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EDITORIAL
ADEM 2007 is a retrospective look at the editions published since 2000. However in reality the 
articles re-published are drawn from 2003 through to 2006. The reason for this is two-fold. The first 
being the issue of space and size for publication electronically and the second being the electronic 
record of past publications available. We all change computers and have to inevitably clean up files 
so most files prior to 2003 have not been kept or the desktop publisher (we have had three since 
2000) not kept the files either.

For the record since 2000 Drama Australia decided to theme ADEM. This move enabled Drama 
Australia to publish in areas of interest (identified through the membership) and to respond to 
emerging issues and government strategic directions for education nationally. So for historical 
record the themed ADEMs have been as follows:
2000 Drama and Literacy
2001 Drama and Technology
2002 Drama and Social Education
2003 Drama and Community Cultural Development
2004 Drama and Innovative Education
2005 Drama and Indigenous Perspectives
2006 Drama and Cross-Curricula Applications.

For ADEM 2007 I have chosen to publish the commissioned framing article from each edition and 
one descriptive article of practice or unit of work. I hope that you enjoy revisiting the articles or 
even perhaps reading them for the first time.

ADEM 2007 is the last of its kind and the first of its kind. The soaring costs associated with layout 
and print publications have made it increasing difficult for Drama Australia to sustain the practice of 
hard copy documents. This is why ADEM 2007 comes to you as a pdf. So it is the first time ADEM 
is distributed electronically. It will also be available for download on the Drama Australia website. 
I say it is the last of its kind because as of 2008/9 ADEM will move to a fully electronic format 
available to all members on the website only and it will become a magazine style format. This move 
is part of Drama Australia overhaul of its current website to make it more dynamic and responsive to 
state and territory associations and individual member.

So, for me as editor, over the past eight years, a big thank you to all the contributors, the readers and 
the wonderful desktop publishers and printers. You have made my job a delight!

Happy downloading,

Sandra Gattenhof
Editor
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For drama educators, two relevant questions 
in regards to curriculum planning are, what 
can drama contribute to other areas of the 
curriculum, and how in turn can it be enriched 
by them? According to the ‘Champions for 
Change’ (Champions for Change [CFC], 
2006) James Catterall’s research reveals that 
students who participate in the arts out perform 
those who do not, or whose exposure to the 
arts is limited. What this indicates, and what 
is an important philosophical premise of, 
Champions for Change’ is that ‘learning in 
the arts has significant effects on learning in 
other domains’ (CFC, 2006, p.2). This is in 
part because earning in the arts is multifaceted 
and incorporates many competencies. The 
research conducted by the various ‘Champions 
for Change’ studies have also found related and 
highly significant aspect of learning. Learning 
in the arts can be supported by, learning in 
other domains. This in turn by, learning in 
other domains. This in turn ‘stimulates learning 
in a complex web of influence’ (CFC, 2006, 
p.2). Some other findings of ‘Champions for 
Change’ are significant to a consideration of 
drama and cross-curricula applications. They 
are that the arts:

• Transform the environment for learning
• Encourage self-directed learning

• Promote complexity in the learning 
experience

• Reach students who are not otherwise being 
reached 

Cross – Curricula Applications 
in Prep to Year 10 
Primary school teachers have known for a long 
time the benefit of planning integrated units of 
work, which have a cross-curricula approach. 
My very first day in primary school was ‘set’ 
in the mythical land of Narnia. Ms Jones, 
taught all lessons that day in role, as the White 
Witch. At the end of the day I left through the 
wardrobe door which led to the school corridor 
beyond, full of wild imaginings and a love of 
school. Come to think of it, maybe that’s why I 
became a Drama teacher! Much more recently, 
I have worked as a Cluster consultant as part 
of Stage 2 of the BELS (Boys’ Education 
Lighthouse Schools) project (Commonwealth 
of Australia, 2003) funded by the Australian 
government and managed through the 
University of Melbourne. In this role I worked 
with a group of several primary schools (and 
one secondary school) in the Kew area of 
Melbourne. What became evident to me is that 
primary teachers are adept at planning rich 
tasks integrating two or more curriculum areas 

AN INVITATION TO CROSS THE CURRICULUM 
– the possibilities for drama and    
 cross-curricula applications

Richard Sallis

Editor’s Comment
This article was commissioned for ADEM 2006 that focused on drama’s potential for 
application across a number of key learning areas and subject disciplines. Given the push 
and development of guidelines for the creation of a National Curriculum under the Rudd 
government it is timely for drama educator’s voices to be heard about the integrity of 
the art form but also to consider how drama sits in the national creativity and innovation 
agenda. For this reason, this article is worth another look.
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such as The Arts and English or Science and 
SOSE and so on. I was also struck by the drama 
methodologies employed such as Teacher in 
Role, role plays and negotiated tasks. Talk of 
‘rich tasks’ was common in the primary school 
staffrooms I visited and I suspect this is often 
the case across the country. Integrated units 
of work are becoming more commonplace 
in secondary schools as well, even up to the 
year 12 level. Part of the impetus for cross- 
curricula approaches to pedagogy is coming 
from contemporary curriculum frameworks 
(curriculum outlines written by education 
departments for use in schools).

A scoping exercise of state and territory Prep-
10 (i.e. the preparatory year, before Grade 1 up 
to the end of year 10) curriculum documents 
reveals a trend towards a cross-curricula 
approach to planning units of work, and how 
drama can form part of this strategy. In most 
states and territories the Prep-10 curriculum 
frameworks apply to government schools. 
Non-government schools have the option to use 
them directly or indirectly in their curriculum 
development. However, the pedagogical 
and social benefits that can spin off into the 
school community by taking a cross-curricula 
approach out weigh whether or not such an 
approach is mandated.

For schooling up to the end of year 10 in 
Western Australia, South Australia, the 
Australian Capital Territory and Queensland 
there are eight ‘key learning areas’ with 
Drama being a subject within ‘The Arts’. In 
Queensland, the ‘core content’ of the Drama 
syllabus from years 1 to 10 is specified, yet it 
provides plenty of scope for teachers to develop 
integrated units of work (Queensland Studies 
Authority, 2005). In Western Australia there 
are a number of references to planning cross-
curricula units of work incorporating drama 
(DE&T, WA, 2005). In the ACT each school 
develops its own curriculum based on a set of 
pedagogical principals. One of the principals is 
‘across curriculum perspectives’ (DE&T, ACT, 
1994). In the South Australian ‘Curriculum 
Standards and Accountability Framework’ 

within the Arts strand at each level there are 
exemplars of how the generic arts outcomes can 
be met through Drama (DETE, SA, 2001).

Drama is part of the Creative Arts learning area 
in New South Wales (Board of Studies, NSW, 
2000). There is scope in the curriculum at both 
the primary and secondary levels (to the end 
of year 10) for units of work which integrate 
art forms and as well as incorporate other 
subject areas such as Human Society and Its 
Environment, English and Health & Physical 
Education.

The (Prep-10) curriculum in the majority 
of states and territories in Australia is 
either ‘essentials’ based or has a parallel 
essentials stream running alongside the key 
learning areas. The common understanding 
of ‘essentials’ is that they are the essential 
elements required in student learning, which 
may transcend the key learning area categories. 
For example while the ‘Curriculum Framework’ 
for students up to year 10 in the Northern 
Territory (NTDE, 2002) is based in part on 
eight learning areas, of which The Arts is one, 
the framework also requires teachers to plan 
units of work which incorporate a number of 
other components. These include: learning 
domains (creative learner, inner learner, 
collaborative learner and constructive learner) 
technologies, English as a Second Language 
(ESL) and Indigenous Languages and Culture.

Similarly, the new Victorian Essential Learning 
Standards (VELS) (VCAA, 2005) encourages a 
cross-strand approach. There are three strands; 
‘discipline-based learning’, ‘interdisciplinary 
learning’ and ‘physical, personal and social 
learning’. The Arts is one of the discipline-
based learning strands and Drama is one of 
the areas within this strand. In the supporting 
documentation to the curriculum framework 
there is a strong emphasis on a cross-strand 
approach.

The Tasmanian curriculum, which has arguably 
the country’s most fully formed ‘essential 
learnings’ approach appears on the surface to 
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have eliminated key learning areas altogether 
(Department of Education, Tasmania, 2002). On 
first inspection what may appear to be absent 
are recognisable domains such as (English, 
Mathematics, Science, Studies of Society and 
the Environment and so on) and within them 
any discreet Arts strand. However, they are 
all present in one way or another, linked to 
one or more of the ‘essentials’; ‘Thinking’; 
‘Communicating’; ‘Personal futures’; ‘Social 
responsibility’ and ‘World futures’. Drama is 
part of the ‘Communicating’ essential as a ‘key
element outcome - being arts literate’. With its 
‘essential learnings’ rationale the Tasmanian 
curriculum is strongly cross-curricula based, 
with teachers encouraged to plan learning 
sequences incorporating two or more 
‘essentials’. As a result it appears that many 
drama learning sequences of work incorporate 
one or more curriculum strands as a matter of 
course.

What is evident when examining the various 
governmental education frameworks for 
Prep to 10 is that, increasingly schools are 
being given more flexibility in regards to the 
curriculum they develop for their students. 
However part of this move has seen subjects 
like Drama become an option within The 
Arts, especially at the primary level. While 
schools are required to provide arts experiences 
for their students, what is taught within this 
domain is left to the school. This is particularly 
so in those states and territories which have 
generic arts outcome statements; the message 
being conveyed seems to be that as long as the 
overall outcome is met, it is not so important 
which art form(s) are applied to achieve it. 
This should not necessarily be interpreted as a 
negative statement. As Drama educators know 
only too well, our arts area is one that utilises 
many forms of knowledge, a range of skills 
as well as personal and social competencies. 
As Julie Dunn wrote in her framing article 
for the ADEM entitled Drama and Innovative 
Education we should be showing off ‘the 
skilful and challenging pedagogies we already 
engage in’ (Dunn, 2004). And there certainly 
are opportunities for drama educators to create 

imaginative courses which creatively cross 
curriculum boundaries. Within the Drama 
component of the Prep-10 frameworks there 
are in-built incentives for drama educators that 
encourage us to develop cross-curricula units 
of work. Perhaps the most noticeable link is 
that between Drama and other art forms. For 
example:

• ‘Learning and teaching programs [involve 
arts disciplines] individually or in 
combination’ (VCAA, 2005, p.7)

• ‘[using] classroom materials to create props 
and sets’ (QSA, 2005, p.26)

• ‘using paintings as a stimulus for drama’ 
(DETE, SA, 2001, p.16)

• ‘produce in and across several arts media’ 
(DOE, Tasmania, 2003, p.06)

• [teaching and learning using] combinations 
of arts forms (DE&T, WA, 2005).

Links to humanities subject areas are also 
encouraged. ‘Cultural’, ‘social’ or ‘historical’ 
contexts are mentioned in a number of 
frameworks as providing a stimulus for drama 
activities which:

• ‘make connections across cultures’ (DETE, 
SA, 2001, p.29)

• [develop] ‘an understanding and 
appreciation of the diversity and 
commonalities of cultural values within Asia 
and Australian societies’ (NTDE, 2002, p.9)

• [develop] a consideration of ways that 
drama reflects, constructs, reinforces and 
challenges ‘personal, societal and cultural 
values and beliefs’ (VCAA, 2005, p.6).

There are implied links to subject areas not 
ordinarily thought of as having a connection 
with drama. For instance, links to science, 
mathematics and the environment, while 
perhaps less prevalent, are none-the-less 
included in some frameworks. For example:

• ‘investigation of environmental issues can 
be integrated across all Learning Areas’ 
(NTDE, 2002, p.8)

• [students] ‘investigate and discuss the 
contribution of the arts to society and other 
disciplines, such as Mathematics’ (VCAA, 
2005, p.20).
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Integrated Units at Years 11 and 12
It is not only at the Prep-10 levels that cross-curriculum planning is taking place in schools. The 
years 11 and 12 curriculum documents, produced by the state/territory senior curriculum boards, 
provide the potential for cross-curricula perspectives in drama pedagogy as well. In the senior 
curriculum statements it is significant that the cross-curricula approach is built-in to a number of the
courses through the inclusion of set texts, recommended resources or required ways of working. 
Below is a sample of the references to cross-curricula components which appear in the various 
Australian curriculum documents for years 11 and 12:

State/Territory Course Example of Cross-Curricula Components

ACT Drama Students study how drama shapes and reflects 
attitudes and values from various historical and 
cultural perspectives with reference to gender 
construction, identity, work, the environment 
and the intrinsic rights of the individual.

Victoria Unit 3 Drama Students develop an ensemble performance 
based on a variety of sources including poetry, 
stories, myths, legends, music, paintings, 
sculpture, current and historical events and 
characters.

Queensland Senior Drama A study of cultural diverse play texts from (at 
least) Africa, Asia, Europe and the Americas.

South Australia Stage 2 Drama Students engage with different views, cultures 
and societies.

Western Australia Yr 12 Drama Studies Students study two set texts in detail from a list 
of Australian drama from 1960 onwards and 
other World Drama from 1900 onwards.

NSW Stage 6 Drama Students study the role drama/theatre makes 
to Australia and other societies through 
examination of historical, social, cultural and 
political contexts.

Tasmania Drama Stage 5 Students study how drama can change, shape 
and be influenced by prevailing values. They 
are required to present dramatic work based on 
various forms of literature (e.g. poetic, prosaic).

International Baccalaureate Theatre Arts Students complete a ‘research commission’ 
based on a traditional tradition, which is distant 
from their own time and/or culture.
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In the above courses there is often reference 
to group devised or solo evised/interpreted 
works. These are usually created from a rich 
and diverse range of subject matter. The most 
common resources from which the students 
can create drama come from literature, cultures 
(the students’ own or others) contemporary, 
or past societies and various art forms and 
artworks. The senior courses also emphasise 
competencies that students develop while 
studying drama. These include collaboration, 
communicating ideas and information, inquiry, 
reflection, problem solving, planning and 
organisation, negotiation and teamwork.

Working Across the 
Curriculum
From Prep to year 12 working across art 
forms is perhaps one of the more obvious, but 
none-the-less important ways in which drama 
educators engage in cross-curricula pedagogy. 
This may occur at a classroom level, for 
instance when a drama teacher gets her students 
to draw a picture of a location or a character as 
part of a process drama. It might occur as part 
of a theatre production when a senior theatre 
class devises music for a play or creates a 
multimedia landscape for it. In some schools, 
especially those that have adopted the middle-
schooling model the various arts teachers may 
come together and develop a rich task where 
students engage in a variety of arts based 
activities around a central theme or concept. 
The outcome may be a performance which 
integrates art forms. Or, as in the case of a high 
school in Hobart I visited recently, the students 
might begin a unit by taking part in a process 
drama which in turn provides
the stimulus material for a number of other 
visual and performing arts experiences that 
follow.

Drama has much to offer the domain of 
English, as our British colleagues know only 
too well, given the close association between 
the two subjects in that country (Toye and 
Prendville, 2000; Winston and Tandy, 2001; 
Kempe and Nicholson, 2001; Kempe and 
Ashwell, 2000). Many drama teachers utilise 

the cross over potential of Drama and English. 
As well as the obvious curriculum links 
between the two subject areas, this may in part 
be because so many of our teachers graduate 
from teacher training institutions as a Drama/
English teacher. It is not uncommon for units 
of work in Drama to draw from ‘stimulus 
materials’, which are literature based, such as 
poems, novels, film-astext, short stories, oral 
and written myths and folk tales. There are 
also modes of writing in Drama which have a 
cross over with English such as analysis tasks, 
personal reflection, the writing of fictional 
narratives. Some of the skills required by 
students in Drama to perform monologue and 
solo performances use expressive skills which 
have a link to the oral and other presentational 
skills germane to English. 

Some schools engage the services of an artist 
or author in residence. Often the brief is for 
the author or artist to work with a diverse 
range of students and teachers at the school, 
tailoring various activities or components of 
the one project, around the needs, interests 
and methodologies of the each subject 
area involved. The teachers in the BELS 
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2003) cluster of 
schools I worked with in 2003-2005 devised 
an Author-in-Residence program to help 
disengaged writers in years 4-8. The author and 
the program took a cross-curricula approach. 
The forms of writing that the students engaged 
in ranged from poetry, to cartoons, play/film 
scripts, descriptive writing, reflective writing, 
reviews and analytical tasks. Across the 
12-session programme, the students, read, 
wrote, discussed, debated, devised, performed 
characters and filmed an animated cartoon 
based on the screenplay they had written. As 
such the programme traversed a number of 
subject areas including English, SOSE, Drama, 
Media, Visual Art, Mathematics and Music; a 
very rich task indeed.

Drama Enhances the 
Curriculum
What my experiences as a writer of the drama 
component of the new VELS (VCAA, 2005) 



13

has shown me is that there are strategic ways 
in drama educators can capitalise on the 
continued interest in cross-curricula planning 
for the early, middle and later years as a way 
of ‘showing off’ the multi-faceted and multi-
layered learning experience we know is an 
integral part of drama pedagogy. I have come 
away from this project with an enhanced 
understanding of ways in which drama (either 
as a discreet subject or through the use of 
drama methodologies used within classes 
elsewhere in the school) can enhance a range of 
other domains, disciplines and competencies. 
Below I provide some
examples of ways in which this can be 
achieved. The terminology I have used in the 
examples is sourced from that used in the 
VELS (VCAA, 2005), however the concepts 
can apply to Drama in any state or territory.

Some ways drama can 
enhance learning across the 
curriculum
Drama techniques and processes can assist the 
development /acquisition of:
Science-based learning by:

• Developing skills in observation, inquiry 
and problem-solving

• Providing opportunities for students to 
express their scientific knowledge.

Humanities learning by:
• Developing students’ understandings of the 

world on both a local and global level and 
their place within it,

• Engaging students in activities which 
explore notions of culture and society,

• Developing students’ understandings of how 
societies are formed,

• Exploring how artists, past and present have 
commented on society within their drama/
theatre presentations,

• Examining the impact that drama/theatre has 
had on societies/cultures past and present.

English learning by:
• Engaging students in activities which 

promote vocal/speaking and listening skills,
• Engaging students in activities which 

promote multiple literacies associated with 
English as well as others such as visual and 
spatial literacy,

• Providing opportunities to apply and 
develop skills of critique, analysis and 
evaluation through responding to drama 
works,

• Providing resource material which may be 
used as a stimulus for English activities,

• Dramatising works of literature being 
studied in English.

Mathematics learning by:
• Using mathematic skills and techniques 

when engaged in the design, making and 
presentation of drama,

• Experimenting with notions of time, space, 
rhythm and line.

LOTE learning by: 
• Engaging students in activities which 

promote vocal/speaking and listening skills,
• Developing understandings of spoken, 

written and body language as essential forms 
of communication,

• Providing opportunities to explore the 
dramatic arts from a variety of cultures and 
peoples including their own,

• Providing opportunities for students to take 
part in activities based on their own and 
others cultures, peoples and places. Then 
there are the ways in which Drama can assist 
in the acquisition and/or the development 
of skills pertaining to personal/social 
competencies (which are now a common 
feature of Prep-10 courses, especially those 
which are ‘essentials’ based).

Drama techniques and 
processes can assist the 
development of, 
Interpersonal development by:

• Providing opportunities for students to work 
in pairs, small groups as a whole class,

• Developing students’ vocabulary to express 
how they feel when working with others,

• Developing students’ problem solving and 
collaborative skills, for example negotiating 
skills,
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• Developing empathy for the skills, beliefs 
and abilities of others through the roles and 
characters students portray.

Civics and Citizenship by:
• Providing opportunities for students to gain 

an understanding of Australian culture and 
other cultures through the characters and 
roles they take on,

• Studying the cultural contextual background 
of plays,

• Engaging students in activities which 
require them to take on a leadership role and 
to support others in this role,

• Devise drama works based on local issues 
and perform these to their local community.

Health and Physical education by:
• Developing students’ motor skills by 

participating in physical activities using 
their body,

• Providing opportunities for students 
to explore emotions through the roles/
characters they take on,

• Engaging students in activities where they 
explore social situations based on their own 
experiences and that of others,

• Developing an awareness in students of 
drama as an art form and how it contributes 
positively to their physical environment.

Personal learning by:
• Developing a sense of personal identity,
• Providing opportunities for students to 

reflect on the world as they see it,
• Developing awareness in students of how 

they successfully complete tasks and 
the ways to work collaboratively with 
others. And then there are ways in which 
Drama can assist in the acquisition and/or 
the development of skills pertaining to 
interdisciplinary learning (which are now 
a common feature of Prep-10 courses, 
especially those which are ‘essentials’ 
based).

Drama techniques and 
processes can assist the 
development of:
Communication by:

• Developing students’ skills of listening and 
speaking,

• Developing students’ skills of discussion, 
analysis, evaluation, responding and 
explaining,

• Developing students’ expressive skills such 
as voice, gesture and movement,

• Developing students’ vocal and non-vocal 
drama/theatre language,

• Providing opportunities for students to 
explore presentation of work for different 
purposes and audiences.

Thinking by:
• Providing opportunities for students to use 

their imagination and creativity to explore 
ideas,

• Engaging students in activities using 
inquiry-based and reflective thinking,

• Developing students’ higher-order thinking 
skills such as creative problem solving, 
decision-making and conceptualising,

• Developing students’ meta-cognitive 
thinking skills associated with planning, 
considering, organising and problem 
solving,

• Developing students’ aesthetic sensibilities
• Engaging students in activities where 

they experiment with ideas, analyse the 
effectiveness of them and plan solutions to 
problems they identify.

Design, Creativity and Technology by: 
• Providing opportunities for students to apply 

skills, processes and art works from other art 
forms,

• Providing opportunities for students to apply 
concepts and processes of design to their 
drama,

• Developing an awareness in students of 
elements of design which may aesthetically 
enhance their drama/theatre performances 
and helping students to plan ways to 
incorporate these,
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• Engaging students in activities where they 
use theatre technologies associated with 
design, making and presenting

• Develop students’ understanding of the ways 
in which design is integral to contemporary 
drama/theatre.

Information Communication Technology by: 
• Providing opportunities for students to use 

the Internet as a resource for ideas,
• Providing opportunities for students to 

creatively integrate ICT into drama/theatre 
presentations through mixed/multi-media,

• Developing students’ use of ICT when they 
are required to gather and store information 
associated with drama/theatre, activities/
presentations through the use of data-bases, 
blogs, on-line journals, on-line chats, web-
casts and texting,

• Engaging students in activities which 
experiment with the use of ICTs from other 
art forms.

As the above lists indicate, drama is well 
poised to help in the teaching of a wide variety 
of subjects, essentials and competencies. 
Sometimes as drama educators we can take 
this for granted and, to our detriment, can 
assume that other educators do as well. We 
need to continue to spread the word of drama’s 
potential and this can be achieved by ensuring 
that drama is, rightfully a central element of 
cross-curriculum planning.

