own silent film, something that they
would write, direct, film and edit themselves and see previewed for an audience upon its
completion. The juniors decided to adapt the traditional story of Snow White with a
contemporary spin on the dwarves, and they want me to direct it for them.
I was pretty pleased with the decisions of the two classes. The senior class was taking on
an independent project, deciding what they wanted to achieve and only relying upon me to
facilitate the learning required for them to meet the goals that they set for themselves.
Meanwhile, the juniors would write, or rather adapt, their script, and then look to me for
guidance as their director.
Metadrama: There is no real substitute for learning in theatre without being actually
directed. The opportunity to work with daily feedback, while at the same time forwarding a
theatre production, is really what it is all about. It is that collaboration of actor and director that
allows an actor to develop their skills beyond where they were when they started.
Teacher: Big projects or not, there is always a lesson at hand. It is a classroom after all,
and, with the end of the term and big projects underway, the work and the stress levels were
starting to rise. One particular day started off simply enough; I was talking to the students about
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the differences between theatre and musical theatre. I told them some anecdotes about some of
my own forays into musical theatre to illustrate the difference.
Actor: A big part of that was illustrating how, as an actor, I have had a great deal of
success in auditions for many types of shows. I have played a host of Shakespearean kings:
Claudius in Hamlet, Theseus in A Midsummer Night’s Dream and Macbeth in The Scottish Play.
Realist: The play is called Macbeth.
Metadrama: Hush. Bad luck.
Actor: But, when it came to musicals, I was always more of a director. I have performed
in musicals, but I lack the vocal range and voice for any of the truly notable roles in a musical
production. It is a bit of a disappointment for me, but that’s the reality. Sometimes you are too
tall for a role, sometimes your hair is the wrong colour, and sometimes, when you need to be a
songbird, it turns out you are more of a bullfrog.
Teacher: In a way, what I was doing was preparing some of them for the letdown of the
casting of our own school musical.
Actor: At this time, outside of the classroom, the school’s band director and music
teacher and I had completed auditions for the next big show.
Realist: “Big” isn’t the word. When it comes to these school productions, we went all
out. So big that we couldn’t do one every year; instead, we went with every second year,
performing on the biggest stage in the province, a theatre that seats a thousand people a night. It
was a major undertaking that always attracted enormous interest from the student body, and, of
course, foremost amongst the students interested were the kids who took my drama class.
The musical was not a major part of my day to day work until after this journal was
complete, but so big was the production that preparation, most especially casting, had to be done
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months in advance, so the music director and I had completed several days of auditions by this
point.
Teacher: I was all too aware that many of my students would not fit into the show for
one reason or another, and that I would have to continue to be there for them as a teacher and
mentor even once I had been the one to disappoint some of them so intensely. Similarly, some of
them would be full of nothing but thanks for me. It was very soon going to be a very interesting
and challenging time.
(During the following scene The Actor and the Artist should play out the scene, with The
Actor playing the part of the Teacher, encountering The Artist as a distraught student. Whenever
The Artist departs the moment, either running off distressed, or placated, he or she should simply
circle around the Actor, forcing them to spin in place to be greeted by the next upset “student”.)
Once I was done talking about casting and shows, we moved out to the stage to begin
performing one of our other projects. It was at this point that I realized one student was in tears.
Before class that day, we had talked about one of her marks. She had missed a minor (relatively
valueless) piece of work, and the school’s computer system, black and white monstrosity that it
is, informed her parents of the “0.” She had never received a zero before. I told her that it was
well past the deadline and not possible to be submitted now, but, due to the insignificant value of