Conclusion
Course outlines in each state and territory for 
Prep through to year 12 level include at least 
some reference to Drama intersecting with 
other key learning areas and with learning 
‘essentials’. By its very nature drama pedagogy 
draws on a variety of subject matter from a 
whole range of sources. Far from diminishing 
the role of drama in schools, integrated units 
help to strengthen it. Arguably few other 
subjects can so convincingly enhance student 
learning as Drama can when it draws on 
content from other subject areas or when drama 
methodologies are used in other areas of the 
curriculum. Cross-curricula units incorporating 

drama are encouraged in curriculum documents 
from which planning for learning takes place. 
The invitation is there, it is up to us to accept it 
with confidence. There are still possibilities we 
have yet to explore and there remains room for 
units of work which push the boundaries even 
further, when we cross the curriculum.
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Editor’s Comment
This article was one of many submitted for ADEM 2006 Drama and Cross-Curricula 
Applications but was never published because we were overloaded with copy for that 
edition. The unit is an intersection of drama and media studies and the core learning 
outcomes are drawn from the Year 1-10 Drama Syllabus (Queensland) but will have 
applications for many year 10 students.

Living with Open Minds 
Rationale
Have you ever heard a teenager utter the phrase 
“That’s what happens in the the movies!”?  Or 
perhaps “I read about that in Dolly*”?  Various 
forms of media are making their ways into the 
lives of teenagers and leaving them with all 
sorts of information on many subjects.  But 
just what information are they taking in?  Is it 
fact, fiction or opinion and are they choosing 
to believe all of it?  What messages are these 
teenagers receiving about society and their 
place in it?

Research suggests that “many children and 
teenagers are strongly influenced by what 
they see on television – some find it difficult 
to distinguish between what is real and what 
is dramatised fiction” (Linden, 1997, p29).  
When almost all of the mass media, particularly 
television, exist to make a profit (ibid, p2), 
we need to be concerned about whether what 
we are consuming is information (fact), 
entertainment (fiction) or simply propaganda 
to boost ratings.  It is, therefore, of great 
importance to increase critical readiness 
amongst teenage students to analyse the content 
of the media in all its forms, and to make up 

their own minds about the information they are 
being presented with.  
  
In this unit, students study various forms of 
media, including newspapers, magazines, 
television and film, paying particular attention 
to the way words, images and sounds are 
organised and presented to appeal to their 
target audiences.  The main focus of this unit 
is Documentary Drama, which draws upon 
a variety of media to present a fact-based 
representation of real events or issues with 
elements of fiction and opinion.  Students 
view Bowling for Columbine, a challenging 
documentary film produced by Michael Moore, 
to further develop their critical analytical skills 
and to learn about the powerful conventions 
of documentary drama.  Through games, 
exercises, role-plays and group activities, 
students discover techniques used by the media 
and documentary dramas to connect on an 
emotional level with their audiences. 

With the new knowledge gained from this 
unit, students create and present their own 
documentary dramas on how the media 
represents issues of importance or significance 
to themselves.  By engaging in this unit at the 
end of Year 10, students are mature enough to 

LIVING WITH OPEN MINDS 
Exploring the Deceptive Nature of the 
Media through Documentary Drama

Keira Louis
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start critically analysing and challenging the 
part media plays in their own lives, and young 
enough to change their thought pattern from 
“Well it must be true – I saw it on TV!” to “I 
wonder if that information is accurate?” 

*Female fashion magazine for early teenagers  

Focus core learning 
outcomes
Level Statement:  Level 6
Students, individually and in groups, structure 
and refine scripted and student-devised 
drama to empower and challenge audiences.  
Students communicate dramatic roles through 
improvisation and roleplay while exploring 
issues, themes, concepts or texts.  They use 
a range of dramatic conventions and script-
writing techniques relevant to selected forms 
and styles in the creation of new works.

Students, as part of an ensemble, present 
dramatic action and scripted drama to familiar 
and unfamiliar audiences.  They select and 
apply appropriate performance skills in the 
preparation of their work for presentation, 
employing effective voice production and 
expressive techniques in performance.  

Students use drama terminology in both 
short and extended oral and written forms to 
critically analyse and evaluate drama.  They 
display awareness of a range of purposes and 
cultural contexts and how these impact on 
specific dramatic works.

Core Learning Outcomes
DR 6.1 Students devise and refine 

scenarios and scripts, both 
individually and as part of an 
ensemble, using elements and 
conventions appropriate to selected 
forms, styles and purposes.

DR 6.2 Students present a rehearsed, 
polished performance applying 
performance skills appropriate 
to the selected form, style and 

performance space.

DR 6.3 Students evaluate the forms, styles 
and processes used in dramatic 
action and performance, identifying 
the influence of purpose and 
context.

Core Content relevant to this 
unit
Elements:

• Mood
• Focus
• Tension 

- of surprise: shock of expected 
and unexpected

• Contrast  
- movement and stillness
- words and action
- presented information and 

hidden information

Conventions:
• Convey roles from differing points of 

view
• Dramatic monologue and group-devised 

performance

Forms and Styles:
• Documentary Drama
• Non-realism
• Process Drama (L5)
• Written – short scenes in correct layout

Performance skills:
• Movement  

- in character
- blocking to create dramatic 

meaning
• Voice – modulation, articulation and 

breathing
• Ensemble skills

Audience:
• Formal – unfamiliar audience

Purpose:
• Challenge
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• Empowerment

Socially Critical Component
Why are we studying this unit?  What has this 
got to do with me?
Students who ask these questions have every 
right to not just know the answers, but know 
that the answers are of relevance to them at this 
time in their lives.  So….why are they studying 
this unit??

Media, in the form of television, film, 
newspapers, magazines and internet, has today 
become an inescapable part of most people’s 
lives.  Ravitch and Viteritti (2003, p65) 
claim that “research reveals consistently that 
exposure to the mass media can independently 
and interactively with other factors contribute 
to children’s socio-emotional development”.  
By the age of 15 (the time this unit is to be 
studied in schools), students have already been 
exposed to so much information through mass 
media that they have already started to develop 
their own understandings of the world in which 
they live, either consciously or subconsciously.  
This unit seeks to assist students in 
understanding what information has possibly 
contributed to their world views through the 
investigation of the deceptive nature of media.

Documentary Drama is the selected form for 
this unit because it is a powerful way in which 
students can explore the vast amounts of 
information out there in their lives and develop 
their own understanding of issues and events 
based on information sourced.  

It is the aim of this unit that through 
Documentary Drama students will learn to 
be selective in the information they choose 
to believe from the media and be able to 
communicate the importance of critical 
readiness to others in their own performances.    
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Boal, A.  (1992) Games for Actors and Non-Actors, 
London: Routledge.
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Michael MOORE.  USA:  Iconolatry Productions Inc.
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php, 25/03/04. 
Hardy, D. (2003) Bowling For Columbine:  Documentary 
or Fiction?, http://www.hardylaw.net/Truth_About_
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 Learning Experiences
Phase 1 – Engage
This phase focuses on considering students’ prior knowledge, and engages students’ interest by 
focusing on issues of relevance to young people as well as popular forms of media in their lives.

Outcomes Suggested Drama Activities Gathering Evidence

DR6.1
Students devise and refine 
scenarios and scripts, both 
individually and as a part of 
an ensemble, using elements 
and conventions appropriate 
to selected forms, styles and 
purposes.

DR6.3
Students evaluate the forms, 
styles and processes used 
in dramatic action and 
performance, identifying 
the influence of purpose and 
context.

• Students begin each class of this phase with 
a game or exercise that looks at power, 
oppression or   manipulation.

• Teacher brings in newspapers and magazines.  
In groups, students identify headlines that 
grab their attention and those that are easily 
looked over and stick them on two separate 
poster-sized pieces of cardboard.

• Create a gallery where students view other 
groups’ findings and contrast the appearance 
of different headlines and the information 
conveyed through each.  Discuss media 
representation of different topics such as 
violence and fashion.

• Students view a News program, a Current 
Affair episode and/or listen to a radio news 
broadcast and analyse the exploration of 
issues in terms of dominant views, opinions 
and fact.  What messages are being conveyed 
to/about society? (May also look at current 
Reality TV shows such as “Extreme 
Makeover” or “Average Joe”)

• Students participate in a process drama that 
explores the way the media manipulates fact 
to create a more exciting story for their target 
audience and the impact this has on society’s 
understanding of the world.  Teacher in role 
as journalist, upon visiting the school and 
conducting interviews with class members, 
can write an article about the school for the 
The Courier Mail (or local Newspaper) which 
can act as a stimulus for the drama.  The 
article distorts school facts and comments 
made by students to convey a misleading 
impression of the school.  The process 
drama should deal with the ongoing effects 
of this one article in the school and wider 
community, families, etc.  

DR6.1
Assessment Technique:
• Teacher observation
Students devise and refine 
scenarios as part of an 
ensemble, concentrating 
on the elements of mood, 
tension of surprise and 
contrast of context and 
subtext.  Scenarios explore 
the power of mass media 
to choose what information 
they present to their 
audiences.

DR6.3
Assessment Technique:
• Focussed Analysis 

– Group discussion 
and journal writing 
in response to process 
drama

Students evaluate the 
impact of the process 
drama on themselves and 
the group in developing 
their ability to be more 
discerning in terms of 
their consumption of 
information.
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Phase 2 – Explore
This phase begins to explore the target form of media – documentary drama – and its elements, 
concentrating on the creation of dramatic meaning through the use of fact, fiction and opinion, and 
through contrasting elements such as movement and stillness, and words and action.

Outcomes Suggested Drama Activities Gathering Evidence

DR6.1
Students devise and 
refine scenarios 
and scripts, both 
individually and as a 
part of an ensemble, 
using elements and 
conventions appropriate 
to selected forms, styles 
and purposes.

DR6.3
Students evaluate 
the forms, styles 
and processes used 
in dramatic action 
and performance, 
identifying the 
influence of purpose 
and context.

• Teacher discusses target form of media, Documentary 
Drama, with students, highlighting that DD:
- is a special kind of media production because it 

consists of both fact and fiction which informs & 
entertains viewers

- provides a fairly accurate interpretation of world 
history or social issues

- is a powerful way to affect an audience
- risks providing a one-sided depiction of the world

• Students view Bowling for Columbine by Michael 
Moore for three reasons:    
1. To explore and analyse media  representation as 

looked at in Phase 1,
2. To analyse the way Michael Moore uses and edits 

media to convey attitudes and heighten dramatic 
tension, and

3. To introduce students to the conventions of 
documentary film and drama.  Provide students with 
questions to consider while watching such as:Consider 
the way music, statistics and images are used by 
Michael Moore – what feelings do they evoke in the 
viewer?

  Are any segments one-sided in their portrayal?
  How much of MM’s opinion forms part of his DD?

• Teacher-student discussion about film and elements of 
documentary drama.

• Students participate in role-plays and exercises which 
seek to make them aware of their own points of view 
and how difficult it is to be objective when presenting 
factual information.  Use topics students know about 
such as ‘the purpose of exams’ or ‘mobile phones in 
schools’

• Students learn about the effect of contrast in creating 
dramatic meaning for audiences in DD through teacher-
led workshops. Revisit film examples to enhance 
understanding. Example activities:

• Song lyrics & visuals: Using the song or lyrics of What 
a Wonderful World  by Joey Ramone (film version) 
or Louis Armstrong, students in groups devise visuals 
(tableaux, movement piece) on an issue in contrast to the 
lyrics (eg. War) to understand the effect juxtaposition 
has on viewers.

• Statistics & narrative: Using a PowerPoint presentation 
of dangerous statistics on an issue (eg. Anorexia) as 
backdrop, students individually create a dramatic 
monologue in contrast to statistics.

DR6.1
Assessment Technique:
• Teacher observation 

– written & 
performed

Students devise 
short scenarios and 
scripts, individually 
and in groups, 
incorporating elements 
of fact and fiction, 
and highlighting the 
effect of contrast 
and juxtaposition in 
creating dramatic 
meaning for audiences.     

DR6.3
Assessment Technique:
• Consultation 

(student/teacher 
discussion) and 
teacher observation 
(student journal 
entries)

Students evaluate 
the forms, styles 
and processes 
used in Bowling 
for Columbine, 
documentary dramas 
in general and student 
devised work, in both 
class discussions and 
journal entries.
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Phase 3 – Explain
This phase focuses on further developing students’ understandings of documentary drama by 
providing explanations of terms, concepts and ideas discussed, and looking at the manipulation of 
focus, mood, symbol and tension in creating an emotional experience for the audience.  Students 
begin to work out topics for their own documentary dramas.  

Outcomes Suggested Drama Activities Gathering Evidence

DR6.1
Students devise and refine 
scenarios and scripts, both 
individually and as part of 
an ensemble, using elements 
and conventions appropriate 
to selected forms, styles and 
purposes.

DR6.3
Students evaluate the forms, 
styles and processes used 
in dramatic action and 
performance, identifying 
the influence of purpose and 
context.

• Students begin each part of this phase with 
warm-up games or exercises which allow 
students to develop focus and a sense of trust 
in each other.

• Students will continue to break down the 
different documentary drama conventions 
used in Bowling for Columbine, including the 
way Michael Moore and different media forms 
manipulate the elements of mood, focus, 
symbol and tension to evoke an emotional, 
connected response in their audiences.

• Teacher explains how documentary film 
techniques can be reworked in ways for 
documentary drama on stage (eg. The use of 
signs, props and costumes) 

• Students explore all the forms of technology 
available in the school which they can use in 
their own documentary dramas.

• Students bring in pictures, poems, articles on 
issues which interest or anger them and groups 
are formed on the basis of similar interests. 

• Students respond in writing to what they have 
learned, eg.

- Is it important that the media present accurate 
information in all its forms?

- Why/why not?
- What role does opinion play in 

documentaries?
- How can we challenge  media representations 

in our own documentary dramas?
• Students decide on a target audience for their 

own performance, taking into consideration 
their purpose of education.

• Students design audience response sheets to 
determine how different audience members 
interpreted the information presented.

DR6.1
Assessment Technique:
• Teacher observation via 

checklist

Students present short 
scenarios demonstrating 
the manipulation of the 
elements of drama to create 
dramatic effect.

DR6.3
Assessment Technique:
• Journal entry and short 

responses

Students will write 
response to the focus 
questions, relating their 
answers to the forms, styles 
and processes used and the 
elements of drama. 
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Phase 4 – Elaborate
This phase offers opportunities to apply knowledge, skills and understandings to new situations to 
create a performance for presentation to a specific audience.

Outcomes Suggested Drama Activities Gathering Evidence

DR6.1
Students devise and refine 
scenarios and scripts, both 
individually and as part of 
an ensemble, using elements 
and conventions appropriate 
to selected forms, styles and 
purposes.

DR6.2
Students present a rehearsed, 
polished performance 
applying performance skills 
appropriate to the selected 
from style and performance 
space.

• Students begin each lesson in this phase with 
warm-up games or exercises that develop 
skills in working as part of an ensemble, and 
skills in voice and movement.

• Students will devise and present a 
documentary drama performance in groups 
on issues of interest to them (such as eating 
disorders, teen suicide) or as a whole class.  
Although topics may be quite different, 
students will connect their performances 
with an underlying message regarding media 
representations. Possible titles for the class 
production could be:

Mediated messages – are they healthy?
The Ideological World
The Truth about Misconception
Media Monopolisation
• Students research their chosen topics in 

groups on the internet, in library books, 
interview appropriate people in their field, 
and collect information from various media 
sources to compare with research. (NB:  
Teacher to make students aware of non-
legitimate articles on the internet and how this 
may form part of their documentaries).  

• Students shape their performances 
manipulating the elements of drama 
(particularly contrast) and incorporating the 
conventions of documentary drama (including 
an integration of fact, fiction and opinion).

• They rehearse their documentary dramas, 
memorising lines, cues, blocking and 
movement.

• They utilise technologies such as OHPs, data 
projectors, PowerPoint, slide projectors and 
music to enhance dramatic meaning. 

• They refine, rework and polish the show, 
ready for public performance.

DR6.2
Assessment Technique:
• Focused Analysis

In groups students devise 
and present a polished 
Documentary Drama to a 
formal target audience in 
the school auditorium.
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Phase 5 – Evaluate
This phase focuses on providing opportunities for students to reflect and evaluate what they know 
and can do in terms of the focus learning outcomes.

Keira Louis
At the time of writing this article Keira was a 
Drama and Japanese teacher at Albany Creek 
State High School in Brisbane, Queensland.

Outcomes Suggested Drama Activities Gathering Evidence

DR6.3
Students evaluate the forms, 
styles and processes used 
in dramatic action and 
performance, identifying 
the influence of purpose and 
context.

• Students gain insight into the 
effectiveness of their performance and the 
appropriateness of style in conveying their 
message by analysing audience response 
sheets.

• Students watch the video of their 
performance and identify elements and 
conventions in all groups that were used 
successfully to create dramatic meaning.  

• Students evaluate their own contribution 
to the group’s performance in terms of 
ideas, commitment to rehearsals, and 
working as part of a team.

• Students write a ‘Letter to the Editor’ 
expressing their newly found knowledge 
and opinions of the media’s role in 
informing and entertaining its audiences 
and provide suggestions on ways to better 
and more safely inform their audiences.

DR6.3
Assessment Technique:

• Self-reflection
• Peer-reflection
• Letter writing

Students reflect on 
their own and others’ 
performances, in terms 
of elements, conventions 
and commitment to group 
work, in a journal entry 
to be observed by teacher.  
Students also write a 
‘Letter to the Editor’ which 
provides an opportunity to 
show what they have learnt 
and what opinions they have 
formulated during the unit.
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Editor’s Comment
This article was commissioned for ADEM 2005 Drama and Indigenous Perspectives. It 
was the first article written by Maryrose for Drama Australia. She worked with Drama 
Australia again in 2006 to revise the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Guidelines 
for use of Indigenous materials in drama classroom. The Guidelines are available on the 
Drama Australia website.

INDIGENOUS DRAMA IN THE CLASSROOM

Dr Maryrose Casey

Central to the production of work by 
Indigenous artists and its reception by 
audiences have been the questions: Who 
speaks? For whom? About what? And to 
whom? This article is an exploration of these 
questions and some of the ways in which 
they can operate in the context of teaching 
Indigenous drama texts. My research area 
is Indigenous performance particularly 
contemporary Indigenous drama texts. Based 
on this research I have taught Indigenous 
drama at a number of Australian universities 
and each time I have found it both challenging 
and rewarding.

Indigenous Australians and their writings have 
a complex place within Australian drama and 
literature and within Australian identity. This 
complexity means that teaching contemporary 
Indigenous writings presents a range of 
challenges to any teacher regardless of their 
own cultural background or experience. At the 
same time these texts offer an extraordinary 
opportunity to engage actively with teaching 
and learning as we negotiate different social, 
cultural and historical experiences.
  
Since the late 1960s there have been hundreds 
of productions of plays and performance texts 
created by Indigenous Australian artists. Many 
of these shows have toured nationally and 
internationally. The processes and results of 
these productions have included the publication 

of dozens of plays; the establishment of 
culturally specific performing arts schools and 
courses in most capital cities in Australia; and 
the establishment of more than fifteen cross 
cultural or exclusively Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander theatre companies of varying 
longevity and purposes (see Casey 2004). 

The Cherry Pickers (1968), by Kevin Gilbert, 
is often framed as a transformative moment, 
the first time an Aboriginal artist created a 
play. He was billed, at the time of the first 
production of The Cherry Pickers in 1971, as 
the ‘first Aboriginal playwright to have his 
work performed’ (Frizell 1971). Gilbert’s plays 
certainly appear to be the first theatre texts 
by an Indigenous Australian to be performed 
within the Euro-Australian theatrical context. 
However, his work was not as isolated an 
incident as it is often presented. In the 1960s, 
a number of Indigenous Australian artists 
were writing and submitting plays to various 
companies. These artists included theatre 
workers, such as Zac Martin, as well as 
writers who had established their names in 
other literary forms, such as Oodgeroo of the 
Noonuccal. Their work was not produced or 
acknowledged for a variety of reasons. It was 
not until Kevin Gilbert achieved publicity 
for his work that drama texts by Indigenous 
Australians were recognised. Like Oodgeroo, 
Gilbert’s work was focused on ‘shattering the 
wall of misunderstanding’ (Gilbert 1992). 
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In the early 1970s other theatre artists such as 
Jack Charles and Bob Maza in Melbourne and 
Zac Martin, Bindi Williams and Gary Foley 
in Sydney, Jack Davis in Perth and Oodgeroo 
in Brisbane were working to set up theatre 
companies as a base for Indigenous artists 
and to produce their work. These companies 
included Nindethana and the National Black 
Theatre. The first shows from these groups 
to achieve public profile were sketch based 
shows such as Jack Charles is Up and Fighting 
(1972) and Basically Black (1972).  From 
these first shows pre-existing representations 
of Indigenous Australians were countered and 
contested. In these shows accepted images 
of both Indigenous and Euro-Australians 
were satirised through the use of comedy 
as a strategy for questioning the cultural 
underpinnings of racist narratives. In a show 
like Basically Black, the ‘gaze’ as an expression 
of racial objectification was returned, the 
‘white’ person was under the gaze and satirised 
in public. 

Following this work, in the 1970s writers such 
as Robert Merritt, Gerry Bostock and Jack 
Davis individually and collectively altered 
the range of representations of Indigenous 
Australians within Australian theatres and 
writing. Their work engaged with Indigenous 
lives in a range of rural and urban contexts. In 
doing so they increased awareness of issues 
affecting Indigenous people and related those 
issues to Indigenous people as human beings. 
In the process translating perceptions of 
homogenous problems into images of the daily 
reality of human beings negotiating racist and 
economic challenges. These writers introduced 
to Australian stages and audiences a range of 
voices that implicitly and explicitly contested 
the fixed and collectivised representations of 
Indigenous Australians for both Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous communities. These changes 
went beyond the transition from Indigenous 
Australians as object to subject; Indigenous 
Australians were now also recognised as 
audience. The stories were being told from a 
different perspective with a different purpose.

Throughout the 1980s, Davis established 
himself nationally and internationally as a 
leading Australian playwright. By the late 
1980s the doors were open for other Indigenous 
playwrights. The first plays were focused 
on presenting a basic picture of the human 
reality of Indigenous Australians. After this 
groundwork was laid, new writers could engage 
with Indigenous lives in more specific ways. 
Eva Johnson brought an Indigenous woman’s 
perspective to bear on the abuses of Indigenous 
girls and families. Richard Walley explored the 
experience of indigeneity from the perspective 
of young man. This work was built on and 
extended further by playwrights such as Ray 
Kelly and John Harding. From a different 
approach, Jimmi Chi and his band Kuckles 
developed the highly successful musical Bran 
Nue Dae (1990). 

The 1980s and 1990s were a time of intense 
and high profile activity both artistically and 
politically for Indigenous Australians. After the 
success of work by Davis and the tours of Chi’s 
Bran Nue Dae, theatre work by Indigenous 
artists had claimed a definite role within 
Australian theatre. New writers established 
themselves on regional, national and 
international stages, exploring new forms and 
continuing to push the boundaries of imposed 
representations. In the mid and late 1990s 
with shows such as Box the Pony (1997) and 
7 Stages of Grieving (1996) young Indigenous 
women remade the monodrama form into 
a vehicle to examine and share Indigenous 
biographies and experiences. The number of 
works by Indigenous artists that were produced 
and toured nationally and internationally have 
continued to increase significantly, as more 
and more new artists negotiate for space in a 
political climate that focuses on indigeneity 
from a range of perspectives both positive and 
negative.

Why Speak
The right to speak for yourself, to tell your 
own story is important for everyone regardless 
of their cultural background or socio-political 
context. When there is a history of denial of 
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that right to speak as in the case of Indigenous 
Australians the stories are heard and read on 
multiple levels. Each level counters different 
aspects of past practices. 

On one level the texts contribute to filling the 
silences of the past. W E H Stanner in 1968 
coined the phrase ‘Great Australian Silence’ 
to describe the practice of writing Aboriginal 
people out of Australian history in the 
twentieth century (Stanner 1969). He argued 
that the exclusion of Indigenous people from 
Australian histories, rather than ‘inattention’ on 
a grand scale, was an active frame, a structural 
matter, a view from a window which has been 
carefully placed to exclude a whole quadrant of 
the landscape. What may well have begun as a 
simple forgetting of other possible views turned 
under habit and over time into something like 
a cult of forgetfulness practised on a national 
scale. 

The recent history wars and the level of 
emotional response to the claims and counter 
claims emphasizes the continuing negotiations 
between inclusion and exclusion of Indigenous 
Australians within the cultural and social 
memory.

It is not just the corporeal presence of 
Aboriginal people in history that plays by 
Indigenous Australians address. On another 
level the stories act to counter pre-existing 
narratives about Indigenous Australians. 
Images of Indigenous people sitting around 
a kitchen table, such as in Jack Davis’ The 
Dreamers (1983), powerfully present the 
message that Indigenous Australians are alive 
and part of the present. For many of the non-
Indigenous audiences, the first time they see a 
performance of an Indigenous text is the first 
time they have seen Aboriginal people on stage 
as ordinary people, rather than as examples of 
archaic forms and traditional dances.

As Marcia Langton has argued: 
‘Aboriginality... is a field of intersubjectivity... 
that is remade over and over again in a process 
of dialogue, of imagination, of representation 

and interpretation’ (Langton 1993). This 
process results in a myriad of fixed conceptions 
about who is Aboriginal and what they are like 
as people. There are also fixed conceptions 
about the writings such as assumptions about 
who the work is written for and why. Teaching 
Indigenous drama texts in an Australian 
classroom engages directly with both the 
processes of representation and preconceptions 
of Aboriginality.

Assumptions about 
Aboriginality
Narrative theatre is story telling and respect 
for individual stories depends to a large degree 
on the respect accorded to the storyteller. The 
basis or foundation of that respect effects how 
the stories are heard. Indigenous artists have 
always been framed by the constructions of 
Aboriginality that are accepted at any point 
in time. These constructions rather than being 
a foundation for respect have often been a 
major factor in rationalising and justifying 
the violence of colonialism. Indigenous 
Australian cultures, or the perceived lack 
of their culture and cultural viability, have 
been used as a platform for racially based 
policies and practices including the transitions 
through the ‘protection’, ‘assimilation’, 
‘self management’ and ‘self determination’ 
programs under Australian State and Federal 
governments. Examples of the outcomes of 
these include early policies of splitting families 
and communities and relocating and restricting 
Indigenous Australians to reserves as well as 
ongoing policies of removing children from 
their families. 

Most non-Indigenous Australians have not had 
social contact with Indigenous Australians. 
Necessarily therefore they rely on mediated 
images from the television, newspapers and 
books to provide the foundation for their 
images and representations. The problems with 
these images and representations have been 
discussed in a variety of forums. As Ernie 
Dingo argues:

Racism stems from what you see 
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on TV. Not seeing an Aboriginal 
family in these productions is part 
of that. It’s all right to have a black 
American family in there, that’s 
fine, but not a black Australian. But 
you can’t paint a black picture if 
you only use white paint. (Dingo, 
1994).

Dingo’s remarks are representative of the 
opinions of many Indigenous Australians. 
Inquiries such as the National Inquiry 
into Racist Violence in 1990 found that 
Aboriginal people (and other minority groups) 
saw television and newspapers as a major 
influence in the maintenance of racism and 
misrepresentation of their cultures and lives. 
Their concerns are based on the ways that 
issues and events involving Indigenous people 
are predominantly shown in a negative light. 
Aboriginal people are either portrayed as 
a threat to society, or as helpless victims. 
This type of misrepresentation supports and 
perpetuates the cycle of misunderstanding and 
racism. The Royal Commission into Aboriginal 
Deaths in Custody confirmed these problems 
with media portrayals of Indigenous people and 
issues when it recommended that journalists 
be trained in cross-cultural awareness (www.
dreamtime 2005). 

These images in the media have in turn been 
influenced by and resulted from government 
policies and approaches. Within Australian 
government legislation there have been 
approximately 70 different definitions of 
Aboriginality (McCorquodale 1986). The 
cumulative result of these definitions and 
representations, as a study of community 
attitudes revealed, is that in general non-
Indigenous Australians believe that

‘real’ Indigenous people are 
always somewhere else. The 
white Australian seeks a sanitised 
and homogenised version of the 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander person. The nomadic 
desert hunter, tracker, perhaps 
stockman, is the desirable imagery. 
The more visible urban dweller is 

often dismissed as ‘whiter than 
me’ ... Labels such as ‘half caste’ 
and ‘1/64th black’ are all too easily 
used and suggest widespread 
ignorance of Aboriginal people’s 
sense of who they are. …. Vague 
references are made to Aboriginal 
people’s spirituality, affinity with 
the land, the ‘Dreamtime’ legends 
and so on but these are clouded 
by an ‘otherness’ which they 
cannot relate to the visible, local 
Indigenous population (Unfinished 
Business 1996).

Who Speaks
One of the results of the favoured 
representation of Indigenous people as stone 
age nomad hunters has been that in many works 
by non-Indigenous writers, the Aboriginal 
represents ‘the tragic inevitability of 
encountering violence, unfairness and poverty, 
the squashing of aspirations, denial of beauty, 
ridicule and lack of freedom to determine one’s 
own fate’ (Mudrooroo 1990). Reinforcing these 
symbolic aspects of the representation is the 
fact that Aboriginal characters in a range of 
Euro-Australian works have consistently been 
silent victims. The cultural representations 
are usually divided between the noble savage 
as the romanticised authentic and the lost 
and detribalised. Rarely are either of these 
representations given voice, rather they are 
objects without agency. Indigenous writers, 
presenting as Indigenous artists and writing 
about Indigenous issues, challenge these 
types of representations and preconceptions in 
fundamental ways. First and foremost because 
the voices are Indigenous and in the material 
itself in the representation of a broad range of 
Indigenous Australians of varying economic 
and social backgrounds.

Another result of this locked image is the 
denial of the Aboriginality of people of mixed 
cultural heritage. The current definition of who 
is or can identify as Aboriginal or Torres Strait 
Islander is primarily social. An Indigenous 
Australian is defined as a person who is a 
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descendent of an indigenous inhabitant of 
Australia, identifies as an Aboriginal or Torres 
Strait Islander, and is recognised as Indigenous 
by members of an Aboriginal or Torres Strait 
Islander community. This definition resulted 
from a High Court decision and is accepted by 
the Australian Commonwealth Government 
and its authorities. It is also the definition 
preferred by most Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander People (see Langton 1993). Within 
this definition, writers, performers and artists 
who identify as Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islanders are a diverse range of individuals 
with as diverse a range of political and artistic 
positions and styles. Not the least of which 
is the fact that there are two distinct groups 
of Indigenous Australians, those collectively 
known as Aboriginal and those known as Torres 
Strait Islanders. As Langton points out, though 
sharing commonalities within the different 
groupings in terms of cultural heritages, each 
artist is an individual in their own right with 
their own life trajectory and cultural reading of 
history and the present (Langton 2001). Beyond 
individual differences, the people commonly 
referred to as Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Australians are made up of a wide 
range of different communities and cultural 
variations. 

This diversity confronts the dominant imagery 
of the nomad in the desert with the spear and 
red lap lap. Imagery that demands Indigenous 
people look a particular way, in terms of skin 
colour and facial features. This imagery also 
demands that all Indigenous Australians have a 
particular life experience and that they can act 
as native informants about all other Indigenous 
Australians particularly in terms of traditional 
Law, beliefs and practices. The confrontation 
between this representation and the majority 
of Indigenous Australians is often painful, not 
only for the Indigenous people.

A number of texts by Indigenous artists in 
recent years such as Black Chicks Talking 
(2002) by Leah Purcell and Scott Rankin and 
True (2004) by Odette Best have focused on 
the ways in which indigeneity is recognised in 

terms of cultural and community connection 
and self identification rather than appearance 
or physical markers of racial identity. Some of 
my students who went to True were left very 
angry and frustrated because their expectations 
and assumptions of both Indigenous people 
and their drama texts had not been met. In 
the production the darkest skin person had 
the least claim to indigeneity because he 
had been removed from his family and had 
no connection to Indigenous communities. 
Whereas the lighter skinned characters were 
accepted in context without question. The text 
also explored prejudice within and between 
Indigenous communities. One student in 
particular, believing that the only purpose of 
Indigenous drama was to communicate with 
the non-Indigenous audience, was outraged 
that she did not understand a large proportion 
of the play or the social dynamics between 
Indigenous people.

As Melissa Lucashenko describes the situation:
Now us blackfellas still live all 
over Australia, yeah, Tasmania 
too. Murris in Queensland. Kooris 
in New South Wales and Victoria. 
[Nyoongahs in South Western 
Australia, Nungas in South 
Australia.] Other words in other 
places. Some of us still dark, still 
black looking. Some of us with fair 
skin and blonde hair, only inside 
we could be real black. Some of us 
got our traditional languages. A lot 
of us mostly talk English, or else 
Kriol. All of us living in some sort 
of house, most of us watching TV 
and going to schools and working 
in Woolworths and having opinions 
about Telstra and Kylie Minogue 
and the Broncos. Cos we modern 
people now (Lucashenko 2002).

Assumptions about the text
In any context, visual and written texts by 
Indigenous Australians are interpreted through 
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assumptions about and representations 
of Aboriginality. In the context of the 
performance of a production, these assumptions 
interact dialogically with the Indigenous 
actors and the mise en scene. A human being 
standing and talking in front of an audience, 
at least potentially, extends and challenges 
assumptions by focusing the meaning of the 
words both physically and emotionally. In 
the classroom, dealing only with the text, 
assumptions and pre-existing representations 
play a more dominant role when students 
are confronted by texts that have specific 
resonances within their own Australian context. 
This applies particularly in a context where 
often the Indigenous drama texts that are set 
within a course are the only, or one of the few, 
Indigenous texts that the students will engage 
with. 

Presumably we have moved from the situation 
in the late 1970s when Jack Davis’ Kullark 
(1983) was first staged. Often for the audience, 
that production was their first contact with an 
Indigenous Australian. Equally the material 
was new to some members of the audience, 
especially the non-Indigenous members. So 
new in fact that Davis recounted how some 
people called him ‘a liar [and] a twister of 
facts’ (Chesson & Davis 1988). Even without 
this level of resistance Indigenous texts require 
the non-Indigenous audience/reader to be 
actively engaged with the material, seeking to 
gain some knowledge and understanding of 
experiences they do not have. 

Indigenous texts often focus on the dynamics 
of relationships but as Kyas Sherriff argues 
‘blackfellas have a different dynamic’ (Sherriff 
2004). A different dynamic that is the result 
of different social and political experiences. It 
is from this different place in terms of social 
dynamic, cultural experience and history 
that Indigenous Australian writers speak. 
Understanding this position requires at least 
a deeper understanding of the history of 
intercultural relations in Australia. 

Indigenous texts have at various times been 

dismissed aesthetically on the grounds that the 
work is ‘political’. Jack Davis answered such 
criticisms by stating that ‘to confront white and 
black audiences with a truthful uncompromised 
picture of urban Aboriginal life is in itself 
political’ (Davis 1984). This political aspect of 
the text is, as Davis points out, intrinsic to the 
context of Australian intercultural relations. In 
a context where Indigenous people have been 
and are presented in a particular way, the act 
of self representation is actively political. For 
example, something as simple as a student not 
understanding why Indigenous people did not 
‘just run away’ from the reserves, engages with 
layers of social and political history. Without 
information about the levels of punitive 
measures facing Indigenous Australians, the 
myth of Indigenous Australians as passive 
is easily engaged with as an answer. In the 
contemporary context issues such as the stolen 
generations, the deaths in custody and the high 
levels of incarceration of Indigenous people all 
require engagement with the political context. 
The work is ‘political’ because of the way it 
is viewed and received by non-Indigenous 
Australians and the ways in which Indigenous 
Australians and Australia’s past are seen. This 
does not make the texts any less aesthetically 
valuable rather it is part of the aesthetics of 
these texts.

There are a number of different ways in which 
the political dynamic affects the reading 
of Indigenous theatre texts. One of these is 
the tendency for non-Indigenous audiences/
readers to view an Aboriginal text as the 
bearer of truth about Aboriginality. There are 
a number of problems with this approach. 
First and foremost is that a single text it is 
also necessarily a singular truth, a single 
perspective. Another problem that stems from 
seeing the text as the bearer of truth about 
Aboriginality is to view the work as testimony. 
Both of these problems are compounded 
by assumptions that the work is created 
exclusively for non-Indigenous audiences as an 
educative tool.

Indigenous writers have created drama texts 
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for a range of reasons. In the 1960s and 1970s, 
Oodgeroo wrote ‘to inspire and educate people’ 
(Walker [Oodgeroo] 1975). Jack Davis believed 
that the ‘territory of the theatre [was] to bear 
witness’ (Shoemaker 1994). With this in mind, 
his ‘plays deal with an extended family and 
its day to day existence as it struggles to pay 
the rent, to get the kids to school, to keep 
things together’ (Davis 1994). These people, 
these Noongar ‘battlers’, were played in an 
extreme naturalistic style in order to introduce 
Noongar reality and humanity to Euro-
Australian audiences and create an awareness 
of difference. 

This intercultural communication is part 
of the focus of many Indigenous writers. 
However as Mudrooroo argues,  ‘Aboriginal 
writing ... is seeking to come to grips with and 
define a people, the roots of whose culture 
extend in an unbroken line… back into a 
past in which English is a recent intrusion’ 
(Mudrooroo 1985). This engagement with 
understanding of the present and the past is 
within their own lives and communities at least 
as much as it is in relation to non-Indigenous 
communities. The orientations of Indigenous 
theatre companies and the stated intentions 
of many playwrights make it clear that an 
important primary audience for a substantial 
amount of Indigenous work is their Indigenous 
communities. 

This was the case from the first theatre 
companies in the 1970s. For example the focus 
of the Black Theatre at Redfern’s work was 
their Aboriginal community; their aim was 
to communicate with their community first 
and the broader non-Indigenous Australian 
community second (Bostock 1997). Theatre 
was a means to give ‘expression to the interests 
and emotions of [their] people’ (Bostock 1973). 
At the same time theatre is about intercultural 
communication with an emphasis on giving 
voice to Indigenous stories. In the 1990s, 
Ilbijerri Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Theatre Co-operative clearly outlined their 
focus in the brief for Stolen (1998) by Jane 
Harrison. One aim was to give a public voice to 

the experiences of separation and removal for 
the Koori community. The other major aim was 
to produce a play that reflected the variety of 
Koori stories, experiences and reactions aimed 
at countering the representations of Koori 
people as a ‘homogenous people who all feel 
the same way’ (Murray 1998). 

This intercultural communication requires 
active listening. An active engagement with 
different experiences and a recognition that 
there is no single story. One of the basic 
elements of racism is to generalise and frame 
all people within a certain grouping as the 
same. In the Australian context there are 
traces of racism in the tendency to generalise 
all Indigenous people as having the same 
experiences. Apart from any thing else this 
framing of the material is potentially alienating 
for Indigenous students who may have had very 
different experiences. 

The treatment of work as a kind of testimony 
is a useful way of engaging with the educative 
potential of the material. However, overall, 
it places the work in different context from 
other plays. The concept of testimony 
has associations with truth in the sense of 
credibility and knowledge, but it has other 
associations as well. It is associated with the 
‘simple’ presentation of experience. Testimony 
is not associated with the skilled craft of actors 
or writers. It is the position of an amateur 
performer rather than a professional working at 
their craft. This in effect denies that the drama 
text is theatre, a construct created according 
to an artist’s vision and artistic strategies. It is 
‘real’, it is not art.

7 Stages of Grieving, a one woman show 
delivered direct to audience, was written 
and devised by Wesley Enoch and Deborah 
Mailman within a creative development 
program in 1994. 7 Stages of Grieving ‘tells 
a collective story that merges personal and 
family history with instances of public grief’ 
(Allen & Pearlman 1999). The title, and 
a basis of the work, is a parallel between 
Elizabeth Kubler-Ross’s analysis of the five 
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stages of dying – denial and isolation, anger, 
bargaining, depression and acceptance and 
a division of Aboriginal history into seven 
stages – the Dreaming, invasion, genocide, 
protection, assimilation, self determination 
and reconciliation (Enoch 1996). From this 
framework, Enoch and Mailman constructed 
a young woman’s story dealing with family, 
friends, relatives, racism and grief. Many of the 
stories are drawn from life, such as the death in 
police custody of the dancer Daniel Yocke and 
the protests, grief and outrage that followed.
As Enoch argues, 

the play is not just story telling. 
It is not nice. It is not easy... 
It is structurally complex, and 
audiences will need to work hard 
to grasp the analysis of culture 
and place. For Murri audiences, a 
sense of celebration emerges from 
the grieving. There is a lightening 
of the load, an elation that comes 
from hearing stories that need to be 
told (Enoch 1996). 

7 Stages of Grieving is a complex, highly 
structured theatre text that draws on a broad 
frame and range of experiences seeking 
to present an ‘everywoman’. As Mailman 
expresses it, the hope is that audiences will 
‘leave the theatre with more understanding 
of where [Aboriginal people] are coming 
from and to understand that the struggle is 
still strong for us’ (Mailman 1997). The text 
seeks to and does effectively tell a range of 
truths about Indigenous experiences. However 
these truths are and can only be partial. No 
matter to what extent any given text draws on 
community experiences, the finished text is 
an artistic expression of an individual. A text 
like 7 Stages of Grieving offers a valuable 
introduction to Indigenous experiences. The 
text is constructed from biographical material 
from both performers and others in a particular 
time and place. Though in this sense the text 
bears witness to those experiences, it is not 
testimony laid on the table from which others 
may glean meaning. It is an aesthetic construct, 
that is actively and consciously structured.

Both the problem of seeing the text as a 
bearer of truth or as testimony is compounded 
by assumptions that the work is created 
exclusively for non-Indigenous audiences. 
The dynamics of theatre depend on an active 
dialogue between, the theatre makers and 
the audience. The non-Indigenous reader in 
the context of educative exposition does not 
have to make an effort to hear or understand. 
This assumption places the responsibility for 
communication solely on the Indigenous artists. 
Effectively undercutting the potential for 
intercultural communication and understanding. 

This potential for intercultural communication 
and understanding is both the most exciting 
and the most confronting aspect of Indigenous 
drama. These texts offer us all an opportunity 
to learn more about Australia and appreciate the 
multiple cultural presences and understandings 
that constitute Australian society. As the 
call for papers that preceded this collection 
stated, many people find it difficult to embed 
Indigenous texts and perspectives in the 
curriculum. The reasons are many and varied. 
A major one is a lack of knowledge. This is one 
of the stumbling blocks but it is also one of the 
main reasons for teaching Indigenous texts. 
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Editor’s Comment
This article was published in ADEM 2005 Drama and Indigenous Perspectives. The then 
Principal of Cherbourg State School is now the leader of the Indigenous Leadership 
Centre at Queensland University of Techonology.

DRAMA CONNECTIONS: A Community 
Theatre Project involving Kenmore State 
High School and Cherbourg State School 

Sue Davis

People say that changing attitudes takes a long time... well sometimes attitudes can 
change within a few hours. I know this because I have seen it. I have seen it on many 
occasions and I saw it the day the students from Kenmore came to visit us here at 
Cherbourg State School. 
 
The drama project, driven by Sue Davis, provided the perfect platform upon which 
her students could cement some newer, more accurate understandings of Aboriginal 
people. Most students approached the activity with some apprehension, and after a few 
hours working together, most shifted their understanding of Indigenous children from 
beyond their apprehensions about the negative stereotype of Aborigines that we are all 
confronted by in our society, to a more positive and more accurate reality. It didn’t take 
long to see that the real Aboriginal Australia is the one that I see here every day... the 
Strong and Smart: Young and black and deadly Aboriginal Australia. 
 
That’s what it is all about ... and it doesn’t take much to see. Like the Kenmore students, 
you just have to have the courage to see beyond what we think is somehow true; to set 
aside some apprehensions and get outside of our comfort zones; and most importantly, 
to work together respectfully. 

Chris Sarra, Principal Cherbourg State School and current Queenslander of the Year 
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Background to project
For some years I have been looking for the 
opportunity to work with my senior students 
on an extension study project that focused 
on Indigenous issues.  I have felt this was 
increasingly important with the stalling of the 
reconciliation process at a macro government 
level and with the debates in national 
newspapers which sought to down-play or 
deny the experiences of the ‘stolen generation’.  
Wherever possible in my senior course, I use 
extracts from plays which focus on Indigenous 
experiences (in amongst the mix of plays 
used in various units) but I had been unable to 
ever convince a class to focus on these issues 
for their extension study (where they have 
an expectation that they will determine the 
direction and focus of the unit).

It was therefore fortuitous early in 2004 
that I was able to meet with Chris Sarra, 
Principal of Cherbourg State School – himself 
an Indigenous educator, increasingly well 
known for his work in this Indigenous school 
community and educational leadership.  I 
asked him if they were interested in being part 
of a drama project which would involve our 
students visiting their school.  I was keen to 
try and make this a project that might have 
perceived benefits for both the Cherbourg 
students as well as our own, so that it was not 
just another group of ‘white missionaries’ or 
‘anthropologists’ coming to save or study the 
Aboriginal community.  The project was to 
have the following components:

• Kenmore students engaging in 
activities and research to develop some 
understanding of general Indigenous 
history and specific Cherbourg history;

• Kenmore students traveling to Cherbourg 
for two days and while there running 
workshops with selected classes, 
engaging in relevant investigations and 
research, and at the end of the two days 
both Cherbourg and Kenmore students 
sharing what they have developed 
together; 

• Kenmore students debriefing about their 

experiences, engaging in playbuilding 
exercises and writing scripts for 
performance to selected audiences 
(Cherbourg or Kenmore); and

• Students performing polished 
performance pieces (drawn from their 
scripts) possibly for or with Cherbourg 
students.