the piece, she shouldn’t worry. She worried anyway. This small upset, combined with other
stressors, and the performance she was about to begin caused her to dissolve almost immediately
when upon the stage, and she was off to the bathroom like a shot.
Moments later, another student, normally one of the strongest in the class dissolved. She
was having an “off-day” and had not done as well as she expected herself to do on such a project,
and with the casting for the musical not yet being out, thought that a failure to perform well in
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class would affect her chances with the musical. She departed for the bathroom shortly after
finishing her performance. The first student was about to return when the second arrived, so she
remained for a time to look after her peer. And then a third student was triggered by the content
of a performance, which mirrored issues from his personal life, and so he melted down.
I had to talk to each of the kids. The first was easiest to deal with, as she was already
much calmer.
Realist: The big softie allowed her to pass in the work she missed.
Teacher: The truth is, a lesson had already been learned in getting that first 0. Her
parents reaction was extreme based on the value of the project, but they had no way to know that,
and since the project was going to make less than a single percentage point of difference in the
long run, I felt that allowing her to submit the work would be the best for all parties.
The second student I found at student services after class. I assured her she had done well
in her performance.
Realist: We are always our own worst critics.
Teacher: I also told her that off days were to be expected, and that these things that
happened in class were never a factor in the overall work of casting an extracurricular drama
project like the musical.
The third student was the one I was most concerned about. Once again, it was the theatre
class presenting unexpected themes, and we can’t always know what is coming, or how it will
affect others.
I have no way to protect everyone all the time. In some cases, all we can do to help is let
them learn to deal with what is to come. But that student’s problems weren’t really from my
class; they were just brought to the surface here. I made arrangements to shield the third student
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from as much pain as I could, and made sure that he also had a chance to talk soon to the people
in student services as well.
Metadrama: Lights to half. (lights to half)
Teacher: I now had students who seemed teetering right on the edge. It was at this time
that, instead of just running around trying to put out the fires, and incidentally spending no small
amount of time touching base with our school counselors, I had to share some news that I feared
might add a little extra weight to another emotionally precarious student.
One of the students was to get a call back for the musical.
Metadrama: A call back is a second round in the audition process. The truth is it is
neither good nor bad, although some actors feel that it is one or the other. Sometimes in a normal
audition process, you find the right person for every possible role. Other times, it’s hard to make
a choice between actors, so you need to bring them back to compare them more closely in order
to make the right choice. Sometimes, this is for a leading role, but not always. Some directors
call in many actors; others only a few.
Teacher: I was worried to tell this student that they were being called back, not knowing
what this would mean to her, thinking it would be a cause for stress, but it was much the
opposite. She was uplifted by the news, and I think it really made her day. If only everyone was
so easy.
Dealing with these human problems seemed the most important part of this day. The
mental health of my students affects my own mental health. I worry, I want to help, and there
seem to be so many different ways to do so: shielding them as best I can, or helping them to
learn to accept or understand their problems at other times. But what I really need to do is find
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ways to broach the topic of our own well-being, and the power we each seem to have to help or
hurt each other.
Realist: In the moment, I often wondered what the students and I had done to create a
classroom where so many felt free to cry.
Teacher: I see a lot of my students’ lives; they make themselves open in my classroom,
vulnerable. I care about them, and they care about me. Empathy is reciprocal.
Metadrama: Lights up. (lights return to standard intensity)