Chris Sarra and staff teaching Years 2, 3, 6/7 
were keen to be involved in the project.  When 
I put it to our students, most of them were quite 
enthusiastic.  Many of them were most excited 
about going on an overnight excursion together 
and several of them had heard about Chris Sarra 
and were keen to meet him.  It is also true to 
say several students were immediately cautious 
about going, believing their parents would 
have objections to them going to an Indigenous 
community.  This turned out to be the case, 
several students were not allowed to go even 
when I spoke to their parents and assured them 
their children would be ‘safe’.  The parents 
were concerned that their students would be 
disadvantaged in their school assessment and 
wanted them to look at other material.  I stated 
that the students would still be looking at 
Indigenous issues but that they could use other 
sources of research for their script writing. 

Visiting Cherbourg
Group of 5: Cherbourg?  Where’s that?

1: New South Wales I think

2: Isn’t there a place in France called   
  Cherbourg?

Group of 3: Are we going to France?

3: No, it’s an Aboriginal community not  
  so far from Brisbane.

Group of 4: Why would you want to go   
      there?

Perceptions/Misconceptions p 1
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There are very few Indigenous students at 
Kenmore State High, and in fact some students 
said they had never actually met an Indigenous 
person before.  Therefore one of the most 
significant experiences for our students was 
for them to meet a range of Indigenous people, 
for them to see that Indigenous people were 
as different as they were and that Indigenous 
people, like them, deal with their problems 
in lots of different ways.  They were both 
impressed and saddened by what they saw as 
they drove around the community, and by what 
the children told them about their lives.  What 
most of them felt most impressed by though 
was the fact that the school, and not just the 
Principal, really lived their motto of ‘Strong 
and Smart’ and that the many of the students 
were overcoming considerable adversity to 
achieve significant things.  

Gill: The school really lives their motto

Chris: The kids are really brave 

Suzanne: Life is tough for a lot of them, 
but they have so much potential

Lara: It showed me that people can make 
a difference

Perceptions/Misconceptions p14.

While it may not be possible for other groups 
to engage in an experience such as this, what I 
might draw from this was that taking students 
outside their comfort zone, and away from the 
‘familiar’ was of great significance.  When 
we returned to Kenmore (after really only 33 
hours away) many students commented that 
they felt like they were returning to another 
planet or country – that everything felt very 
strange to them – that they were seeing things 
in a way they hadn’t seen them before.  This 
sense of ‘making the familiar’ strange is one 
that is possible and powerful through drama 
and theatre and something that is possible to 
recreate even if the physical experience is not.

Strange coincidences
Sometimes coincidences occur that make you 
wonder… a series of them occurred for us 
during this project and though their impact was 
very negative for many concerned at the time, 
they were in fact useful in contributing to our 
students learning experiences.  

Just before we went to Cherbourg there was an 
incident there one night where several young 
people broke into the local emu farm and 
stoned to death a lot of emus.  Our students 
engaged in quite a lot of discussion about this, 
wondering if any of the young people were 
Cherbourg students etc.  The attendance of 
some of the students on our excursion was in 
fact jeopardised as some parents feared for their 
children’s safety.  

“I was nervous”
“I’d heard the story about the emus being 
killed and that young kids were involved 
(I was worried that the primary kids 
would be like that), my parents didn’t 
really want me to go.”
“People said it would be violent, there’d 
be alcohol, drunks etc my sister said 
“don’t get raped””
 “I wanted to know what happened to the 
emus, why kids would do that”

Student reflections about how they 
felt about going to Cherbourg.

Not long after this, our own school was the 
subject of an extensive series of reports 
supposedly focusing on the ‘drug epidemic’ 
in schools.  One of the local TV stations had 
in fact used the nephew of one of their staff 
members to film ‘set up’ scenes of students 
smoking drugs in the school grounds while staff 
members reputedly walked by unconcerned.  
These set up and edited scenes were passed off 
as genuine footage and the story was picked 
up by all local news stations and even some 
national reports.  Many of our students were 
outraged by the report, feeling it unfairly 
depicted their school and the majority of 
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students at the school.  

One of the most significant learning moments 
came in our class when one of the students 
said “I feel ashamed to wear my school jersey 
now.  I wore it on a bus into town yesterday 
and students from other schools were pointing 
and laughing at me.  It’s really unfair that they 
make us feel that way”.   I used this opportunity 
to ask them to reflect now on their responses to 
the emu incident at Cherbourg.  Their responses 
included a reflection on the power of the media 
and how people still tend to believe what they 
hear on the news even though we say we don’t.  
They also became more aware of the danger of 
making generalizations about a group of people 
based on the behaviours of a few and that while 
‘we might get this kind of reaction for a few 
weeks, but for some Indigenous people, they 
have to put up with it all their lives’.

High school student 1: 
Hey Sonya, are you going to Cherbourg?

High school student 2: 
I was, didn’t you see the news last night?  
Some kids stones to death like 40 emus.

High school student 1: 
Damn, my parents probably won’t let me 
go now.  They were worried about me 
going to an Aboriginal community before 
this.

 Perceptions/Misconceptions p2.

Primary School student 1: 
Hey Allie, you going to Kenmore open 
day next week?

Primary student 2: 
I was… din’t you see the news last night?  
All those kids there getting stoned in the 
playground.

Primary student 1: 
Damn, my parents probably won’t let me 
go there now.  They were worried about 

me going to a public school before this 
whole thing!

Perceptions/Misconceptions p3.

Unfortunately this was not the end of the 
negative media experiences, and after this Chris 
Sarra himself was the subject of some reports 
after some parents made some complaints about 
him to the Education Department.  My students 
were horrified at this development and like 
so many who knew Chris felt that this was an 
unfair representation of the wonderful and very 
‘hands on’ work that Chris and his staff engage 
in.  It reinforced for them how inaccurate some 
perceptions can be, but how they can still be so 
damaging.  

J: So much for SuperChris

C: Hey, but that’s what always happens 
to superheroes

S: What?

C: Someone’s always out to get them.  
Think about it, someone’s always 
trying to destroy Spiderman, 
Superman … why not SuperChris

G: It ain’t always easy being a 
superhero

J: It ain’t always easy being 
Aboriginal

Group 1: Perceptions

Group 2: Or misconceptions

Perceptions/Misconceptions p16.

All of this in fact strongly impacted on the 
shaping of our performance with the title 
becoming “Perceptions/Misconceptions” and a 
throughline of the piece being about our journey 
of dealing with and experiencing these different 
perceptions.  
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Issues & Applications
Using primary research 
Having taught various community theatre 
and script-writing units over the years I have 
always found that many of the best scripts arise 
when students have gathered research from 
a range of sources and perspectives and that 
primary research provides some of the best 
source material.  Students need to be skilled in 
these processes however.  This might include 
- conducting mock interviews, recording data 
and writing up interview transcripts, note-
taking after conversations (capturing different 
people’s speech patterns and language usage), 
journal writing of personal reflections, noting 
sensory responses (other than verbal).  It is 
also important to spend time talking to students 
about ‘protocols’ for use of primary research 
data, the importance of checking with people 
interviewed to see if they are happy with their 
stories being used, sending drafts to them to 
seek feedback etc.

Students working as workshop facilitators 
In this process (as well as a number where I 
have had secondary students working with 
primary students) the senior students worked 
in small groups of 2-3 as workshop facilitators 
with groups of 6-8 primary school students.  
This can be an extremely effective process with 
students having to take on responsibility for the 
process and gaining a lot from it.  The primary 
students also tend to enjoy the experience of 
working with ‘younger’ teachers in a smaller 
context than that of the whole class.  Once 
again, time has to be spent with the facilitating 
students skilling them in a range of aspects 
such as:  characteristics of the age group they 
will be working with, setting ground rules 
and management techniques, determining age 
appropriate activities, modeling activities 
and direction giving strategies etc.  It is 
also important to brief the teachers whose 
classes they will be working with to ensure 
the teacher is supportive of the activities and 
willing to help out management wise if issues 
arise.  It is also important wherever possible 
to link activities to units that are current in the 

classroom, and to perhaps use management 
strategies the teachers themselves use in the 
classroom (eg. ‘Hands on head’, ‘stop, think, 
listen’).  It is useful for the facilitating drama 
teacher to also circulate, side-coaching students 
where possible, joining in and generally 
supporting the students.

Focus of content matter when working with 
non-Indigenous and Indigenous students 
An interesting aspect arose for us in the 
shift from working in our school in a 
non-Indigenous context to working in an 
Indigenous context.  Upon reflection, much 
of our initial discussion at school had focused 
on the negative aspects of Indigenous 
history, the ‘invasion’/’settlement’ debate, 
discrimination and racism Indigenous peoples 
have experienced, the ‘stolen generation’, the 
history of Cherbourg (people being forceably 
removed there, then being sent out to work 
for minimal wages etc).  I believed it was 
important for students to gain an understanding 
of these issues so that they could  understand 
what has happened historically and why many 
Indigenous peoples still experience difficulties 
in their lives today.   

When our students arrived at Cherbourg 
they had hoped to gather information from 
Cherbourg students and residents about the 
history of Cherbourg (as it was the school’s 
centenary year).  They found that many of 
the Cherbourg students knew very little about 
the history of the community (especially 
considering most of the students we worked 
with were aged 6-8 years) our students found 
that much of what they knew they were 
reluctant to share as it was ‘too negative’.  
They felt that the Cherbourg students 
were being brought up to be proud of their 
Aboriginality and to work positively with 
non-Indigenous people.  Therefore it seemed 
to my students that to focus on some of these 
negative aspects (and later to present these 
in a performance) would not be productive.  
We therefore sought to reinforce positive 
stories about the community’s history with the 
Cherbourg students  (e.g. stories about Eddie 
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Gilbert, Leah Purcell and others).  The content 
we included in our final school performance 
(back at Kenmore) did however include some 
of the material about the history of Cherbourg 
and the Stolen Generations.

(Officials take out clipboards and start 
calling names out, as they do, chorus take 
on roles of those called out and move 
forward taking a doll or toy with them, 
officials take doll as they go and throw 
them in a bin with Cherbourg marked on 
it)

Officials: Reasons for removal

Charlie: Charlie, Tinnenburra station

Official 1: Too old, no longer able to be 
gainfully employed

Carbo: Carbo from Taroom

Official 2: Frequents the town and 
mixes with members of the community.  
Community members fear they will suffer 
from whatever she does

Mary: Mary from Spingsure

Official 3: Harassing sheep with large 
mobs of dogs

Billy: Billy from Winton

Official 4: A menace to society, a 
confessed nymphomaniac

Tomy: Tomy Tommyhawk

Official 1: Accused of murder, 

Tomy: Which I did not confess to - even 
when chained and hung from a tree

Official 2: And Olive from Coen

Olive: Dangerously affected by the moon

Chorus: Cherbourg – otherwise known as 
Barambah

Officials: A government reserve

Residents: A dumping ground

Officials: A place of punishment

Residents: A place that survived

Perceptions/Misconceptions p 11 (reasons 
taken from Thom Blake book, see below)

This reinforced for me the importance 
of context when you are devising drama, 
knowing who your audience will be and what 
the performance context will be.  While our 
students had been very keen to take their final 
performances back to Cherbourg, in the end 
they felt it was more productive to try and share 
what they had learnt with our own community 
(plus it was going to be difficult to take final 
year students out of school for another couple 
of days in term 3) and so the final performances 
were all staged at Kenmore.  

Devising scripts based on project experiences 
When we returned from Cherbourg we 
engaged in debriefing discussions, reflective 
writing, created images and freeze frames 
and brainstormed possible images, scenes and 
dramatic conventions.  We had found that the 
kind of source material we thought we would 
return with was minimal (we had found out 
little more about Cherbourg’s history than 
we knew beforehand).  What was very rich 
though was the experience of the students, the 
changes to their perceptions and understandings 
and the sense they had that it had been a very 
significant experience.  I tried to document as 
much as I could of these early discussions and 
later on tried to incorporate this into our actual 
script.  

Dog 4: (runs in)  Good news fellas, two 
vans coming down the road, 
packed full of whitefellas

(Dogs respond with great excitement)
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All Dogs: Visitors, yippee  (Barking,   
 howling etc)

Dog 1:  They’re so naive

Dog 2: They have great snack food

Dog 4: They’re so defenceless 

Dog 3: And they’re worth a good sniff

All Dogs: We love ‘em

Dog 4: Comin’ in with their do-gooder  
 hearts

Dog 2: And bags full of snack food.

Dog 1: I can hardly wait.  What do you  
 reckon, I’ll move in fast and act  
 real friendly

Dog 2: I’ll do the wounded dog routine  
 and milk them for the sympathy  
 feed

Dog 4: I’ll create a diversion, go and   
 rub on a couple of the girls.

Dog 3: And I’ll race in and do some  
     quick investigations, have a sniff  
 around, see what’s on the menu.

Dog 1: Okay, ready fellas

Dogs:  Ready Dog 1.  Let’s go.

 (Dogs run off excitedly, student 
chorus enters, addresses audience)

1: I wasn’t sure what to expect but I 
was open to whatever came at me

2: When we pulled up, some kids 
came running towards the bus, they 
did some cartwheels and tumble 
turns, they were so excited to see us

Perceptions/Misconceptions p 13.

Interestingly very few students actually 
included any reference to this kind of data 
in their own scripts, many of their scripts 
focused on the experiences of stolen generation 
survivors or Indigenous history more generally.   
Many of them said that they didn’t think this 
material offered up many interesting dramatic 
possibilities for individual scripts (though one 
student devised a beautiful movement based 
piece richly symbolic about the experience of 
the dispossessed, making specific reference to 
the emu incident).

Teacher as dramaturg, script editor and 
co-writer – As a requirement for our senior 
drama syllabus, students have to be assessed 
individually and so in devising and forming 
processes, while you might engage in various 
group activities, when it comes to assessment, 
students then write or devise individual scripts 
which may then be used within the final 
performance.  Over the past few years I have 
been fine-tuning a process whereby I work with 
the students to take their scripts and to take 
some whole scripts,  some sections, sometimes 
just lines and ideas to contribute to the final 
product.  Taking heart from Judith McLean’s 
defining of the role of teacher/artist I have 
taken more of an active role in the writing 
process, drawing on the students’ work but 
then acting as a script editor, dramaturg and 
playwright to create the actual performance 
script.  The process starts with students reading 
each other’s scripts in small groups and making 
annotations about what sections would work 
well or what ideas could be interesting to work 
with etc.  We then map what we have, and 
look at what might be our throughline, central 
question or image.  We look at what we have 
and what else we might need (e.g. a movement 
sequence, song, additional script etc).  I then 
take all this material and then create a draft 
script (often it’s not the whole thing to begin 
with but a large part of it).  I take it back to 
the students for feedback and comment and 
we work with it as we continue discussions 
about how the script should progress and start 
rehearsing and blocking it.  



41

I have found this process to be very successful 
in ensuring the final outcome is something 
that everyone can be proud of, that links and 
flows and that students have a strong degree 
of ownership of.  It also allows the teacher 
to address issues regarding appropriateness 
of language and subject matter (which is 
particularly relevant when you are working in 
subject matter of this nature).  These matters 
can all be discussed with students as you go 
so they understand and are part of the kinds 
of decisions that are being made.   Another 
benefit is that I was able to incorporate some 
more informative scenes which were needed 
to contextualize the piece that students were 
not interested in writing and we were able to 
incorporate some comic scenes (e.g. “Dogs in 
Cherbourg”) in response to students concern 
(with our first draft) that the material was all 
too ‘serious’.  The text in this process is very 
much a living and dynamic being, moulded 
and changed by the group and the teacher 
throughout the rehearsal process.  

Conclusion
While there are many components of this 
particular project that would not be easy to 
replicate, there are some aspects which are 
relevant for other drama educators in a range of 
contexts.  

• It’s important that we include aspects 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Studies within our programs no matter 
what our clientele and to include these 
as a ‘normal’ part of what we do.  It 
is also beneficial to include a specific 
focus or special projects which focus on 
Indigenous issues where ever possible.  
While it can be difficult, it is important 
for all students to understand something 
about the history of our land and peoples.

• Work with Indigenous people wherever 
possible, be aware of protocol and 
consultation issues.

• Engage students in research and 
investigation.  Have them take on 
different roles and perspectives  (get 
students to take on perspectives quite 
different from their own and try to 

justify them) so that they can understand 
something of what happened historically 
as well as the background to the 
difficulties some Indigenous peoples still 
face today. 

• Be careful in developing roles and scripts 
with the use of stereotypes (I had a few 
student scripts where all the Indigenous 
characters had drinking problems etc.)

• Discuss with students and Indigenous 
advisers issues regarding casting.  In my 
class there were no Indigenous students 
but I did have Indigenous roles played 
by class members.  We felt that we had 
to represent these roles and tried to do so 
respectfully.  Some of the strategies we 
used were in some scenes having non-
Indigenous characters wearing white half 
masks, and students playing Indigenous 
students using a piece of fabric as a way 
of symbolizing their characters.

While the original goals of the project may not 
have been entirely realized (I don’t think the 
impact for the Cherbourg students was anything 
like the impact the project had on my students) 
it was a significant project for our students with 
many of them at the end of the year saying it 
was the best thing they had ever done in drama.  
They grappled with difficult issues personally 
and artistically and undertook a journey which 
engaged and challenged them.  As one student 
wrote in his reflections.  

“When I hear stereotyped comments now 
about Aboriginal people I correct them”

For me that’s what makes it all worthwhile!  

(My sincere thanks go to Chris Sarra, staff 
and students at Cherbourg State School for 
supporting this project and welcoming us into 
their community.  Thanks to my colleague Sean 
Box who also worked on this project and to 
my husband Ray Land who provided the initial 
introduction to Chris and who came with us to 
Cherbourg.  A final acknowledgement  to the 
wonderful students who worked on this project 
the 2004 year 12 drama students of Kenmore 
State High).
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Editor’s Comment
This article was commission for ADEM 2004 Drama and Innovative Education when the 
Productive Pedagogies debate was at its height. We don’t hear much about this anymore, 
but Essential Learnings are prevalent in many states and territories. I include this article 
again because discussion about drama pedagogies and the development of aesthetic 
literacies never go out of fashion.

BECOMING THE SURGEONS in the 
“Extreme Makeover” of Curriculum Reform

Julie Dunn

Extreme makeovers seem to be everywhere! 
Just turn on your television and you will see 
gardens, living rooms, unit blocks and even 
people being made over. Out with the old, the 
tired, the outdated, the wrinkled and in with the 
new, the fresh and the energised. In my house 
full of teenagers, the most watched of these 
programs is the one where people are made 
over by teams of cosmetic surgeons, dentists 
and fashion gurus. My interest however, lies 
not with this or any other of these ‘reality’ 
television shows, but with the extreme 
makeover of curriculum that is occurring 
all around me – a process of reform that is 
changing the ‘face’ of education. 

In Queensland, these changes involve not only 
the what and how of our work, but also the 
when and who and include:

• the introduction of an additional year in 
the primary school 

• an ‘earning or learning’ policy for school 
leavers that has major implications for 
senior years teachers 

• a complete makeover of the middle years 
including a shift to transdisciplinary 
learning and a drive to ‘unclutter’ the 
curriculum

• a statewide focus on information 
communication technologies

• a push to enhance existing teaching 
approaches via the Productive Pedagogies 
initiative

• the introduction of outcomes based 
education – with the last two outcomes 
based documents (English and Maths) due 
to arrive in schools shortly 

• major changes to assessment and 
reporting policies and practices

• an ongoing trial of “New Basics” as an 
alternative to the eight key learning areas

and finally, 
• “Literate Futures” – a project that aims 

to completely overturn the way teachers 
view and teach literacy, with a focus on 
multiliteracies.   

With all this reform happening, it is little 
wonder that teachers are feeling a little like 
the patients who have undergone the radical 
surgery of the program mentioned above 
– bruised, sore, anxious and wondering what it 
will be like when the process is finished. Will 
teaching be a better profession? Will students 
benefit? Will better social and educational 
outcomes be achieved? And, for those of us 
passionate about drama education and its place 
in the curriculum - how will this reform agenda 
affect opportunities for students to engage in 
drama learning?



44

One way to find out the answers to these 
questions is to adopt the role of the ‘patient’ 
in the makeover, submitting to the surgery 
and waiting anxiously as the bandages are 
removed and the new ‘face’ of education is 
revealed to us. The alternative however, is for 
drama educators to become the ‘surgeons’ 
in this procedure, actively shaping and 
moulding the changes so that what emerges 
is a curriculum agenda that celebrates drama, 
and education systems that understand and 
value the richness of learning that is generated 
by this art form. Fortunately, a number of the 
‘innovative’ reform agendas currently in place 
around the country are aimed at introducing 
and developing philosophical viewpoints and 
practices that are already deeply embedded 
within ‘good’ drama work. 
This article will examine two of the ‘makeover’ 
agendas that fit within this category – the 
reforms relating to multiliteracies and those 
associated with Productive Pedagogies.

Productive Pedagogies and 
Drama Education 
Drama’s ability to connect learning areas, 
to provide a classroom environment where 
students’ voices are heard and valued, to 
engage students in exciting learning that is 
strong in intellectual quality, and to offer all 
of this within a context where differences 
are valued and celebrated, is well known by 
those of us who have been fortunate enough 
to have been educated within this approach. 
Unfortunately, this knowledge is not shared 
by a large percentage of teachers in our 
schools – both primary and secondary, who 
remain largely ignorant of the workings of the 
drama classroom. Recently I was made keenly 
aware of this when I was asked to present at 
an assessment conference and my audience 
was made up almost entirely of secondary 
science and maths teachers, deputy principals 
and heads of department from across a range 
of subject areas. My message was about the 
development of criteria from outcomes, and 
the approach I adopted was to take the group 
through a learning experience as the basis 

for the assessment discussions to follow. The 
learning experience was a drama one and the 
reaction of the group, surprising for at the 
conclusion of the practical experience, these 
experienced educators did not want to talk 
about assessment – instead they wanted to find 
out more about the array of teaching strategies 
they had just been exposed to. They wanted to 
know how long this way of teaching had been 
available and why they didn’t know about it. 
Mostly however, they were stunned by the 
possibilities the drama experience offered in 
terms of making connections and they were, in 
many cases surprised to hear that this was the 
kind of work that took place daily in the drama 
classrooms at their schools. At the conclusion 
of the session I reflected on the fact that as a 
professional group, we drama educators have 
not been very successful in publicising the 
innovative nature of our work. 

Curriculum reform agendas, especially in 
relation to pedagogy but also those related to 
transdisciplinary and connected curriculum 
seem to be to be a tailor-made means of 
changing this disappointing situation, with the 
Productive Pedagogies project being possibly 
the most important of these. This initiative, 
now being discussed internationally, offers 
drama educators an important means of taking 
centre stage and drawing attention to the skilful 
and challenging pedagogies we already engage 
in. This is our chance to “show off” – to open 
up our classrooms to colleagues and parents, to 
share our philosophies and to be recognised as 
the productive pedagogues. 