Teacher: The days passed and the work on major projects continued, but the noncurricular drama seemed to do the same. Just a few days after the three students had their
concurrent breakdowns, we had a repeat performance.
The kids were spread around a couple of locations. As usual, they were rehearsing their
various scenes and the progress was looking pretty good. The other teacher with whom I
collaborate on the musical stopped into the classroom and was asking me a quick question about
the casting, but I never had the opportunity to answer him. Just as I was about to answer his
question, a student came from the green room to deliver the news that one of the students from
the last string of incidents had disappeared again. No one knew where she was. I visited the
location where she was meant to be right away and began to investigate.
Realist: Very “sleuth” like.
Teacher: It was actually very sleuth like. (The Artist moves DS, this time representing a
student simply to answer a few short questions) Were you working?
Artist: No.
Teacher: What were you doing?
Artist: Talking.
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Teacher: About what?
Artist: Family stuff. (The Teacher turns away from the Artist and returns his attention to
the audience)
(All actors draw closer to the teacher. The scene should start to feel very claustrophobic)
Teacher: I didn’t press this line of questioning any further. I was pretty unsure about
what might have been said and what the trigger would be, but I also thought it would be best to
not intrude into this student’s problems by interrogating him, and this certainly wasn’t the right
time or place for a brand new discussion.
I went looking for the student (and another peer who had apparently followed him to
help) and found them once again in student services. Why were they gone? It was not the ‘family
stuff’ discussion at all, but stress, over many things, most of which had nothing to do with the
theatre class. Not the school-based kind at least. I returned to the other kids and filled them in
that their peers were found, all was well, and they were not to blame. (It is important to note that
the other actors continue to crowd the Teacher, if possible it should be getting even more
claustrophobic at this point)
But as I was filling the students in, I noticed another upset student in the room barely
containing his tears. It was the same student who had told me they were talking about ‘family
stuff’. He needed a moment, and went to the washroom to get himself together, and, at the end of
class, we had a little chat, and I realized the way the ripples spread.
This student feared he might have been responsible for the other student’s breakdown
based on his conversation about family issues, and all I could do was assure him this was not the
case. Of course the tricky part was I couldn’t tell this student why the earlier student had been
upset; it would not have been appropriate, even though it might have helped.
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Realist: My own mental well-being was starting to wear a little thin here.
Teacher: I wasn’t sure when I would get a respite either. This was happening too
frequently. Parent teacher interviews were at hand, there was a weekend trip with the improv
team to compete in another province that weekend, and, by the time I returned, I would have a
cast list out, which would make a couple dozen students extremely happy, but crush the spirits of
about 50 or 60 others.
(The Teacher needs to move further downstage and away from the other performers by a
few steps. This marks a break in the claustrophobic tension that the blocking has worked to
create through this scene)
Things were getting heavier each day, and with all of these drama students so focused on
that musical cast list that was coming out the next day, I wanted to add a little something to the
day's lesson to illustrate that there was more to life than theatre, however much we loved it.
Scholar: And that day just so happened to be the one hundred and first birthday of Hedy
Lamarr. A famous actor, and in her time considered one of the most beautiful women in the
world. 22 She was also pretty controversial for the portrayal of a sex scene in the cinema and the
first representation of the female orgasm in mainstream film. 23
Realist: A little shameful that this is what she is known for. You told this to students?
Teacher: Yes, I did. Because that’s not what she is really known for. And it’s not
‘shameful’ at all; we aren’t talking about anything seedy here. She was an important actress who
did something groundbreaking. Sexuality is part of our culture.
Realist: And do the parents see it that way?