Productive Pedagogies is a framework for 
teachers to critically reflect on their teaching 
practices and offers a language for educators 
to use as they describe their work. Grouped 
into four main dimensions (intellectual 
quality, recognition and valuing of difference, 
connectedness and supportive classroom 
environment), twenty elements for successful 
teaching are identified. The pedagogies 
included within the project were derived from 
work created by Newmann and Associates 
(1996) in the area of authentic pedagogy, 
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coupled with an extensive literature review. 
These pedagogies were investigated in schools 
across the state as part of the Queensland 
School Reform Longitudinal Study (2001). 

There have been some concerns expressed 
about these selected pedagogies however, with 
Bowden (2001) suggesting that by omitting 
the aesthetic pedagogies, the designers of 
this reform agenda failed to acknowledge 
the significance of the teaching practices 
embedded not only within drama, but across 
the arts. O’Toole (2002, p.41) also makes 
critical comments in relation to this work, 
suggesting that the examples provided in the 
teacher’s manual for the project show “a gap 
between rhetoric and reality” – based in part on 
the fact that not one of the exemplars contains 
any drama. Others point to the fact that the 
findings of the study were limited in their 
value due to the fact that arts classrooms were 
not included in the school-based research. In 
spite of these shortcomings however, almost 
all of the pedagogies that have been included 
are ones that drama educators tend to use on a 
daily basis and in fact are closely aligned with 
our generally equitable, active and student-
centred approaches.

The first dimension of Productive Pedagogies 
is “Intellectual Quality”, with its elements 
being higher order thinking, deep knowledge, 
deep understanding, substantive conversation, 
knowledge as problematic and metalanguage. 
Of course, deep knowledge and deep 
understanding are outcomes that presumably 
all teachers strive for and in some ways are 
strange inclusions in a list of pedagogies. 
They are however outcomes which teachers 
often fail to achieve in teaching that is shallow 
or focused on content recall. By working in 
and through drama however, our students are 
provided with the chance to deeply engage 
with the given context and this engagement 
regularly leads to deep understanding. 

Higher order thinking, another of the elements 
of this dimension, is described (Education 
Queensland, 2002, p.1) as involving:

 The transformation of information and 
ideas…occurring when they  (students) 
combine facts and ideas and synthesise, 
generalise, explain, hypothesise 
or arrive at some conclusion or 
interpretation. 

As I think back upon some of the successful 
drama teaching experiences of my career, I 
believe that the most exciting of these were 
ones where students were called upon to use 
these processes. This has been particularly 
the case where I have used analogies as the 
vehicle for understanding complex social or 
cultural issues. Here the higher order thinking 
is especially apparent when students draw 
the analogy for themselves – arriving at 
conclusions about the relationship between the 
issue as presented within the dramatic world 
and their understanding of it in the actual one. 

Another overarching category within the 
Productive Pedagogies is that of connectedness, 
with this dimension including the elements of 
knowledge integration, background knowledge, 
connectedness to the world and problem-based 
curriculum. Interestingly, these elements 
are also consistent with some of the main 
underpinning philosophies of the middle years 
of schooling initiatives, with both reforms 
aiming for greater engagement of students. 
This engagement comes by making connections 
both across the areas of learning and between 
students and their lived experiences, with 
problem solving (both real and hypothetical) 
being one way of achieving this. 

Process drama in particular provides a vehicle 
for learning that is connected and relevant, with 
students regularly being placed in fictional 
situations where a problem is set and needs 
a negotiated solution. This problem, within 
the early years context, may be an invasion 
of two headed insects or a lighthouse that 
has an inexperienced and inept keeper. In 
the middle years classroom the problem may 
be more closely connected to the real world 
and might involve ‘the stolen generation’ or 
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people from war torn lands. In any of these 
dramatic worlds, drama can be used not only 
to provide opportunities for students to engage 
in problem-based learning, but finding the 
solutions will require skills across a range 
of disciplines and will draw on background 
knowledge. By exploring these problems 
dramatically, students will connect to the 
world around them in a more reflective and 
fully engaged manner than is possible through 
other means.

Other forms of drama, such as playmaking, 
collage drama and documentary drama offer 
opportunities for teachers to operate within 
the dimension of ‘recognition and valuing 
of difference’. Here the pedagogies include 
cultural knowledge, inclusivity, narrative, 
group identity, and active citizenship (a 
pedagogy that will also be discussed within the 
multiliteracies section below). In each of these 
forms, students transform their understanding 
of a given issue by creating a performance text 
for others to share and respond to. In some 
cases, these understandings have been drawn 
from interviews that involve the day-to-day 
narratives of our lived experiences. In forum 
theatre as well, participants share narratives 
of oppression that eventually become the 
basis of work aimed at empowerment and 
understanding and this active involvement in a 
change process is active citizenship at work. 

Julie Martello (2002, p.55) offers another 
perspective on the contribution of drama to 
this dimension of Productive Pedagogies when 
she suggests:

Role work is intrinsically connected to 
narrative structure as some part of a 
narrative is enacted in every episode 
of role-taking. Enacting roles is a 
means by which students explore the 
multiple perspectives of people from 
different social and cultural contexts. 
It promotes inclusivity of all class 
members because students can not only 
choose both the type of role that suits 
them and their level of engagement 

with the role, but as a group can 
explore themes such as difference and 
inclusivity through drama. 

The final dimension of Productive Pedagogies 
is that of Supportive Classroom Environment, 
with its elements being student direction, 
social support, academic engagement, explicit 
performance criteria and self-regulation. 
Interestingly, this dimension was found by 
researchers to be the one that Queensland 
teachers were strongest in – a pleasing outcome 
given the importance of social support for 
learning. Again, drama, which necessitates 
by its very nature group work, self-discipline 
and collaboration, is well placed to provide 
models of some of these elements in action. 
This modelling is only possible however if 
we are willing to open up our classrooms 
for others to visit, and the experience is only 
useful if it is followed up with reflections and 
discussions that challenge both our colleagues 
and ourselves.

It is of course important to remember that, if 
we are going to place ourselves in the role of 
‘surgeons’ in the reform of pedagogy, even 
the most skilful operators need to be reflective 
and constantly develop their skills and 
understandings. By positioning ourselves as 
leaders in this area we also need to ensure that 
our practice matches our rhetoric. 

Multiliteracies and Drama 
Education   
For many educators, the term multiliteracies 
simply means developing in students an 
ability to read and engage with a range of text 
types, in particular, multimediated ones. This 
however is a very narrow view of the term and 
one that reduces the role that drama can play in 
this curriculum reform agenda. Anstey (2002, 
p.14), author of Literate Futures: Reading, 
defines the term in this way:

Multiliteracies are not just about new 
technology and hybrid texts, they 
also require the ability to engage in 
social responsibilities and interactions 
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associated with these texts in a 
linguistically and culturally diverse 
society. Multiliteracies require students 
to be active participants in social 
change, to be designers of social 
futures.

A multiliterate student therefore, is one who 
understands and can use not only the literacies 
of a range of texts and technologies, but also 
those of social responsibility, active citizenship 
and a socially, culturally, and linguistically 
diverse world – texts that drama education 
is so well equipped to develop and explore. 
Indeed, one of our primary purposes in drama 
is to make meaning, often of complex social 
issues and agendas, challenging the ‘taken-
for-granted beliefs about what counts as 
knowledge’ (Pitt, 1995). Drama strategies 
provide our students with the opportunity 
to ‘read’ the biases and inherent values of 
texts, whilst also actively engaging them 
in the production of new texts that may be 
written, but more often in drama are spoken, 
kinaesthetic and visual. 

Our notion of the word text has shifted 
substantially in the past few years, with most 
definitions relating to the idea that a text is 
‘something that is read’.  The NATE (2004) 
for example, suggest that a text ‘is made by 
weaving together a combination of signs and 
symbols in designs intended to make meaning’, 
whilst the Anstey (2002, pp. 16-21) suggests 
that a text has seven characteristics, including 
the idea that texts ‘are actively constructed’ 
and that ‘meanings are actively construed’. 
Another significant criterion is the one that 
suggests that texts are ‘constructed from a 
variety of semiotic systems’. 

By adopting this broader definition of 
texts, drama educators should be able to 
‘mainstream’ themselves more fully in the 
literacy agenda. In particular, as schools 
develop their literacy strategies, those of us 
passionate about drama need to be share with 
colleagues an understanding of this art form’s 
ability to engage students in the dynamic 

process of reading and producing texts – with 
the forming and presenting organisers offering 
opportunities for text production and the 
responding mode chances for the reading of 
texts. Indeed, even the simplest freeze frame 
generates a visual text for others to ‘read’, and 
unlike the visual images created using visual 
arts techniques or multi-mediated ones, drama 
texts are highly flexible and easily reshaped to 
create new meanings. The slightest adjustment 
to these visual texts - achieved by the turning of 
a back, a small change in facial expression, or 
even a shift in levels, can provide opportunities 
for a significantly different reading of the text. 
When language and movement are added, the 
text becomes multi-modal and offers even 
richer alternatives in terms of analysis. 

The role of text analyst is one of four reading 
practices which Luke and Freebody (1997) 
see as being necessary for the development 
of literacy, with the other three being code 
breaker, meaning maker and text user. Each 
of these roles work together within a social/
critical approach, with the underpinning 
philosophy of this approach being that literacy 
is a social practice and that all texts are capable 
of multiple interpretations based on the social 
contexts of the reader and the text itself. The 
text analyst role of the reader aims to shift the 
power in any literacy act from the producer to 
the reader through questions as:

 What view of the world is being 
constructed?

 Who stands to benefit from the way this 
text has been created?

 Who is disadvantaged by the way the 
topic is presented? and, 

 How does the text want me to feel, think, 
act?    

         
(Why Wait?, 2000, p. 5).

For our colleagues who do not work in 
kinaesthetic and oral modes, analysis of texts 
and the subsequent development of critical 
literacy skills can offer a number of challenges, 
with students sometimes switching off to the 
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process. In these classrooms, the relationship 
between reader and producer is a distant one 
making the role of text analyst  seem irrelevant. 
However, as Jo O’Mara (2003, p.24) so clearly 
demonstrated in a recent NJ article, learning 
to use the text analyst role through drama can 
be an exciting and highly interactive process. 
For her, performance texts, including those 
created within the process genre, provide 
participants with an opportunity to “attend to 
what is included/excluded and examine how 
dramatic texts can be crafted to the interests and 
ideologies of the creators.” 

However, as we have seen, there is much more 
to multiliteracies than simply deconstructing 
texts – even if these are the dynamic texts of 
drama. Central to this exciting reform initiative 
is the notion of transformation – with students 
developing literacies of active citizenship and 
social responsibility. This means that it is not 
good enough for students to be able to read the 
social context of a text and understand how 
they are being positioned by it; they must also 
develop an ability to “redesign social futures” 
(Anstey, 2002, p.36).

This of course doesn’t mean that students must 
become crusaders for social responsibility every 
time they read a text, but it does mean that they 
need to be provided with opportunities to be 
active participants in social change – and here 
lies the most exciting possibilities for drama in 
a multiliterate world, for developing a change 
of understanding through the production of 
texts is what we are all about. Volumes have 
been written about the power of drama as a tool 
for social change, and around the globe we see 
projects that are harnessing this power. As Chris 
Pye (2003, p.8) points out, “television, film 
and the internet can reach millions of people 
at a time, influencing community values and 
shaping popular culture…but live theatre offers 
a medium, unlike more technological media, 
to which people can answer back, directly and 
immediately”.  He also goes on to suggest that 
our students must be shown how to use the 
tools of drama as a means of re-shaping our 
communities. 

Each and every drama syllabus around the 
country includes options for teachers to 
explore drama as a means of educating, 
promoting, challenging or empowering – and 
the elements and conventions of drama are the 
tools to achieve this. This forgotten and often 
misunderstood aspect of multiliteracies offers 
us an important role in the curriculum reform 
agenda – one that we must not let slip. Our 
colleagues in the art forms of media and visual 
literacy are already making a strong stand as 
offering the pedagogies capable of developing 
the literacies of active citizenship and social 
responsibility and we need to be standing 
beside them – partners in creating a new ‘face” 
for learning in our schools. 
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Editor’s Comment
This article was published in ADEM 2004 Drama and Innovative Education. I re-publish 
it in this edition in recognition of the growing interest in the field of Applied Theatre/
Performance.  In the past two years there have been a number of conferences focusing on 
the use of the arts in health settings in Australia and overseas. In 2004 this project was at 
the leading edge of work in this area.

FORGING PARTNERSHIPS AND BUILDING 
COMMUNITIES: Drama at the heart 
of interactive learning partnerships 
between school students and students 
of Medicine and Education. 

Helen Cahill, Prue Wales and Dr Lena Sanci 

In this article we describe an innovative Learning 
Partnership we have developed in which high 
school students, participating in a specifically 
designed ‘Community Drama’ elective, work 
collaboratively with classes of pre-service 
teachers and medical students from the Faculties 
of Medicine and Education at the University 
of Melbourne in shared drama workshops. We 
outline the goals and structure of our partnership 
and the context in which it emerged. We also 
provide descriptions of the ‘Community Drama’ 
elective at Princes Hill Secondary College, 
the Adolescent Health workshops for 5th year 
Medical students and the Education workshops 
for the Diploma of Education and Bachelor of 
Education students. We conclude this article with 
a summary of early evaluation from data collected 
as part of Helen’s PhD study of this project and 
possible ideas for future directions. 

Forging a partnership
Our partnership was created through an 
interweaving of the work of three leaders, each 
working in a different sector:

Helen Cahill, Youth Research Centre, 

University of Melbourne, who in the late 
‘80s began using ‘role-play technology’ 
with young actors to research health and 
social issues and to involve young people 
in educating adults through a form of 
enhanced forum theatre (Cahill 2000, 
2003). 
Prue Wales, Princes Hill Secondary College, 
who has over a number of years used her 
drama program to involve students in 
creating theatre pieces with and for different 
community groups. Prue and Helen have 
worked together over the last six years, 
leading student participation in the training 
of health and education professionals; and
Dr Lena Sanci, a GP and lecturer at 
Melbourne University Medical faculty 
who incorporated in her PhD study Helen’s 
role-play training workshops and the use of 
young actors to train experienced GP’s to 
communicate effectively with adolescents. 
Lena also is responsible for coordinating 
the training in adolescent health for the 
fifth year medical students at University of 
Melbourne. 
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Over last four years, Lena, Helen and Prue have 
worked together on a number of projects in which 
role-play techniques have been used to research 
health issues, to develop training videos and 
to conduct training workshops for health and 
education professionals. The endeavours have 
been very successful and in 2002 culminated in 
the provision of a national training program for 
the medical educators employed by the Royal 
Australian College of General Practitioners.

From a school perspective this work was very 
exciting as the drama students found themselves 
advising doctors on how to address young people, 
how to question them and how to treat them. The 
doctors listened to them; they wanted to hear 
what the young people had to say. The students 
became teachers and coaches, and they loved it. 
They felt powerful and useful. And they were 
learning. They began to understand how doctors 
struggle to say the right thing. They learned how 
to recognise signs of at risk behaviour and how to 
go about seeking help. They learned to empathise 
with patients, doctors and teachers. As drama 
students they relished finding an authentic voice 
for characters they created and the challenge 
of maintaining focus in rigorous performance 
contexts. They learned to think deeply in role and 
to locate on behalf of their characters those things 
that can often remain unsaid. They learned to 
support their fellow actors and to work as equals 
with adults.

From the perspective of the doctors, the work 
was invigorating. It had an edge of reality, 
immediacy and honesty. It was both rigorous 
and protected – with a laboratory atmosphere 
giving them permission to experiment with the 
art of communication. They found that learning 
with and from young people in this creative and 
collaborative way was quite unlike approaching 
youth health issues from a theoretical perspective. 
Further it made both an immediate and a lasting 
difference to their real practice. Lena’s research 
(Sanci et al 2000, 2002) distinguished that the 
shift in skills and capacities in those doctors who 
undertook these training processes was significant 
and lasting.

Grounding the partnership in curriculum
Success breeds its own problems. Increasing 
demand to work on research, development and 
training projects in both health and education 
sectors meant increasing demand on a relationship 
of goodwill with the school. Students were 
engaged in this important work on top of their 
usual classes, as was Prue. 
Equally, success breeds the boldness to venture 
further. Helen had an idea. Rather than be viewed 
as an extra-curricular activity, this education 
process should be made available on an ongoing 
basis and embedded inside curriculum for drama 
students, and students of medicine and education. 
Wouldn’t that be something!
Helen approached the Deans and Heads of 
Departments in Education and Medicine at 
Melbourne University. They were attracted by the 
notion of partnership as well as the innovative 
pedagogy. Prue put the idea to her Principal who 
was very supportive and directed her to submit 
a proposal to the school curriculum committee. 
A showcase workshop in late 2002 drew support 
from a range of Education, Arts and Medical 
educators at the University and was heralded by 
the Dean of Education. The project was launched 
and 2003 saw the partnership take place inside 
curriculum at tertiary and secondary levels.

Partnership structures
The partnership was founded upon the assumption 
that each of the partners had something to 
contribute and something to gain.  Contributions 
to the partnership were initially to be in kind, 
donated or through staff allocation. (It is hoped 
that in the future funding will be found to support 
the initiation, management and evaluation of the 
partnership, development of staff team training, 
curriculum development and evaluation, however 
this stance of mutual gain enabled an immediate 
start.)

Developing a new drama elective 
Prue and Helen developed a course description 
and outline for a new subject entitled ‘Community 
Drama’ (see below) at her school. The school was 
very positive about the leadership opportunities 
the students would encounter in the course and 
about the prospect of students contributing 
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to the community. The subject was placed in 
the Year 9/10 Elective program. Due to the 
extensive exploration of health and social issues 
that was to occur in this class, the Curriculum 
committee approved the subject to carry an 
additional health credit so that students could 
count it as both an Arts elective and a Health 
and Personal Development elective. This was an 
acknowledgement by the school that the work 
conducted within the class would straddle two 
Key Learning Areas. In an era in which many 
assume that arts work is undervalued - this subject 
was to carry a double credit.

Course outline
In this course students will work in a range of 
community projects using theatre for social 
change and enhancement of professional skills. 
They will work in partnership with the faculties 
of Medicine and Education at The University 
of Melbourne using drama techniques to train 
professionals in effective communication with 
adolescents. In the course of this study students 
will explore a range of social and cultural issues 
impacting on wellbeing. Students will also 
devise their own pieces of theatre for a particular 
community audience.

Students will:
• Explore a range of political, social and 

cultural issues through improvisation and 
scripted drama 

• Develop skills in a range of naturalistic and 
non-naturalistic theatrical styles and their 
associated conventions

• Prepare a performance repertoire for a 
range of audiences presenting their work 
in forums devised for the specific purposes 
including training and community building

• Extend skills in leadership and 
communication through involvement in 
training forums for doctors, teachers and 
other audiences

• Investigate the use of theatre for social 
change in past and present contexts

• Develop skills in stagecraft and production 
values

• Work in partnership with tertiary students 
and professionals in medicine and education 

to provide role-based training on current 
social issues impacting on the well being of 
young people.

Partnership activity
In the first year of the partnership, the students 
in the ‘Community Drama’ used role-play and 
discussion of fictional scenarios to explore the 
social and emotional issues which affect the 
learning and wellbeing of young people. A range 
of anti-naturalistic techniques were used to assist 
the students to identify the pressures and concerns 
affecting young people and to develop, examine 
and rehearse problem-solving and help-seeking 
behaviours.
Having undergone this process under the 
leadership of Prue and Helen within their own 
class, the class of 25 drama students participated 
in role-play workshops variously with four classes 
of 25 5th Year Medical students, and on three 
occasions with one class of 30 students in the 
Diploma of Education subject ‘Education, Policy, 
Schools and Society (EPSS)’ taught by Helen.  
The medical workshops took place at the school, 
giving the tertiary students a chance to re-acquaint 
with the world of school which is such a large 
part of the lives of adolescents. The Education 
workshops took place at the University, giving 
the teenagers a chance to encounter the tertiary 
institution. 

When in workshops with the Medical students, 
the focus was on exploring the challenge of how 
to communicate effectively with young people. 
The Medical students practised a questioning 
technique designed to help them screen for risk 
behaviours in the arenas of substances, sexuality 
and self-harm. The school students played case 
characters and coaches, giving feedback and 
participating in role-rotations akin to those used in 
forum theatre. A doctor (medical tutor) from the 
university co-facilitated the workshops with Helen 
and Prue to provide grounding of the principles in 
a medical context and to speak to specific medical 
issues that came up. 

The Education students focused on how adverse 
life events or social situations could negatively 
impact on learning and how schools can develop 
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appropriate policies and practices to support 
young people dealing with problems such as 
poverty, bullying, racism or peer risk-taking. 
Provocation scenarios worked to provide a pre-
text around which to explore these issues. The 
school students improvised with the Education 
students to interrogate these scenarios.

About the medical curriculum
The fifth year Medical students study a unit 
on Adolescent Health that is delivered to them 
through the Department of Paediatrics. A key 
learning in adolescent health is the need to take an 
holistic approach, as one health, medical or social 
issue may impact on a young person’s life in many 
ways. Also important is the knowledge that young 
people are relatively free of disease and are most 
likely to need medical help in relation to issues 
such as sexuality, substance use and mental and 
social health. To be effective the doctor must be 
able to offer confidentiality and a listening that is 
free of judgement, condescension or moralising 
advice. The doctor needs to assist adolescents to 
talk about sensitive issues and to learn how to 
question in such as way as to support the telling 
of their story. Role-based techniques in which the 
school students play patients with a particular case 
history were designed to give the medical students 
a chance to practice these skills. Feedback is given 
in-role as the ‘hidden thoughts’ of the patient and 
out-of-role by the actor and facilitator.  Coaching 
and role-rotation gives the medical students a 
chance to re-play and reframe their efforts at 
engaging their young ‘patient’. 

About the education 
curriculum
The Education students, in the main completing 
a Diploma of Education, study a core subject 
entitled Education Policy, Schools and Society. 
This is a subject that sprang from the traditions 
of education sociology. The drama workshops are 
used in this subject to conduct a co-exploration 
with the school students of how social issues such 
as racism, bullying, alienation and substance use 
can impact on school climate and student learning. 
Scenarios are used as a pre-text to the exploration 
conducted in each of the three shared workshops. 