22
23

(Griggs & Grinberg, 2015)
(Pettman, 2017)
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Teacher: I admit, I worried about that a little. Wondered if I’d get a phone call or an
email, or worse, if my principal would. But there was nothing.
Realist: And if there had been?
Teacher: Then I would have had to explain myself. And that would have been fine;
sometimes we have to do that.
Scholar: Hedy Lamarr was an Austrian, born Hedwig Eva Maria Kessler, and, after
emigrating to the United States, she became quite a patriot in addition to being a gifted
mathematician and inventor. She worked together with another inventor named George Anthiel
and developed a method to keep American communications encrypted, and unable to be
intercepted by the Nazis. This was impressive enough, but, as time went on, the technology that
she developed proved even more useful than ever anticipated. Her work was used on naval ships
in the Cuban Missile crisis, and the “Spread Spectrum” technology she developed would later on
prove to be the very backbone of all our later wireless advancements, giving rise to cellular
devices, fax machines, and other wireless technologies. She proved to be one of the most
important inventors of the 20th century.24
Actor: More than just a pretty face.
Teacher: More than just an actor.
Realist: Just like the rest of us.
Teacher: The little break from drama in class was needed, and I was really looking
forward to the next real rest.

24

(women-inventors.com, n.d.)
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Scholar: You know Hedy Lamarr once said, “The world isn't getting any easier … The
hurried way is not the right way; you need time for everything -- time to work, time to play, time
to rest.”25
Teacher: The next couple of days saw a lull in the drama.
Realist: Is it bad to be glad when a drama class has no drama?
(The Teacher sits while he commences the next session, as he does, another actor
approaches and mimes a continued conversation with the Teacher, while the Teacher continues
to provide his dialogue to the audience. The conversation that is mimed is brief, and ends with
the shaking of hands, a smile, and another available actor approaching)
Teacher: It was a much needed relief, especially since we were now going straight into
parent teacher interviews. After all the drama I had experienced, I was ready to batten down the
hatches for a rough old go, but the interviews were smooth, even right to the last and longest. I
knew I would talk to the parents of all of the students who had struggled lately. That was
inevitable, but what surprised me was the way in which these interviews differed from the ones I
had experienced for any of my other classes.
(The Artist is one of the miming parents, who pauses to deliver this line as an aside
before returning to the role of interviewing parent)
Artist: As an art teacher, I was hearing about a lot of struggles my students were going
through from the parents. The parents often provide some context for student’s behavioural
issues, or struggles to stay on top of work. It’s not until parent teacher interviews that I usually
know anything about divorces, or sick relatives, or even breakups with boyfriends or girlfriends.
Teacher: But all of the stories I was hearing from the drama parents, and some of them
quite long, and difficult, were things I was already aware of. A bit at a time, and without being
25
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terribly aware of it, the students had confided all of these struggles to me, and more in fact than
the parents were telling me. I was surprised at how much I knew, and had been confided in, in
fact, I was able to relate to one of the parents a tale from class that provided them with some
context into the matters that were bothering her child.
(The interviews are over and the Teacher rises to continue)
The posting of the musical cast list happened after that. It was going up after class, so I
spent some time talking about how to care for one another when the list came out. Not rubbing
success into the faces of those disappointed when you get a part, but also not mistreating those
more successful than you. Other than that, we rehearsed and I arranged for the list to be posted
during the last few minutes of class just down the hall, so I could walk away before they would
see it, not out of fear or cowardice in the face of disappointment, but rather because I think that
they need to take at least a day before asking “why,” or letting me know how they feel.
Actor: Show after show, year after year, I experience the same conversations over and
over again with my students after these auditions.
(The Artist crosses behind The Actor to take up the role of a student)
Artist: You have an excellent cast picked out for this show. It’s going to be awesome. I
know I didn’t get a part, but if there’s anything I can do, backstage maybe, I’d love to help out!
Actor: That’s great, actually I could use … (The Actor is interrupted as the Realist taps
him on the shoulder. The Realist now plays the role of another student, throughout the
interruption The Artist smiles and stands patiently by)
Realist: Why didn’t I get the part I wanted?
Actor: I thought you’d be better in the part I gave you.
Realist: But it’s not the part I wanted.
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Actor: It is a great part.
Realist: But it’s not the part I wanted.
Actor: I have to think about the whole show, and what ensemble works best together.
Realist: Don’t you think I would have been good at the part I wanted?
Actor: I think you would have been great at that part, but I think you’ll be even better in
the one I gave you.
Realist: I tried so hard to get that role.
Actor: And your audition was excellent. You have a great part; there are literally dozens
and dozens of other students who wish they had that part.
Realist: But it’s not the part that I wanted.
Actor. (silence, turns to look at the audience with a sigh, the Realist moves back. Then
The Actor turns back to The Artist) You know there are a few really important jobs in theatre
backstage; some jobs, which make the show possible. The people who do those jobs have to
work really hard, and don’t always get the credit they deserve, but we’d be lost without these
people. These crew members are the foundation on which a show is built.
If you want to be involved, I think I know just the right job for you. (The Actor and the
Artist cross upstage together as The Teacher sweeps out to take CS once more)
Teacher: Some of the bad kind of drama, the tears, and bickering and students sniping at
one another would continue, as would my headaches. But these issues had moved out of my
classroom and into the world of the musical.
Realist: What hadn’t occurred to me at the time, and really only came to me thanks to my
reflective practice, was the trouble with theatre groups, or classes, becoming a family. Families
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fight sometimes, and it can be harder than fighting with people you don’t care about, and, in the
end, you all still need to work and live together.
Teacher: Once we were clear of the storm, we were able to focus back in on those final
student driven projects. The senior class was right on track with their project, but it became
evident to me that the project that the junior group had originally wanted to undertake was
rapidly going south. It seemed that the idea, which had once excited them, was no longer quite so
exciting, and a few students were trying to run the show to the chagrin of their peers. The group
started to look for a new option to pursue, and, as it was early in the project, I approved.
What they came up with as a replacement was a great idea, but far too ambitious. So we
all turned our attention to work-shopping that new script, and preparing it as a staged play
reading. This would allow students to focus on acting techniques and not on technical elements.
Actor: This would mean that the actors would wear minimal costumes that suggested
who they would be, and recite the lines, without blocking. Performing it so people could
appreciate the show almost as though it was a radio play.
Teacher: Casting for this show was to be a challenge, as some people wanted very
particular roles, but I removed choice and competition from the equation and had all of the
students draw their roles out of a hat. This sort of thing worked well for the majority of the class,
but it did upset one student, whose behaviour was not exemplary. It required a talk outside of
class time and was the perfect example of how you can’t always get what you want. Eventually,
the student accepted the role they had drawn (which was in fact a great one) and apologized for
the Prima Donna attitude they had exhibited.
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Although they did apologize, and never did complain again, it has to be noted that they
never approached the work with the enthusiasm that I had come to expect from them, but we all
need to learn our lessons in our own time.
Metadrama: Blackout.
(Blackout)
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Scene Five
(As happened at the beginning of the play the words of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern
echo from the wings. The lights come up very slightly to allow The Teacher to be observed
looking back and forth from one wing to the other, like the spectator of a tennis match as the
voices bounce back and forth.)
(In this instance the Metadrama’s voice is not used to describe the small increase in
light.)
GUIL: (seriously) What's your name?
ROS: What's yours?
GUIL: I asked you first.
ROS: Statement. One-love.
GUIL: What's your name when you're at home?
ROS: What's yours?
GUIL: When I'm at home?
ROS: Is it different at home?
GUIL: What home?
ROS: Haven't you got one?
GUIL: Why do you ask?
ROS: What are you driving at?
GUIL: (with emphasis): What's your name?!
ROS: Repetition. Two-love. Match point to me.
GUIL: WHO DO YOU THINK YOU ARE?
ROS: Rhetoric! Game and match! (Pause.) Where's it going to end?
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GUIL: That's the question.
ROS: It's all questions.
GUIL: Do you think it matters?
ROS: Doesn't it matter to you?
GUIL: Why should it matter?
ROS: What does it matter why?
GUIL: (teasing gently): Doesn't it matter why it matters?
ROS: What's the matter with you?
(Pause.)
GUIL: It doesn't matter.
ROS: (voice in the wilderness): ... What's the game?
GUIL: What are the rules?26
(pause)
Metadrama: Lights Up. (lights up)
Teacher: The end was nearly upon us. The students worked on individual presentations
for the class, as well as their major play, and things went pretty smoothly for a while. I also knew
that my own reflective practice was coming close to the end. Maybe not “the end,” but to the
conclusion of the term I had set out to journal for. It was evident to me that I still had a lot of
questions from my reflections, and I resolved to try to continue to reflect when this time was