About the school ‘Community 
Drama’ elective
At the school, Prue and Helen prepared the 
class to work with both the education and the 
medical students. Characters with particular case 
stories were created for the medical course, and 
the students learned a range of anti-naturalistic 
techniques to assist in the coaching and enquiry 
process.
To prepare them for work with the students of 
education, the class was led through their own 
examination of social issues. Process drama 
exercise and forum theatre techniques generated 
enquiry and developed the community within the 
classroom. 
As well as working with the university students, 
the community drama class built their own theatre 
pieces for or with a particular community. In one 
such project, parents, teachers and ex-students 
were invited to work with the class to devise a 
performance based around the theme of secrets; 
those kept and those told. Fifteen people from the 
wider school community worked with the class 
students at various times across a school term. 
The members of the ensemble created a range of 
scenarios linked together through music, narration 
and monologues. Working in this way allowed 
the students to work with every other member of 
the class avoiding the formation of cliques. The 
production was a great success. The group had 
bonded not only with their classmates but also 
with young adults (ex-students) and some parents 
and teachers. More importantly the students had 
created an amazing piece of theatre with strong 
social statements about the pressure to keep 
secrets – particularly from parents. Some of the 
parents who came to watch the show couldn’t 
believe their children were capable of writing such 
a perceptive view of the world.

Growth
The partnership has had its share of teething 
problems. At times it has been difficult for Prue 
to maintain continuity in working with her class 
on specific performance projects in between 
preparing students with Helen for the workshops 
conducted with the external community. Also 
challenging has been the fact that as yet no 
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funding has been available to support generation, 
management or evaluation of the project. 
Significant time has been donated, and at this 
stage it is chiefly a bank of goodwill that feeds the 
partnership. Helen is researching the project as 
part of her PhD study into Role and Learning and 
this is providing a structure for the evaluation. 

Outcomes
Helen has collected a range of survey and 
interview data from participants in the 
partnership. All groups rated the process as highly 
valuable. The Education students gain a greater 
optimism about the capacity of young people and 
a heightened sense of purpose around their own 
role as educators as well as a greater awareness 
of how class, gender, race and culture can impact 
on student learning and behaviour. The Medical 
students show heightened skills in communicating 
with adolescents about sensitive issues and report 
enthusiasm from being able to put into practice 
what is taught in lectures. The school students 
report a sense of their own value and power, 
relish the challenge of working with a range of 
(some times difficult) adults and the opportunity 
to explore with and think through the social and 
ethical issues that the tertiary students are asked to 
focus on. 

What do the school students value?
The students saw this as a valuable learning 
experience that brought them opportunities not 
ordinarily available to them. Their responses 
can be grouped around the three key domains of 
purpose and contribution, skills and experience, 
and awareness and understanding. Strongest 
amongst these was the value students put on 
having a meaningful and important role.

The students described their sense of purpose and 
contribution in terms of: 

• being useful, 
• being listened to, 
• feeling important, and 
• being serious about something.

They valued the skills and experience they were 
gaining and identified them as:

• improved communication skills,
• developing confidence through working 

with strangers and adults,
• developing acting skills and focus when 

replaying a character many times,
• going to the university for classes, and
• developing more life skills like how to do 

the conversation in real life,
They perceived that their awareness and 
understanding was enhanced, particularly in 
relation to:

• thinking on the spot in improvisations with 
the Education students,

• understanding the perspective of the adults, 
and

• getting more thoughtful and aware of how 
some issues affect young people.

What do the Education 
students value?
In interviews, the Education students spoke at 
length about the opportunity the workshops 
provided to engage in ‘honest dialogue’ as 
‘equals’ playing on a shared and common ground. 
This was a useful, motivating and uplifting 
experience for the Education students. They 
valued the exploration of social and policy issues 
as resonant in a given moment or circumstance 
and they valued their access to the school 
students’ perspectives on how such issues impact 
on student behaviour and learning. 

Data collected in surveys with EPSS students 
includes the following characteristic comments:

• extremely useful getting students' insights 
into how various issues impact them

• hearing the honesty of the students is 'gold' 
for us 

• role-play is a fantastic way to get to the 
heart of the issue

• having school students in the classroom is 
an excellent innovation

• there was profound learning in this subject 
mostly thanks to the innovative approach to 
teaching and the inclusion of the students

• this is the only class which examines the 
interactions between teacher and student 
by actually getting teachers and students to 
work together towards common goals.

• The techniques are an inspiration 
• such an integral part of any education 
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course as it deals with PEOPLE 
• Drama role-play was EXCELLENT and 

took theory into the realm of the practical 
reality of classroom teaching

The experience of having school students 
positioned as teachers, co-investigators and co-
players was described as quite distinct from other 
learning opportunities. The process made possible 
a relationship and a dialogue of a different 
character to that possible on teaching rounds 
where the real life roles of ‘teacher’ and ‘student’ 
limited the conversations that were possible.

Other data collected in the surveys indicated that 
the most valued outcomes of the process can be 
summarized as:

• enhanced awareness of the impact of social 
and policy issues on the wellbeing and 
learning of young people,

• an enhanced sense of purpose or aspiration 
about contributing to education of young 
people,

• a sense of optimism and faith in the capacity 
of young people, 

• enhanced empathy with young people and 
awareness of cultural perspectives, and 

• a greater capacity to communicate 
effectively with young people.

What do the Medical Students 
value?
The Medical students, like the Education students, 
gave the highest rating to the outcomes that were 
specific curriculum foci in their workshop(s). 
These were learning the importance of making 
clear confidentiality statements and enhancing 
their skills in conducting psychosocial screenings 
with adolescent patients.

What supported this 
learning?
The learning activities that were most highly 
valued by both the Education and the Medical 
students were those that involved active 
participation with the school students’ role-
playing, watching others in role and listening to 
the feedback of the school students. 

What the leaders have gained
The students have not been the only ones to gain 
from this partnership. Earlier in this article we 
expressed our intention that each member of the 
partnership gain from participation in the project. 
These benefits have been both personal and 
professional. For Prue, whose research interests lie 
in the positioning of drama teachers within their 
communities, it has been the joy of working with 
others and locating herself within communities 
rather than working in isolation; it has been 
observing her students’ confidence flourish; and 
their enthusiasm to participate in others’ learning. 
For Helen it has been the opportunity to expand 
the use of drama as a tool to make a positive 
difference in people’s lives, and the challenge of 
pioneering new directions in an education which 
works across boundaries within and beyond the 
university. For Lena it has been an opportunity 
to see how education for doctors can be made 
more relevant to real life, and to be at the cutting 
edge of techniques and partnerships involving 
education professionals outside medicine. Lena 
has valued sharing her commitment to high quality 
relationships and an holistic approach as part of 
effective health care for adolescents.

The future
This venture is growing fast on many fronts, 
due both to external demand and to the internal 
energy provoked by excitement and relevance 
associated with the work. This after all is a theatre 
that generates a sense of purpose.  In 2004, Prue 
and the Community Drama class will work 
with the local Retirement Village and develop a 
piece of Reminiscence theatre. There are plans 
to expand the partnership to include work with 
the local primary schools and the possibility of 
working with the local police and a community 
environmental group. This will be in addition to 
continuing work with the Faculties of Medicine 
and Education. Helen will continue to use the 
methodologies within her research and training 
work on a range of youth, health and education 
projects around the country, and Lena, taking up a 
Senior lectureship in General Practice, will expand 
the arenas in which she leads this work and will 
help to generate an evaluation framework in order 
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to publish evidence of the program’s effectiveness 
in the medical education literature for others to 
learn about. 2004 will also see the recruitment and 
embracement of new schools into the partnership. 
This will be necessary to service the demand 
from the University. Plans also include a training 
program to be designed to induct new players and 
leaders into the work that will hopefully ensure 
the work can continue when the current dreamers 
are long gone! 
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Editor’s Comment
This article was commissioned for ADEM 2003 Drama and Community Cultural 
Development (CCD). It is timely to re-publish it given the discussion at the 2008 Rudd 
Government about Creative Communities with the arts focus group and the repositioning 
of funding structures in the Australian Council where CCD comes under the banner of 
Community Partnerships.

THROWING OUT THE HEAVY OAK DESK:  
- Formal Education Meets Community  
  Cultural Development

Chris Pye

I was ten years old and I had been sent to the 
principal’s office for impersonating a teacher. It 
was one of my more entertaining performance 
pieces, I remember, and done quite without 
malice – the teacher in question was one I truly 
admired. I stepped into the principal’s office 
to be ushered to a small, uncomfortable chair 
which faced a heavy oak desk, across from 
which sat a stern, be-suited Mr. Draper.
“Well, Christopher, what do you have to say for 
yourself?”
I glanced evasively around the little office. 
Various awards and proclamations hung around 
the walls, a set of dense encyclopaedia sat 
pompously on a high shelf. A locked filing 
cabinet bore the label ‘Student Records’ while 
a portrait of the Queen kept me held within its 
sights. This was the principal’s territory. Sitting 
behind that heavy oak desk, and surrounded by 
the accoutrements of his power and position, 
this man was totally in control. I was a fish out 
of water. I could barely have entertained the 
notion of taking on this man in my own living 
room, but here there was no match.
I realised at that moment that however much 
these teachers enjoyed my theatrics within 
the school play and sometimes even in the 
classroom, my flamboyance would always have 
its allotted place, dictated by the constraints of 

the predominant school culture. I had stepped 
too far.
“Sorry sir.” 

It might be said that the huge imbalance of 
power I experienced at school in England in the 
seventies now exists only in faded Dickensian 
mythology. The idea seems almost ludicrous 
that school students in Australia today could 
still be subject to rampant authoritarianism and 
the whims of oppressive bullies. Is that all in 
the past? I suppose the fact remains that school 
communities are still very much designed and 
controlled by teachers and policy makers. We 
ask students to invest a sense of pride and 
ownership in their school, but have we included 
them in its constitutional shaping? 

If we wish to explore the convergence of 
Community Cultural Development and Drama 
education in schools, it is important that we 
confront some of the inherent uncertainties 
which lurk in the shadows of the relationship 
between CCD philosophy and school culture. I 
believe that Community Cultural Development 
has a great deal to offer formal education, but if 
it is to be allowed to inform and enrich school 
communities, I contend that schools must be 
prepared to throw out the heavy oak desk and 
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meet the students in a brand new way. What 
better place for this to be modelled than in the 
drama classroom?

Community, Culture & 
Development
There is no one, conclusive definition of 
Community Cultural Development. The reason 
for this lies in its breadth of inclusion and 
application and its relative infancy as a sector. 
CCD necessarily engages with myriad cultural 
forms and frame-works in the fostering 
of social justice and democratic process. 
Queensland Community Arts Network, 
Queensland’s peak body for the support and 
training of CCD practitioners, offers this 
definition:

‘(CCD is) an on-going cultural practice 
engaging with principles of social justice. It 
opens creative spaces for communities to build 
new knowledges about themselves and evolves 
opportunities to collectively shape the future’. 
(1) 

UNESCO describes ‘Cultural Development’ 
as: ‘…the flourishing of human existence in all 
its forms and as a whole’ (2)

These notions of collective shaping and social 
justice are fundamental to CCD practice, 
as is the principle of inclusion suggested 
by UNESCO. But what do we collectively 
understand by the terms ‘community’, ‘culture’ 
and ‘development’?

Community
Raymond Williams talks of community as the 
‘concrete medium of face-to-face interactions 
through which we transact ideological 
business with the wider social structure’. (3) 
This seems to imply a certain reciprocity and 
room for dialogue. Baz Kershaw concurs 
that community is a place for ideological 
engagement, but goes further to suggest that 
‘Community is a potential site of ideological 
opposition to the status quo…’ (4) The 
boundaries of a given community are generally 
seen as being drawn by either geography or 

culture and whilst the notion of geographical 
boundaries is easily grasped, the meaning of 
culture is somewhat less tangible. 

Culture
Jon Hawkes describes culture as representing 
both the values of a society and the expressions 
of these values in day-to-day life. He offers two 
inter-related definitions:

• The social production and transmission of 
identities, meanings, knowledge, beliefs, 
values, aspirations, memories, purposes, 
attitudes, and understanding;

• The ‘way of life’ of a particular set of 
humans: customs, faiths and conventions; 
codes of manners, dress, cuisine, 
language, arts, science, technology, 
religion and rituals; norms and 
regulations of behaviour, traditions and 
institutions. (5)

In short, it seems that there is little in the 
way that we live our lives which does not say 
something about the cultures we come from or 
subscribe to.

Development
The term development is loaded with iniquitous 
connotations of colonial imperialism and 
western cultural domination. Wherever western 
colonisation has taken place, indigenous 
and traditional cultures have been eroded in 
favour of modernisation. So when we apply 
the term ‘development’ to communities and 
cultural groups, does the term inherently 
imply a fundamental lacking and a need for 
development?

We have only to turn to the work of Paulo 
Freire to understand that development can 
mean an ‘authentic’ process of action and 
reflection, through which oppressed groups 
learn to understand the world they live in and 
strive towards their own liberation. Freire 
suggests that education is either liberating 
or domesticating and that to achieve truly 
dialogical relationships which lead to 
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liberation, teachers and students need to be 
reborn as reciprocal partners in learning. (6) 

The notion of ‘authentic development’ seems to 
embody what many understand as the aims and 
principles of CCD. Goulet explains this concept 
as the following:

‘Authentic development aims at the full 
realization of human capabilities, men and 
women become makers of their own histories, 
personal and social.’ (7)

Development, then, becomes an indigenous 
process of liberation for a community or 
cultural group. It is a process which may 
be facilitated but certainly not controlled or 
dominated by an outside force.  

Animating Learning & 
Development
As a Youth Worker and Community Drama 
Worker, I have been inspired by a concept 
which finds its roots in European social 
work. The notion of ‘Animation’ encourages 
workers to understand that the raw materials 
for learning and development already exist 
within the group, waiting to be supported and 
nurtured. As educators we sometimes fall 
into Freire’s ‘jug & mug’ trap of seeing our 
function as one of depositing information into 
empty receptacles, in the hope that knowledge 
alone will provide the tools for young peoples’ 
empowerment. The Animateur understands 
that our most important function is actually the 
creative facilitation of learning opportunities, 
where people can feel empowered to seek 
their own solutions and ultimate liberation. 
Writing in 1976, Berrigan sees Animation as 
synonymous with ‘socio-cultural community 
development’ and ‘cultural democracy’, 
involving  
“…the encouragement of cultural forms which 
arise from, and are based in the community.” 
(8)

The Theatre Animateur
In his book, Voice to the Voiceless, Jacob 
Srampickal reminds us that the role of the 

Animateur is not confined to France and Italy. 
Srampickal describes ‘Theatre Animateurs’ as: 
“…Theatre activists who do not necessarily 
belong to any particular SAG (Social Action 
Group), but have taken up the theatre as a 
medium for building social awareness”. (9)

Drama offers a wonderful opportunity 
for living Animation in schools. I think 
immediately of Dorothy Heathcote and her 
empowering approach to helping drama 
students discover their own creativity. In her 
book about Heathcote, Betty Jane Wagner 
describes the function of Heathcote’s work as: 
“…a conscious employment of the elements of 
drama to educate – to literally bring out what 
children know but don’t yet know they know.” 
(10)

Through improvisation, group-devised drama, 
process drama and text analysis we offer 
students tools of reference for the exploration 
of their world and their place within it. If 
the first step towards changing our world is 
becoming conscious to our world and the forces 
which operate within it, then the opportunity 
for cultural development through drama is 
huge. 

A Forum for Change
Augusto Boal took Freirean ideas into a 
theatrical space when he conceived Forum 
Theatre over twenty years ago. Designed 
to assist peasant workers overcome their 
oppression by wealthy land-owners in Boal’s 
native country of Brazil, Forum soon expanded 
into myriad cultures and social contexts. 
Forum Theatre involves a dialogue between 
audience and players, in which spectators 
become ‘Spect-actors’ when they take to 
the playing space to challenge situations of 
oppression in action. Boal gives us a theatrical 
form which privileges the voices of the people 
and encourages us to believe that through a 
facilitated process of action and reflection, we 
can discover the resources within ourselves 
which will lead to our own development and 
ultimate liberation. In the hands of Boal and his 
‘Theatre of the Oppressed’, Forum provided the 
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tools for what Freire termed ‘conscientization’: 
Social and political self-realisation. 

But a theatrical form which encourages young 
people to question institutional structures - 
their agenda and motivations – is potentially 
subversive and challenges the status quo. What 
I’ve noticed in Forum Projects I’ve observed 
or been involved in over the last few years is 
a shift from social / political consciousness-
raising to personal empowerment through 
individual responses to situations of 
oppression. In the school context this can easily 
equate to a preoccupation with student-on-
student bullying, which fails to acknowledge 
the roles of teachers and the power structures 
within the culture of the school community. 
Whilst I believe that there is much value in 
assisting ‘oppressed’ young people to develop 
responses to their oppression and broaden their 
repertoire of available choices, I know that this 
is only half the picture. 

I am fast realising in my own practice a need 
to move away from short-term theatre projects 
which address immediate manifestations of 
oppression, but fail to engage students and 
teachers in dialogue around the underlying 
issues of power which fuel such oppressions. 

Domestication V 
Conscientization
I recently facilitated a workshop entitled 
‘Exploring Difference’, for a class of year 
nines. Following an Image Theatre exercise, 
I asked the students, in small groups, to 
move from exploring individual responses 
to immediate situations of oppression to 
brainstorming strategies for the whole school to 
take on, which would help to develop a school 
culture of greater safety and acceptance. This 
proved a difficult task. Many of the students 
weren’t able to make the shift and reverted to 
individualized responses such as ‘ignore the 
bullies’ or ‘walk away’. Not one suggestion 
questioned the role of teachers, instead 
casting their peers as the sole perpetrators of 
oppression within the school. The two most 
popular strategies, collected on butcher’s paper, 

suggested heightened security systems and 
stronger punishments for bullies. I realised that 
I was asking questions which the students had 
not been equipped to fully address.

A plethora of educational thinkers have made 
strong assertions about the reasons why 
students are not equipped to critically assess 
the institution of school, with its social and 
political agenda. Writers such as Holt, Illich, 
Bowles & Gintis emphasised a functionalist 
view of school as the place where young people 
are taught right and wrong, assigned rank and 
cast as society’s winners and losers. Whilst 
Bowles & Gintis contend that the hidden 
agenda of school is to provide a subservient 
labour force for capitalism, (11) Illich suggests 
that students are being schooled to accept 
the authority of institutions in place of their 
own moral responsibility. (12) If we agree 
with Freire, that true education emerges from 
dialogue and is anchored in cultural relevance 
and meaning for the learner, then what room is 
there in such institutions for true education?

‘Where in school are people ever given the 
opportunity to exercise their capacities for 
moral judgement? We use moral judgement 
only when we make choices, serious choices, 
choices that lead to action..’ (13) 

Creation and Re-creation
The introduction of Community Cultural 
Development principles and practices into 
the school community requires that existing 
school culture is allowed to change. It requires 
that those with power begin to devise ways 
of distributing that power more evenly; and 
it requires that those with power assist those 
with less power to develop the skills to take 
more control over the shaping of their own 
communities and cultures. It asks a great deal 
of those who hold the power and it asks even 
more of those who have been schooled to 
relinquish power and defer responsibility. 

The integration of CCD principles into the 
drama classroom need not require an immediate 
change of content, but more importantly a 
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broadening of the accompanying dialogue. 
The Productive Pedagogies framework within 
Education Queensland’s ‘New Basics’ program 
lays the foundations for this, with focus on 
‘conversational dialogue’ and an emphasis 
on ‘knowledge as problematic’. Productive 
Pedagogies leads us out of the classroom too, 
encouraging us to support students’ active 
citizenship.
 
‘Active citizenship acknowledges that in a 
democratic society all individuals and groups 
have the right to engage in the creation and re-
creation of that democratic society…’  (14)

The Student Social Justice 
Committee
One of the first workshops I facilitated in 
Australia, after arriving in Brisbane from 
London in 1998, was organised by student 
representatives of Indooroopilly State High 
School’s Student Social Justice Committee. 
I was brought in to facilitate a drama-based 
workshop encouraging the exploration of 
difference in the school community. I was 
impressed that such a progressive model 
existed in a secondary school here and as this 
was one of the first schools I’d visited, I took it 
to be the norm. 

Indooroopilly’s Student Social Justice 
Committee was born of a desire to understand 
better the social and emotional needs of 
students and to create a medium through which 
students could feel able to advocate for one 
and other, within the school community. But 
a model like this relies on the support of staff 
and the enthusiasm of students and whilst 
Indooroopilly’s committee still exists, much 
of the school’s staff and student resources 
have been drawn elsewhere, leaving the group 
largely inactive. A Student Social Justice 
Committee provides, among other things, a 
focal point for a school community’s gradual 
redistribution of power, but to work it must 
find a secure place within the school culture 
and the support of students and teachers alike.

The ‘SPEERED’ Project  
This year I will be seeking expressions of 
interest from secondary schools, in piloting 
a project which will use drama to build 
on models like the Student Social Justice 
Committee. The ‘SPEERED’ project (Student 
Peer Education for Social Justice) will engage 
a whole-school approach to address social 
justice issues in the school environment, using 
the medium of drama. With an emphasis on 
continuity, the SPEERED project will aim to 
develop an ongoing and sustainable presence in 
the school community. A core group of 5-8 year 
eleven students will take part in an intensive 
eight-week process of exploring social justice 
issues, devising a drama around those issues, 
educating their peers and developing a physical 
focus for an ongoing social justice programme 
in the school. This will occur through the 
following key phases:

Phase1: Forming
• Group is engaged in an exploration of 

social justice issues
• Group devises a short play around issues 

relevant to the school community
• Group forms constitution and rules of 

engagement for the ‘SPEERED Group’

The knowledge and skills of school counsellors 
and guidance officers, etc. will be drawn 
on to help the core group develop broad 
understandings around the issues at hand. 
Specialists from other government departments 
may be invited to work with the group. It will 
be important that the work of the core group 
is located within the broader curriculum and 
wider community.  

Phase 2: Outreach
• The drama is ‘toured’ to students in the 

lower grades
• The drama is used as a spring-board for 

discussion with students
• The group uses the tour to promote the 

SPEERED Group to students 
• Group members use the tour to 

establish their profiles as SPEERED 
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representatives within the school

The choice of working with year eleven 
students deliberately avoids adding to the 
workload of year twelves. It also ensures that 
core group members who establish themselves 
as ‘supportive peers’ through this project, will 
be around long enough to follow through in 
that role. I hope that the role of ‘SPEERED 
Representative’ will provide the antithesis of 
the traditional ‘prefect’ or ‘class captain’. The 
core group will comprise a broad spectrum 
of youth representation, which will not be 
biased towards high achievers or the academic 
elite. In this way the SPEERED Group will 
maximise its access to any student in need of 
support. 

Phase 3: Constitution
• Group sets up the SPEERED Group
• Group members’ roles are clarified
• Constitution, aims and practices of 

the group are informed by Productive 
Pedagogies and other Education 
Queensland policy

SPEERED Group members will have to decide 
what kind of service or function they wish to 
fulfil within the school community. Maybe the 
group’s focus will be on initiating awareness-
raising projects around particular social issues, 
maybe it will be on support and mediation 
between students or between students and staff. 
The group may meet once a month or once a 
week, or daily, by way of an email group. The 
group may need to negotiate the allocation 
of a regular space and administrative support 
for the creation of flyers or newsletters. All 
such discussions and negotiations will be 
supported by the project co-ordinator and key 
participating figures within the school.

Of vital importance to the project will be the 
development of support materials, which work 
in concert with Education Queensland’s vision 
for social justice in schools. The understanding 
and support of teaching staff will be pivotal, 
as will the committed participation of the 
other key figures within the school. Year 

eleven students are not counsellors or guidance 
officers and the group will develop guidelines 
for referring their peers to appropriate services 
within the school community and beyond. 

As the SPEERED representatives move into 
year twelve, the process will ideally begin 
again with a new group of year elevens, 
who will take on and evolve the work of 
the SPEERED Group. In time, if we allow, 
the SPEERED Group may become the focal 
point for that redistribution of power and the 
exploration of new ways of being within the 
school community.

Taking Drama to the Town 
Square
In today’s media and technology charged 
society, we may be lead to question the efficacy 
of live theatre as a tool for social change, 
particularly with young people. Television, 
film, and the internet can reach millions of 
people at a time, influencing community values 
and shaping popular culture.

But live theatre is indigenous to all cultures 
in some shape or form. It was born out of 
folk tradition, and for that reason our work 
enables us to fundamentally connect with all 
cultures. Live theatre offers a medium, unlike 
more technological media, to which people can 
answer back, directly and immediately.

Commedia dell’ Arte, Forum and Playback 
provide examples of theatre taken to the piazza, 
to the town square where the heart of the 
community beats. There it draws us in with its 
physical immediacy and authenticity. It arrests 
all of our senses and engages the diverse range 
of literacies we develop to make sense of our 
world. 

As drama educators or practitioners, we 
embody a rich heritage. We are in possession 
of skills and knowledges which have been 
enthusiastically embraced by Community 
Cultural Development as exciting and dynamic 
tools for social change. We mustn’t keep these 
a secret from young people, for fear of what 
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they might do with them. We must show them 
that the tools we use to fashion aesthetic 
beauty or build artistic excellence are the same 
tools we can use to deconstruct our cultures 
and re-shape our communities. 
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Editor’s Comment
This article was published in ADEM 2003 Drama and Community Cultural Development. 
Equally in hindsight it could have fitted in well with ADEM 2005 Drama and Indigenous 
Perspectives. This unit has been taught very successful in many Queensland secondary 
schools and was recently taught by Sean Lubbers to Queensland University of Technology 
drama education students as part of the Master Teacher series. It also is a great unit that 
support the strategies and outcomes included in the Drama Australia Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Guidelines for Drama/Theatre Education available on the 
Drama Australia website for free download.

RECONCILIATION REVEALED: Connecting 
Themes of Grief and Loss through 
Personal and Indigenous Aesthetics

Sean Lubbers and Linda Ballin 

Rationale
This unit explores personal and Indigenous 
aesthetics through the themes of grief and loss.  
Year 11 Drama students engage in process 
drama, workshops and discussion as a means 
of discovering their own stories and aesthetics 
of grief, loss and connections they may have 
with Indigenous experience, history and 
culture.  Opportunities will exist to develop 
both a theoretical and practical framework in 
which the students can gain an understanding 
of Indigenous dramatic form and apply these 
conventions within their own context both 
personally and dramatically.

The learning experiences for this unit are 
designed to enable students to draw upon their 
existing knowledge of Indigenous history and 
culture as a foundation on which the unit can 
build.  Consequently, the unit will focus on 
discovering the connections that exist between 
personal and Indigenous aesthetics upon 
reflection of student’s own experiences of grief 
and loss.

The nature of the Indigenous drama as an 

eclectic form enables students to develop 
individual approaches to how they use and 
manipulate its conventions.  Students will be 
introduced to conventions such as storytelling, 
monologue, comedy and song through 
the analysis and process of engaging with 
Indigenous scripts.  Western perspective’s of 
dramatic elements such as roles, relationships 
and tension will be challenged and explored 
with Indigenous experience and text.

Following the “Human Rights” theme of the 
two-year Senior Drama Course at Bundamba 
State Secondary College, this unit addresses 
the importance of gaining an understanding 
of Human Rights in the context of Indigenous 
Australians and their history.  This unit 
will give students an appreciation of the 
contribution Indigenous Australians make 
towards the art form of drama.

This unit makes valuable connections across 
our school’s curriculum (English, Modern 
History, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Studies, Health and Human Relationships 
Education).  Furthermore, this unit provides 
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students with the opportunity to develop 
technological literacy through the assistance 
and use of Queensland Theatre Company’s 
Ed-Online project that incorporates the use of 
chatrooms and billboards connecting students 
to artists online.

Unit Objectives
Affective:  Upon the completion of this 
unit, students should be able to:

• Acknowledge and value the importance of 
drama as aesthetic learning.

• Appreciate the benefits of working 
independently for autonomous learning and 
self management.

• Have a commitment to and respect for 
diverse view points.

• Value and be confident in their own creative 
and critical abilities.

• Value diversity in drama and Indigenous 
dramatic form and dramatic history.

Forming:
• Engage in process drama as a vehicle for 

aesthetic learning.
• Collaborate in the creation of dramatic 

action based upon the themes of grief and 
loss.

• Interpret a range of contemporary 
Indigenous texts.

• Purposefully manage and build the 
elements of drama to create meaning in an 
individually written play script.

• Discuss the script ideas with an Indigenous 
playwright in a chatroom (QTC Ed-Online).

Presenting:
• Share and demonstrate dramatic work 

created during class time.
• Manipulate the elements of drama in 

performance.
• Informally present a range of contemporary 

Indigenous scripts.

Responding:
• Understand, interpret and analyse themes 

of grief and loss relevant to personal 

experience, Indigenous history and culture.
• Critically analyse contemporary Indigenous 

dramatic form and scripts.
• Understand the difference between 

“Western” and “Indigenous” notions of 
“Drama”.

• Synthesise advice from an Indigenous 
playwright with their own stories and 
dramatic knowledge.

Unit Features
• Process Drama and Workshops.
• Thematic Approach:  Grief and Loss.
• Conventions of Contemporary Indigenous 

Dramatic Form.
• Indigenous text extracts that are focussed 

on the unit theme (Grief and Loss).
• Developing scripts using personal 

narratives.
• Scriptwriting techniques, narrative 

structures and concepts.
• Internet technology (Billboards and 

Chatrooms) with Queensland Theatre 
Company’s Ed-Online project.

Learning Experiences
• Process Drama (Balloon Friends) 

introducing themes of grief and loss.
• Reflections on personal stories of grief and 

loss.
• Using role-play and improvisation and 

games to explore grief and loss.
• Creation of dramatic action using different 

conventions.
• Studying different categories of loss and 

the immediate and long term feelings 
associated with this emotion.

• Studying the stages of grief, the emotions 
involved and the individual factors that 
influence people’s grief responses.

• Discussions and readings/videos about 
Indigenous culture and history outlining 
events that have caused grief and loss to the 
Indigenous Australian community.

• Pinpointing grief and loss in a number of 
contemporary Indigenous scripts

• Preparing Indigenous scripts as rehearsed 
readings.

• Discussing and isolating conventions of 
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Indigenous dramatic form.
• Process Drama – “The Stolen Generation” 

– an Indigenous experience of grief and 
Loss.

• Analysing Indigenous text.

RESOURCE LIST:
Grief and Loss
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Grieve – Life Skills with Coping with Losses, Newton:  
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Weekly Lesson Overview
The following lesson overviews are only a 
guide – the lessons can be interspersed with 
times of discussion in response to students’ 
needs as they grapple with the content of the 
unit.  

WEEK 1
Lesson One
• The purpose of this lesson is to introduce 

the students to the metalanguage of 
the dramatic ideas underpinning the 
remainder of the unit.

• Teach (or revise) knowledge of the nature 
of aesthetic learning and the conventions 
of process drama.

• Write down definitions of aesthetic 
learning and process drama from the QSA 
Senior Drama Syllabus.

• Discuss aspects of aesthetic learning 
such as grounded aesthetic and inherited 
culture and connect the dialogue with 
experiences students have of the aesthetic 
in their own lives.

Lesson Two
• The purpose of this lesson is to enable the 

students to aesthetically engage and build 
belief in the fiction of a process drama.  
The process drama is designed to enable 
the students to experience themes of Grief 
and Loss before they know that is what 
the unit is based on.

• Inform students that the activities of 
the next two lessons will take place in 
the form of a process drama.  Review 
the expectations of participation and 
engagement associated with process 
drama.

• Run the first half of the “Balloon Friends” 
process drama (see Balloon Friends 
Lesson Process Drama in detail later in 
this article.

• The students will explore the meaning of 
friendship and relationships in preparation 
for the remainder of the process drama to 
be run in the following lesson.

 http://www.hartford-hwp.com/archives/24/088.html 
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Lesson Three
• The purpose of this lesson is to build 

on the aesthetic fiction developed in 
the previous lesson before introducing 
moments of tension, climax and 
resolution.

• Briefly review the activities undertaken in 
the first half of the process drama before 
continuing.  Students absent for the first 
half can be asked to observe.

• Run the second half of the “Balloon 
Friends” process drama.

• Amidst the protection of the fiction, the 
students will experience the emotions of 
Grief and Loss through the destruction 
of the friendship created and developed 
during the entire process drama.

• Once the process drama is concluded, 
lead a reflective discussion about the 
students’ experiences within the drama 
and the emotions felt throughout.

• This lesson provides a springboard for 
further personal reflection about loss and 
the accompanying period of grief.

Lesson Four
• The purpose of this lesson is to build on 

the students’ experiences in the process 
drama through a dramatic exploration of 
their personal aesthetic experiences with 
the emotions of loss and grief.

• Engage the students in a lighthearted 
experience of loss through an adapted 
version of the game Prisoner and Guard:- 
“Steal and Possess”.

Steal and Possess
A circle of chairs is set up with half the 
class standing behind the chairs and half 
the class sitting in the chairs.  People 
standing are the possessors.  People sitting 
are the property.  One possessor has an 
empty chair in front of them.  In order to 
‘steal’ another possessor’s property to fill 
their chair, they must wink at someone in 
a chair who immediately attempts to run 
to their new possessor.  The possessor 

they are leaving must attempt to stop 
them getting ‘stolen’ by trying to touch 
both their shoulders.  The stealing of 
property continues by different possessors 
throughout the game.  After a time, 
students change places and swap roles.

• In groups, get students to brainstorm 
times when they have experienced grief 
and/or loss.  Allow each group to share 
their work with the rest of the class.

• Give the students the opportunity to 
individually reflect on one particular time 
in their life when they have experienced 
grief and/or loss and then share within 
pairs or small groups.

• In those same groups students are to 
choose one person’s experience and 
create a series of tableaus that depicts 
strong images of some important 
moments.

• Extend on the previous activity by asking 
each group to connect the tableaus with 
movement and minimal dialogue.

• Get each group to present the work they 
have formed to the rest of the class.  
Lead a discussion focussing on students’ 
interpretations of the work presented.

• Set a homework task:- Write a paragraph 
(8-10 sentences) about your personal 
experience of grief and loss shared 
earlier.  You can choose to tell the whole 
story briefly or only a part in detail.  Task 
needs to be completed by the next lesson

WEEK 2
Lesson Five
• The purpose of this lesson is to continue 

to draw on students’ personal aesthetic 
experiences with grief and loss to 
enable the students to have a greater 
connection with their work.  This lesson 
connects classwork with the assessment 
task.

• Ensure homework is checked – students 
need the paragraph they wrote for the 
activities in this lesson.
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• In pairs, students are to develop one of 
the students’ paragraphs as a verbatim 
monologue that is telling a personal story 
of grief and loss.  One of the pair is to 
deliver the monologue whilst the other 
student simultaneously performs a series 
of tableaus or mimed movements that 
illustrate the story in a realistic form.

• Discuss each pair’s presentation 
concentrating on the elements of focus, 
mood and human context.

• Extend on the previous task asking 
students to create a scene that uses the 
same monologue but presented in an 
abstract form:- symbolic movement or 
contrasting the monologue with minimal 
dialogue.

• Discuss the second presentations 
focusing on the element of symbol 
and the use of story as a basis for 
performance.

• Conclude with an introductory 
discussion about the form of 
contemporary Indigenous drama.

Contemporary Indigenous Drama
• Storytelling
• Eclectic
• Dance
• Music/Song
• Monologue
• Humour
• And much more……..

Lesson Six
• The purpose of this lesson is to enable 

the students to have a closer look at 
issues and feelings associated with 
different categories of loss.  Students will 
have the opportunity to more specifically 
reflect on personal experiences of loss.

• In groups students are to complete a 
worksheet that involves placing a list 
of typical losses within four different 
categories of loss.  Discuss the correct 
placement and allow students to share 
about any on the list that they may have 
experienced.

Categories of Loss
• Loss of a Significant Person
• Loss of a Part of the Self

- physical
- psychological
- social

• Loss of External Objects
• Developmental Loss

• Individually, students now brainstorm 
and write down times in their life when 
they have experienced change of any 
kind – good and bad.  Ensure students 
know that their list will not be shared so 
they can be completely honest.  After a 
time, students go back over their list and 
highlight any changes associated with 
loss.

• As a whole class group, students 
brainstorm the feelings associated with 
those changes that included a type of 
loss.  Write students’ contributions on 
the board.  Briefly discuss the range of 
feelings expressed.

• Students move off individually and 
reflect on one moment in their life when 
they experienced loss.  Lead students 
into imagining they are back at the time 
when they first realised they were losing 
something.

• For the remainder of the lesson 
students are to script a short telephone 
conversation they would make to discuss 
the loss.  The immediate reactions 
recalled in the previous activity are 
to be used to inform the mood of the 
conversation.

• Debrief with the students before they 
leave to make sure they are okay.

Lesson Seven
• The purpose of this lesson is to allow 

the students to discuss grief in more 
detail and share personal stories of their 
aesthetic experiences of grief.  Students 
will have the opportunity to explore how 
grief affects people in different ways.

• Individually students write a diary entry 
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detailing a recent significant loss they 
have experienced and the feelings that 
they have about the loss right now.

• Once their diary entry is finished, 
students are to answer four reflective 
questions in response to the experience 
they have just written about.

Reflective Questions
• What did you do with the feelings you 

experienced or how did you behave?
• What kind of support did you receive 

from your family?
• Do you think people understood your 

feelings?
• What would you have liked people to say 

to you?.

•  Allow students to pair up with someone 
who they feel comfortable with and share 
the answers to the questions.

•  Each student receives a booklet about 
grief.  As a whole class discuss the 
content of the sheets in the booklet and 
relate their personal experiences of loss 
and grief to the information.

Grief Booklet
•  “The Journey through Grief”
•  “The Grief Trough”
•  “Normal Grief Reactions”

•  Finish the lesson by analysing different 
reactions different people have to grief 
and brainstorming factors that may 
influence people’s reactions.  Explain 
the importance of valuing other people’s 
aesthetics.

WEEK 3
Lesson Eight
• The purpose of this lesson is to discover 

what the students know, feel and have 
opinions about with regard to Aboriginal 
and Indigenous history, culture and the 
people group.

• Lead a discussion evoking students’ 
general feelings and opinions about 
Aboriginal people and their culture.  

Ensure stereotypes and generalisations 
are dealt with in a socially just manner.

• Follow the discussion with the whole 
class brainstorming specific events that 
the students’ know about in the history 
of Aborigines that roused feelings 
of grief and loss.  Discuss how each 
event contributed to the grief and loss 
experienced.

• Distribute and read a handout outlining 
“A Cultural History of Australia” (see 
resources for the “Indigenous Culture” 
lesson, p.65).  Connect events in history 
contained on the sheet with the ideas 
from the previous activity.

• Students can jot down any extra notes in 
response to the discussions.

Lesson Nine
• The purpose of this lesson is to 

explore the themes of grief and loss in 
Aboriginal history using excerpts from 
a contemporary Indigenous play text:- 
Mailman and Enoch’s The 7 Stages of 
Grieving.

• Students are divided into four groups.  
Each group is given an excerpt of The 
Seven Stages of Grieving that specifically 
focuses on an experience of grief or loss.  
Each group is to prepare the excerpt they 
are given as a rehearsed reading.

• The rehearsed reading of each excerpt is 
presented to the class.  In between each 
presentation students are to write a short, 
individual reflection about the reading 
focusing on two key points.

Key Points for Reflection
•  Describe the grief and loss in the scene.
•  Identify the way the story is being told 

– whose perspective is it from?

•  Once all four rehearsed readings have 
been presented, gather the whole class 
together and ask students to share 
parts of what they wrote in reflection 
of each excerpt.  Emphasise the use of 
storytelling to the students’ forming 
assessment task.
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•  Set a homework task:- You are to reread 
your “A Cultural History of Australia” 
handout and write out four or five points 
that particularly strike you in relation to 
the themes of grief and loss.

Lesson Ten
•  The  purpose of this lesson is to connect 

the students’ knowledge of historical 
events that have caused grief and loss 
amongst Aboriginal people, with the 
exploration of such issues within The 
Seven Stages of Grieving text.

•  Explain to the students that whilst the 
extracts told personal Indigenous stories, 
each one touched on broader issues of 
grief, loss and the associated emotions.

Indigenous Stories of Grief and Loss
•  Loss of Culture:- Assimilation
•  Death
•  Stolen Generation
•  Land Rights

• Ask students to get out their “A Cultural 
History of Australia” handout.  Lead a 
discussion about how the excerpts from 
The Seven Stages of Grieving explored 
certain events in Aboriginal history 
through storytelling and drama.

• Check students homework and have a 
time of sharing and discussion about 
which points struck different students 
and why.  Encourage students to 
consider connections between their 
personal aesthetic and an indigenous 
aesthetic.

• Distribute, go through and explain the 
homework booklet to be completed by 
students over a period of two weeks.

WEEK 4
Lesson Eleven
• The purpose of this lesson is to 

investigate an event of Indigenous 
Australian history within the safety of 
the fiction created by process drama.  
Students will engage in a fiction that 
symbolises the Indigenous experience 

of the Stolen Generation highlighting the 
themes of grief and loss.

• Explain to the students that they are 
about to engage in another form of 
process drama.  If necessary, review the 
conventions of the form.

• Run the Stolen Generation process drama 
(More detail of this Drama process in the 
complete unit).

• After the last activity, get the students to 
individually write a diary entry from the 
perspective of their character in reflection 
of everything that happened during the 
process drama.

• Gather as a whole group and ask some 
students of different characters to share 
what they wrote with the class.  Discuss 
and reflect on the perspectives of different 
characters to the same events

• Explain that each individual will have 
a unique set of aesthetic experiences 
depending on their interpretation of the 
world and events happening around them.

Lesson 12
• The purpose of this lesson is to explore 

an Indigenous script extract that alludes 
to the event explored in the process 
drama – Stolen Generation.  Students will 
analyse how emotions of grief and loss 
are expressed within an Indigenous script 
and use the extract as stimulus to write 
their own short script.

• The activities within this lesson scaffold 
the students’ skills in writing about grief 
and loss in response to stimulus materials 
– will create important connections to the 
students’ forming assessment task.

• Students are to form pairs.  Each pair 
is given a copy of an extract from a 
contemporary script – Luck of the Draw  
by playwright N. Manning.

• In their pair, students are read the 
duologue aloud and then work together to 
identify and write down lines in the script 
that give the reader information about the 
characters family history and background.

• Using the information gained from the 
text analysis, each pair is to write a short 
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script of a duologue between one of the 
characters and another person that is 
known to have been a part of their life.  
Students can extend the fiction beyond 
known information but the fiction must 
remain true to the known facts.

• Get each pair to read aloud their short 
script to the class.

• Lead a discussion focusing on the 
expression of emotion within the 
students’ scripts, the incorporation 
of grief and loss and the relationship 
evident between the two characters.

• Remind students about their homework 
booklets – they are due in just over a 
week.  Emphasise the importance of the 
material in the booklet and that students 
should be doing a little every night to 
better inform the work being done in 
class.

Lesson Thirteen
• The purpose of this lesson is to introduce 

a method of script analysis to develop 
their understanding of the elements 
that create a rich and complex scene.  
Students will go through a number of 
questions to consider when writing a 
scene – called a ‘scenetest’ – and each 
question will be explained in the context 
of a scene.

• Distribute the ‘scenetest’ handouts (see 
resources from complete unit)

• Read through the handout identifying the 
missing word in each question.

• Discuss and explain each question in 
the context of the students’ forming 
assessment task – particularly focusing 
on those that are not self-explanatory.

• Students can make extra notes on their 
handouts in response to the discussion.

• Emphasise that not all questions may be 
relevant to every scene students write, 
but that the more students can deal with 
the more complex their scene – it’s 
characters and situations – will become.

• In groups students are to apply the 
‘scenetest’ to the extract of Manning’s 
Luck of the Draw that they were working 

with in the previous lesson.
• Encourage constructive group discussion 

and emphasise the possibility of more 
than one right answer.

• Discuss students’ responses to the 
‘scenetest’ questions about the Luck of 
the Draw extract.  Ask students to reflect 
on how the ‘scenetest’ questions will help 
them in the writing of their own scripts.

WEEK 5
Lessons Fourteen & Fifteen
• The purpose of this lesson is to allow 

students to aesthetically engage in a 
professional production of a screenplay 
written about the experiences of 
Indigenous people.  Students will be 
encouraged to reflect on the content 
of the unit and to connect with the 
Indigenous aesthetic experiences that are 
explored.

• Explain the relevance of the students 
watching a video production of Louis 
Nowra’s play Radiance.

• Show the video and allow students to 
become involved in the story.

• At the beginning of the second lesson, 
briefly review what has happened in the 
story so far.

• Prompt the students to consider personal 
experiences they have had (or people 
they are close to have had) that are 
similar to the experiences of the three 
main characters in Radiance.

• After viewing, discuss the implications 
of a play written by a non-indigenous 
playwright about the experiences 
of Indigenous people.  Outline the 
difficulties that may exist in trying to 
write about a culture different from your 
own.

• Explain that, that is why the students are 
being asked to write about their personal 
aesthetic experiences – not someone 
else’s.
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Lesson Sixteen 
• Students should be handing in their 

homework booklets to be checked either 
this lesson or one soon after.

• The purpose of this lesson is to teach 
the students about different ways they 
can structure dramatic action and to 
outline the formatting conventions of 
scriptwriting.  Students will be taught 
about narrative structures and narrative 
concepts and how they can be used to 
shape the dramatic action of their scripts 
in different ways.

• Create and use OHTs on narrative 
structure and narrative concept.

• Get the students to copy down the notes 
off the OHT.

• Explain, discuss and give examples of 
each type of narrative structure.  Students 
can make extra notes based on the 
discussion.