over.
Realist: And did you?
Teacher: Not really. Not as I had hoped at least, not at first. Like many things, once it
was done, it became an “out of sight, out of mind” sort of thing. But a few months later, I started
26
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to look back, just once a week through my day planner, and to highlight the positives and the
negatives and to start, in a very relaxed way, reflecting on what I had done, and what I was
doing. It’s a practice that remained imperfect, but present right up until this time. (The Teacher
makes vague gestures around the theatre space in reference to ‘this time’)
Realist: Whatever, or whenever this time is. (The reference here is to the difference
between the time of writing, and the time of reading/performance.)
Actor: Outside of the school, I was performing in a Christmas play with a very difficult
director. Every year there are a number of different Christmas plays performed in different local
communities, and so there are also always a number of different students involved in a number
of different productions around the Island at this time of year.
Teacher: Seeing for myself the less than ideal way that the director of my show was
handling the normal operation of things inspired me to take a day to sit all the students down and
explain to them how things were supposed to work in the theatre when a production was
underway. It was great to set some of their minds at ease about what was happening in their own
technical rehearsals.
Metadrama: A technical rehearsal is a grueling experience for many actors. The actors
are often given very little to do, but nonetheless are required to be on the stage to do it. Really, it
is time set aside for the crew to do their work, to know the show. But in order to do some work,
for example focusing a light, you need the actors there too, just standing onstage where the
spotlight will need to be.
Teacher: Taking the time to talk about the tech rehearsal allowed them all to learn, and
for the students amongst them who were involved with a show somewhere, they were able to ask
questions about their own experiences and come to better terms with what was going on. Not
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often do you get to address the out of school stressors and lay them to rest. It took the whole
class to run them through the structure and purpose of each component of a production week and
to explain the importance, often ignored by actors, of each of those components. And I got to talk
about the need for us sometimes to not be the focus of attention, to be there for someone else’s
purpose, smiling and without complaint.
Soon thereafter, the individual presentations went off without a hitch. The seniors
focused on different periods of theatre history, while the juniors presented on different styles of
theatre. They were really good, and provided students with a better sense of what was going on
out there in the world of theater, and where it had all come from.
Realist: With just a couple of weeks left to go, I had to miss another day of school.
Nothing so serious this time; I was out this time as my daughter was sick, so I engaged a
substitute with theatre experience and let students do improv with him. He played at least one
game I was unfamiliar with, and the kids loved it apparently, so much so that later, at an improv
practice, a kid asked if they could return to that game. Not yet sure of the rules, and with other
plans in hand, I put the student off, promising to learn the game and get back to them, but it is
interesting to note the way that I was mildly threatened by a sub coming in and being so well
received.
Actor: Just a little sign of the emotional investment put in.
Realist: Not to mention there are a lot of great teachers out there. Some will be better,
some will be worse, and most often some will excel at some things while you excel at others. It’s
important to remember that you can’t be all things to all people.
Teacher: As we wound our way down, I learned a lot from the way I saw my students
working in class, and the things they themselves were writing in their own journals, a process I
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insist upon during the final project in the class. The students were reflecting well on their work,
and seemed to enjoy what they were doing, though I sometimes wondered if they were writing
about the positive feelings they had for the project to please me. At least for the junior class, I
felt that was possibly the case.
Things for the senior kids were pretty great. They seemed to flourish under their own
guidance and completed their project very well. They met their own goals and expectations, and
they exceeded mine. Some of them really brought the responsibility of their learning along, and I
learned that the gradual release of responsibility process that had been underway is really
something special when it comes to a group like this. They had only one significant conflict as a
group, a place where personalities clashed.
Realist: Not so unusual for high school students, and certainly not strange for this group.
Teacher: But that aside, the “Silent Film” was filmed, and looked great. The students had
created a product that they could be really proud of, and were very happy to share with their
peers.
This was not so much the case with the junior project. They completed all the work
expected of them, had some laughs, but it seemed to me that only a couple of them stayed