Narrative Structures
• Linear : 

-  events unfolding in sequential order
- movies like Shrek and Speed

• Non-Linear: 
-  moving back and forth between two 

different time frames
- movies like Titanic

• Circular: 
-   begins at any point along the story line 

and moves through the  story in a set but 
non-sequential order

- movies like  Pulp Fiction

• Episodic: 
-  may use any of the above structures, 

however, the action is broken into 
segments that are shown one at a time

-   nearly all TV shows and soapies

• Define the meaning of the term ‘narrative 
concept’.

Narrative Concept
• Narrative = story

• Concept = idea

Therefore: - a narrative concept is an idea of 
how to shape a story

Examples:
First person, third person, dramatic re-
enactment, direct address, stream of 
consciousness, shared story, dream, 
nightmare, letter, diary entry, fairytale, phone 
call, confession, biography, hypothetical and 
any combinations of these!!!

• Get students to copy down a list of a 
number of possible narrative concepts 
and brainstorm any more that they can 
think of.

• Distribute “About Playwrighting” 
handouts.

• Go through the conventional way of 
formatting a script.

• Set a homework task:- You are to read 
the rest of the handout and highlight 
(or underline) things that you feel are 
important about writing a script or a play 
and report back to the class next lesson 
your findings.

Lesson Seventeen
• The purpose of this lesson is to hand 

out the students forming assessment 
and discuss the task and its associated 
criteria.  Students will be briefed on 
the task and will have the opportunity 
to discuss exactly what is expected – 
including the criteria against which they 
will be marked.  (From Senior Drama 
Syllabus Queensland 2001)

• Check students’ homework.  Discuss 
the ideas that students determined to be 
important for writing a script.  Encourage 
students to take notes based on what 
their peers say – may help them for their 
assessment task.

• Distribute assessment task sheets with 
attached scripts (see resource list) and 
inform students that the due date will be 
two weeks from this lesson.

• Read, explain and discuss the task 
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description and standards schema in 
detail

• Allow students to ask any questions 
– discuss the answers.

• If time allows, get students to begin 
working on writing their script.

Lessons Eighteen & Nineteen
• The purpose of these lessons is to provide 

the students with class time to work on 
their scripts for assessment.

• Students also have the opportunity to 
consult with the teacher about their ideas.

• Drafts can be handed in – to be perused 
by the teacher during these lessons.

Lesson Twenty
• A computer room is required for this 

lesson.  The purpose of this lesson is to 
provide the students with the opportunity 
to discuss their ideas and scriptwriting 
process with a contemporary Indigenous 
playwright.

• This lesson is in collaboration with 
Queensland Theatre Company (Ed-Online 
Project) – See over “Online with Nadine 
McDonald – Kooemba Jdarra”

WEEK 7 AND 8
• Students have the opportunity to use 

these lessons to write their scripts and 
collaborate with their teacher.  Another 
lesson was used to chat with Nadine 
McDonald (Kooemba Jdarra) at the final 
stages of drafting their scripts.

On-Line with Nadine 
McDonald  – Kooemba Jdarra 
(Brisbane)
Being part of the Queensland Theatre 
Company’s (QTC) Education Reference 
Group, I became excited and aware of a new 
initiative the company was developing – Ed-
Online.  Through many lead up discussions 
with Mitchell Holmes (Education Liaison 
Officer) about our work with this unit, Mitchell 
contacted Nadine McDonald to see if she could 
contribute to the development of my students’ 
scripts through chatting on-line with them via 

the QTC website for two 1 hour sessions.

Knowing Nadine and her connection to my 
school through a number of past and present 
Murray students, Nadine and Kooemba Jdarra 
were kind enough to donate her time to the 
project and my student’s needs.  I would like 
to take this opportunity to thank both QTC and 
Kooemba Jdarra for this amazing and highly 
beneficial assistance to my students.

I have around 15 students and Nadine was 
bombarded for the full 2 hour session (over 
two weeks) with many questions relating to 
how to best tell their stories of grief and loss 
and what structure would best fit their context.  
She gave them many ideas as to how they 
could approach their scripts, intertwined with a 
plethora of smiley face icons!!!  I hadn’t seen 
so many smiley faces on one screen in my life!

The most profound outcomes of this teacher/
student/company/artist partnership I believe for 
me and my students was Nadine’s emphasis on 
“Narrative” rather than concept and structure.  
She really challenged all of our constructed 
notions about “Narrative” and wanted to 
question my students further about the reality 
of their own stories to deepen them, rather than 
obsess about how to structure it or with what 
narrative concept.

The students also benefited from Nadine just 
talking to them about her own stories – stories 
that have shaped her life as an Indigenous 
woman and as an artist.  I felt with all other 
educational benefits aside, this was where the 
community, cultural development occurred.  
The multi-level relationship occurring 
between both an Indigenous woman with her 
own stories throughout her life, her stories 
about her life as an artist and their interaction 
simultaneously with my students lives and 
experiences.

It would be great if more theatre companies 
around Australia could set up initiatives like 
Ed-Online because technology is there to 
be used and through the click of a mouse 
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and some tapping of keys, effective dialogue 
can occur between teacher, artist and student 
without an artist necessarily having to be 
“physically” at your school.
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SAMPLE LESSON PLANS  PROCESS DRAMA  BALLOON FRIENDS

TIME PHASE CONVENTION TEACHER ACTIVITY STUDENT ACTIVITY RESOURCES

5mins Engage Introduction Welcome the students to the 
lesson.  Mark the roll.  Explain 
that this lesson will be the 
beginning of the next unit 
– starting with a process drama 
to go over two lessons.  Revise 
what process drama means from 
the previous lesson.  Remind 
students of the participation 
and engagement conventions 
that exist in order to allow the 
process to function.

Students are to:
 Enter the space
 Respond to teacher 

marking the roll
 Listen to teacher 

introduction
 Review ideas covered in 

previous lesson

Class roll

4mins Engage Discussion Teacher asks students to:
 Form groups of 2/3

Distribute sheets with quotes 
– one for each group.
 Read and discuss the 

quotes

Encourage the students to share 
personal examples or stories 
about friendship.

Students are to:
 Divide into groups of 2/3
 Listen to teacher 

instruction
 Discuss the ideas in the 

quotes and share any 
personal anecdotes with 
their group

Quotes

5mins Explore Drawing Teacher asks students to:
 Remain in same groups
 Get out pens

Distribute butcher’s paper.
 Collaboratively create 

a drawing or diagram 
that represents the ideas 
conveyed in the quotes

 Reflect on the discussion 
and personal sharing

 One person to stick the 
completed drawing to the 
wall

 Gather in front of the 
wall and view all the 
different representations of 
friendship

Collect the quote sheets

Students are to:
 Work together to create 

a unified drawing that 
represents quotes 

 Stick their groups’ 
completed drawing on the 
wall

 Respectfully view and 
appreciate other students’ 
interpretations of the 
quotes

Quotes.  
Butcher’s paper.  
Pens.  Blue-
Tack
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TIME PHASE CONVENTION TEACHER ACTIVITY STUDENT ACTIVITY RESOURCES

4mins Engage Teacher Narration 
Tableau

Teacher asks students to:
 Find their own spot to 

stand in the space
 Listen to the 

announcement then create 
a tableau that depicts their 
first reaction to the news

Read the letter – announcement

 Create a first reaction 
tableau

Count down the freeze.  Divide 
the room in half.  Ask half to 
stay frozen and half to view 
the images.  Switch the role of 
each half so both have shown 
images.

Students are to:
 Find their own space
 Listen to the 

announcement
 Create a tableau that shows 

reaction emotion
 Follow teacher instruction 

to show and view the 
images created to create 
tableaus for

Letter

5mins Explore Character Making Teacher asks students to:
 Form a circle

Outline that students are now 
going to create the friend that 
they want to take with them 
on their holiday.  Explain the 
balloon is just to provide a 
symbolic representation of the 
character each student creates.
Give one balloon to each 
student.

 Blow up the balloon
 Give the balloon a face and 

anything else appropriate
 Decide on a name, age and 

likes and dislikes of the 
friend

Students are to:
 Respond to teacher 

direction
 Use the balloon to create 

a visual symbol of their 
friend

 Imagine and think of a 
name and personality they 
would like their friend to 
have

Balloons.  Pens.  
Textas.
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TIME PHASE CONVENTION TEACHER ACTIVITY STUDENT ACTIVITY RESOURCES

4mins Engage Teacher Narration 
Tableau

Teacher asks students to:
 Find their own spot to 

stand in the space
 Listen to the 

announcement then create 
a tableau that depicts their 
first reaction to the news

Read the letter – announcement

 Create a first reaction 
tableau

Count down the freeze.  Divide 
the room in half.  Ask half to 
stay frozen and half to view 
the images.  Switch the role of 
each half so both have shown 
images.

Students are to:
 Find their own space
 Listen to the 

announcement
 Create a tableau that shows 

reaction emotion
 Follow teacher instruction 

to show and view the 
images created to create 
tableaus for

Letter

5mins Explore Character Making Teacher asks students to:
 Form a circle

Outline that students are now 
going to create the friend that 
they want to take with them 
on their holiday.  Explain the 
balloon is just to provide a 
symbolic representation of the 
character each student creates.
Give one balloon to each 
student.

 Blow up the balloon
 Give the balloon a face and 

anything else appropriate
 Decide on a name, age and 

likes and dislikes of the 
friend

Students are to:
 Respond to teacher 

direction
 Use the balloon to create 

a visual symbol of their 
friend

 Imagine and think of a 
name and personality they 
would like their friend to 
have

Balloons.  Pens.  
Textas.

TIME PHASE CONVENTION TEACHER ACTIVITY STUDENT ACTIVITY RESOURCES

4mins Elaborate Improvised 
Conversation

Teacher asks students to:
 Take their completed 

balloon friend and find a 
partner

 Spend a couple of minutes 
introducing your friends 
to each other – name, 
personality and why you 
chose them to go on the 
holiday with you

 Freeze mid-conversation 

Use ‘touch and talk’ to listen in

Students are to:
 Work together to create 

a unified drawing that 
represents quotes 

 Stick their groups’ 
completed drawing on the 
wall

 Respectfully view and 
appreciate other students’ 
interpretations of the 
quotes

Quotes.  
Butcher’s paper.  
Pens.  Blue-Tack

10mins Elaborate Soundscape Teacher asks students:
 Join two pairs together to 

create a group of four

Ask if the group knows what 
a soundscape is – explain if 
needed.

 Create a soundscape that 
embodies the emotions felt 
in response to winning a 
holiday and asking a friend 
to come

 Include a part of one of the 
original quotes somewhere 
in the soundscape

Distribute quotes – one per 
group.  Tell students they have 
5mins.

 Present their groups’ 
soundscape to the class

Collect quote sheets.

Students are to:
 Form groups of four
 Volunteer information 

about soundscapes
 Work as a group to depict 

the emotions of the 
situation through sound 
and text

 Incorporate part of a quote 
in the soundscape

 Be willing to present their 
soundscape to the rest of 
the class

Quotes
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TIME PHASE CONVENTION TEACHER ACTIVITY STUDENT ACTIVITY RESOURCES

3mins Elaborate 
Reflection

Ritual
Making a List

Teacher asks students to:
 Find their own space

Hand out sheets of paper.

 Get out pens
 Make a list of what they 

want to pack for their 
holiday

Encourage students to reflect 
on the kind of holiday they 
want and what their friend will  
bring.

 Finish and stick their 
completed list up on the 
wall

 Gather as group to view 
the lists on the wall in 
amongst the drawings of 
friendship

Students are to:
 Respond to teacher 

instruction
 Individually create a list 

that ensures they have 
everything they need for a 
perfect holiday

 View others’ lists and 
reflect on how the lists 
do or do not represent 
friendship

Paper.  Pens. 
 Blu-tack

3mins Reflection Discussion Announce that the drama is 
over for today.  Ask students 
if anyone has any comments 
before they leave.  Explain that 
the process drama will continue 
in the next lesson – tomorrow.  

Ask the students to leave 
their balloon friends with 
the teachers.  Arrange for the 
balloons to be tied together and 
stored until the next lesson.

Students are to:
 Break out of the drama at 

that point
 Comment on anything they 

feel is appropriate
 Leave their balloons to be 

used in the next lesson

String
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TIME PHASE CONVENTION TEACHER ACTIVITY STUDENT ACTIVITY RESOURCES

3mins Elaborate 
Reflection

Ritual
Making a List

Teacher asks students to:
 Find their own space

Hand out sheets of paper.

 Get out pens
 Make a list of what they 

want to pack for their 
holiday

Encourage students to reflect 
on the kind of holiday they 
want and what their friend will  
bring.

 Finish and stick their 
completed list up on the 
wall

 Gather as group to view 
the lists on the wall in 
amongst the drawings of 
friendship

Students are to:
 Respond to teacher 

instruction
 Individually create a list 

that ensures they have 
everything they need for a 
perfect holiday

 View others’ lists and 
reflect on how the lists 
do or do not represent 
friendship

Paper.  Pens. 
 Blu-tack

3mins Reflection Discussion Announce that the drama is 
over for today.  Ask students 
if anyone has any comments 
before they leave.  Explain that 
the process drama will continue 
in the next lesson – tomorrow.  

Ask the students to leave 
their balloon friends with 
the teachers.  Arrange for the 
balloons to be tied together and 
stored until the next lesson.

Students are to:
 Break out of the drama at 

that point
 Comment on anything they 

feel is appropriate
 Leave their balloons to be 

used in the next lesson

String

TIME PHASE CONVENTION TEACHER ACTIVITY STUDENT ACTIVITY RESOURCES

8mins Engage Introduction Welcome students to the lesson.  
Mark the roll.  Check if anyone 
present was away for the 
previous lesson – ask student to 
observe.

Explain that this lesson will 
follow on from yesterday 
– continuing the process drama.

Remind students of the 
expected conduct and review 
the fiction created through the 
activities thus far.  Ask students 
to get a pen to be used during 
the lesson.

Students are to:
 Enter the space 

appropriately
 Respond to teacher 

marking the roll
 Listen to teacher 

introduction and volunteer 
information when required

Review ideas and activities 
completed in the previous 
lesson

Class roll.  Pen

6mins Engage Focus
Engage 

Elaborate

Give students their balloon 
friends from yesterday.

Teacher asks students to:
 Find their own space
Countdown to freeze.

 Close their eyes and 
imagine the friend they 
have created

 Think again about the 
friends name, age, gender, 
likes, dislikes and why you 
chose them to go on the 
holiday with you

Distribute sheets of paper and 
pens.

 Open their eyes
 Use one side of the paper 

to write a profile of their 
friend

Tell students they have 2mins.  
Write the categories on the 
board.

Explain that the friend profile 
is their ticket to leave for their 
holiday so it must be kept.

Students are to:
 Move to a space on their 

own in the room
 Listen to teacher narration
 Imagine and visualise the 

character of their created 
friend

Write down the facts and traits 
on their friend profile

Balloon Friends.  
Sheets of paper.  
Pens.  Chalk
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TIME PHASE CONVENTION TEACHER ACTIVITY STUDENT ACTIVITY RESOURCES

5mins Elaborate Ritual
Making a List

Teacher asks students to:
 Turn the paper over
 Make a list of what they 

want to pack for their 
holiday

Encourage students to think 
about the kind of holiday they 
want and what their friend will 
bring.

Tell the students they have 
2mins.

 Finish and stick their list/
profile on the wall return 
to sitting in own space

Students are to:
 Respond to teacher 

instruction
 Individually create a list 

that ensures they have 
everything they need for a 
perfect holiday

Sheets of paper.  
Pens.  Blu-tack

6mins Explore Teacher Narration
Tableau Series

Teacher in role announces:
“Your ticket has been validated 
and you are now arriving at 
your chosen island destination.  
Please remain seated until 
further instructions are given”.

Teacher asks students to :
 Individually create a series 

of three freeze frames
 The frozen images are to 

depict photographs of three 
activities that you and your 
friend do on your first day

Tell students they will be 
showing their images and they 
have 2mins to create.

 Finish up and form an 
audience on one side of  
room

Divide the group in half.  Ask 
half to get up and show their 
three photo images on the 
teacher’s count.  Switch the role 
of each half so both have shown 
images

Students are to:
 Listen to teacher narration
 Individually create a 

series of tableaus that 
show a number of holiday 
activities

 Work within the time limit 
given

 Be willing to show their 
images to the rest of the 
class
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TIME PHASE CONVENTION TEACHER ACTIVITY STUDENT ACTIVITY RESOURCES

5mins Elaborate Ritual
Making a List

Teacher asks students to:
 Turn the paper over
 Make a list of what they 

want to pack for their 
holiday

Encourage students to think 
about the kind of holiday they 
want and what their friend will 
bring.

Tell the students they have 
2mins.

 Finish and stick their list/
profile on the wall return 
to sitting in own space

Students are to:
 Respond to teacher 

instruction
 Individually create a list 

that ensures they have 
everything they need for a 
perfect holiday

Sheets of paper.  
Pens.  Blu-tack

6mins Explore Teacher Narration
Tableau Series

Teacher in role announces:
“Your ticket has been validated 
and you are now arriving at 
your chosen island destination.  
Please remain seated until 
further instructions are given”.

Teacher asks students to :
 Individually create a series 

of three freeze frames
 The frozen images are to 

depict photographs of three 
activities that you and your 
friend do on your first day

Tell students they will be 
showing their images and they 
have 2mins to create.

 Finish up and form an 
audience on one side of  
room

Divide the group in half.  Ask 
half to get up and show their 
three photo images on the 
teacher’s count.  Switch the role 
of each half so both have shown 
images

Students are to:
 Listen to teacher narration
 Individually create a 

series of tableaus that 
show a number of holiday 
activities

 Work within the time limit 
given

 Be willing to show their 
images to the rest of the 
class

TIME PHASE CONVENTION TEACHER ACTIVITY STUDENT ACTIVITY RESOURCES

4mins Engage Scenario Cards Teacher asks students to:
 Each come and collect a 

scenario card
 Read the card without 

talking  or showing anyone 
else

Pin up a sign that says “Docks” 
on the classroom door.

 Show students the docks

Explain that when the teacher 
calls out “8pm” the students are 
to run to the docks as quick as 
possible to avoid being late.

 View the classroom space 
as a sailing boat – define 
the front (bow) and (rear) 
stern

 Board the sailing boat 
settling their friend at the 
bow of the boat and taking 
a place for themselves at 
the stern

 Pose for a fun, happy 
photo

Countdown to freeze.

Students are to:
 Each get a scenario card 
 Silently read the card
 Respond to teacher 

instruction
 Board the “sailing boat”

 Create distance between 
them and their friend

 Freeze as required

Scenario cards.
‘Docks’ sign

3mins Climax
Resolution

Slowmotion
Movement

Teacher asks students to:
 Remain frozen

Explain that there will be a 
short news item read.

 Listen to the news and 
react in silent slowmotion 
mime – only movement 
and gesture

Read the news item and 
concurrently move amongst the 
balloons popping each one.

Students are to:
 Listen to teacher 

instruction
 Participate in creating 

a slowmotion mime to 
accompany the news item

 React to the scene of 
viewing their balloon 
‘friend’ being destroyed

News item.  
Needle
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TIME PHASE CONVENTION TEACHER ACTIVITY STUDENT ACTIVITY RESOURCES

10mins Reflection Discussion Countdown students to a freeze.
Teacher asks students to:
 Move silently and sit in a 

circle in the middle of the 
room

Conclude the drama.

 Take a moment to think 
about what has gone on in 
the drama.

Go around the circle and ask 
each student to say one word 
or phrase that defines how 
they felt about their friend 
being taken away or any other 
emotion or reaction in response 
to the drama.

Ask the students if the loss 
of their friend in the drama 
reminds them of anything in 
their real lives.  Encourage 
students to share if they like.

Explain that the themes of 
loss and grief will be further 
explored in this unit.

Check to make sure that all 
students are fine before they 
leave the class.

Students are to:
 Respond to teacher 

direction
 Reflect on what they have 

participated in and felt 
during the drama

 Sum up the experience in a 
word or phrase

 Be willing and open to 
share and discuss personal 
applications of the loss 
experienced in the drama
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BALLOON FRIENDS – RESOURCES

LETTER:
You have just won a fabulous island 
holiday!!!!  The island in question is 
situated in the tropical South Pacific and 
offers any and every kind of activity you 
could possibly imagine.  This remarkable 
opportunity is only open to you and one 
of your friends.  That’s right, you take 
one friend and one friend only so choose 
carefully – the kind of holiday you have 
depends on it!

The proper office of a friend is to side with 
you when you are wrong.  Nearly anybody 
will side with you when you are right.

Mark Twain

Scenario
A new person you have met on the island 
has invited you and your friend to go sailing 
with them that night.  You accept and begin 
to anticipate the fun you will have on the 
water at night under a clear and starry sky.  
You are to meet them at the docks at 8pm 
– don’t be late!!

News Item

***** NEWS FLASH *****

Last night, in a rare summer storm dozens 
of sail boats just off the island were hit 
with cascades of water from waves that 
reached heights of up to two metres.  
According to the weather bureau, it was 
the worst storm this island has seen in 50 
years and most of last night’s sea faring 
folk were unprepared for the onslaught.  
Holidaying folk were amongst the 
majority who were out on the waters and 
unfortunately, many lost their lives as the 
wind guided the waves unpredictably over 

the all the boats in the region.  Those 
who survived tell their tale, told of how 
friends tried unrelentlessly to save those 
being swept away yet the majority of 
their efforts were in vain.  In the end, it 
was enough for most to try and save their 
own lives.  Today, the long process of 
cleaning up has begun.

Sean Lubbers
Sean is currently teaching drama at Kelvin 
Grove State College in Brisbane. Sean Lubbers 
has been a drama educator/coordinator since 
graduating in 1996 from A.C.U.Q (B.A) 
and Q.U.T (Grad Dip Secondary) and has 
worked in a number of Queensland State 
Secondary Schools. He has a keen interest 
in Indigenous Drama and has done so since 
his B.A. days in the mid 90’s. At the time of 
writing Sean was Head of Drama at Bundamba 
State Secondary College (Ipswich, QLD) 
and is a district panellist for Senior Drama 
(Brisbane/Ipswich) for the Queensland Studies 
Authority. In 2002/03 Sean has held positions 
on the Education Reference Committee for 
Queensland Theatre Company, Professional 
Development Officer and State Conference 
Convenor for Drama Queensland, Drama 
Queensland’s Vice-President (Planning) and 
Drama Queensland President. 

Linda Ballin
At the time of writing Linda Ballin co-wrote 
the “Reconciliation Revealed” unit during her 
final practicum and had recently graduated 
from a double degree in Drama and Education 
at Queensland University of Technology. Linda 
then taught Dance and Arts at Tullawong SHS 
and has previously taught drama to children 
of all ages with “Class Act” formerly  (Basil 
Grumble Drama School). Linda aspires to 
teach students content through their personal 
connection to the aesthetic nature of the Arts. 
She enjoys being involved in community 
cultural events and performances, and takes 
pleasure in life at home with her husband and 
their two cheeky puppy dogs.

 



84

a Drama Australia publication