invested in the product, even if their journals claimed otherwise.
Actor: Not every actor can enjoy every project that they do. That’s part of the business as
well. Many times, a show we start with all the enthusiasm in the world becomes something we
can’t wait to be done with. Sad, but true.
Teacher: Those who did seem to stay invested in it really cared about it, and I know they
will look back fondly on the work that they achieved.
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In a way, the junior project went out with a bit of a whimper, and, although I videotaped
their performance so they could view it later, our computers failed us and prevented that from
happening. While they were disappointed, they got over it fast.
Realist: And so we come to the very end?
Teacher: We do. The last shows were finished, and we had a cabaret, or talent show, as a
closing activity for the class. Each student sang, or performed a scene, or whatever they chose to
do to close their semester of performance. They celebrated.
The final evaluation for them also included their evaluation of my class.
Realist: What’s this?
Teacher: I wanted them to give me feedback. It had been a rocky road this semester. I
was completely drained by the burden of it, and was honestly scared that the weight of it might
have diminished what I did for my students as a teacher.
Realist: Looking back over all of this (indicates stage) makes that seem a little
ridiculous.
Teacher: Yes, now, reflecting back, I am not worried, but, at the time, I didn’t have this
perspective. I couldn’t see the whole term's work and the care I put in; I could only feel the
weight of it. So, I asked the students for feedback. I have to admit that I was genuinely afraid of
the result.
I asked each student to describe the class, candidly, and anonymously. To record their
experience of it, their feelings about it, or me. And despite my concerns, what I saw in their
responses was the way they felt they had become a family. Sitting there in the classroom, all I
could remember was how, in that first day, all I had wanted was to bring them together like a
theatre company, and that was exactly what we did.
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So there I was, here I am, and looking ahead I can still see where I am going.
Like any play, I trust, I hope that the experience of this lets you see what I have come to
see. (with emphasis) Who I am as a teacher, and why I do what I do. Being an actor is about
showing an audience what a person keeps to themselves, so, when you work so closely with
students in drama, they see you, and you see them in ways that you aren’t always prepared for.
Actor: “We’re actors, we’re the opposite of people.”27
Teacher: The truth is, I always wonder what sort of a teacher I am. Sometimes I wonder
if I am a good teacher, or if I am inspiring. I wonder if my students like my class, and, honestly, I
wonder if any love it.
There are days when I know the answer to questions like this. Knowing those answers
one day doesn’t change the fact that I ask them again the next day. But however much doubt I
experience, it is often balanced by a certain amount of confidence. Because the answers are
there. Some students spend one year with me; others spend several, and I watch them grow and
change. Sometimes I can see my hand in the little things, or I help them to find a path that will
take them beyond high school, into post-secondary education or into careers.
It’s in those moments I see the most important aspect of who I am as a teacher. In those
moments I am taken all the way back to where things began. With one student looking for
guidance while hanging lights. (A pair of performers should once more emulate the positions
used in the beginning of the play to represent the teacher and the student hanging lights)
Teacher: I’ve been engaging in this dialogue with myself for a while, hoping for insight.
Realist: “Insight,” and not a multiple personality disorder.
Teacher: What I am seeing now is what has always been there; it’s in my drama class,
it’s in my extracurriculars, it’s in all the things that I do. What I see is my students. They are
27
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important. They are important to me. It’s not a “the children are our future” sort of important
though.
Rather it’s a case of each day forging new connections. It’s about empathy; my care for
them, and theirs for me.
It’s about sharing the theatre I care about with people that I care about.
Scholar: However, through this performance, it is not intended that you just experience
these events as a series of anecdotes that have been shared. Rather, through this performance, we
are hopefully opened up to one another as we reach to find a “resonance to the world.”28
Teacher: I hope I ask myself these same questions with every new group of students I
teach. I want to always care enough to wonder if I’m doing a good job, and if I can do better.
What’s more, (pause) I hope I can find even better questions to ask.
(lights begin to fade to black)
Metadrama: Fade to black.

28
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Appendix
Production Notes
The following script is an excerpt prepared and performed for the defense of the thesis.

Performed by
The Teacher

Ashley Charmaine Clark

The Actor

Adam Gauthier

The Artist

Richard Haines

The Scholar

Terry Pratt

The Metadrama

Gillian Gallivan

The Realist

Catherine MacDonald
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