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Abstract 

At a superficial level the term the strategic artistry might be seen as something of an 

oxymoron.  The terms strategic calls up associations of deliberate, and predominantly 

cerebral, planning.  On the other hand artistry evokes a process governed by notions of the 

aesthetic, of a holistic, intuitive, experimental and continuously emergent approach to making. 

Strategic firmly warns of constraints; artistry whispers freedom. However, this article argues 

for exactly such a combination of constraint and freedom, of deliberative and detailed 

planning and open-ended and playful experimentation. It makes that argument in examining 

how drama processes can be used to attain the broad intentions of curriculum, particularly to 

develop critical literacy and the understandings and skills that underpin democratic and 

engaged citizenship. 
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Curriculum, literacy and citizenship 

The curriculum and educational policy documents of countries around the world, New 

Zealand included, place strong emphasis on the attainment of two kinds of competencies. The 

first is the attainment of high standards of literacy (often bracketed in policy documents with 

numeracy). The second is the development of a broad range of life skills that include 

collaboration, active and critical engagement, development of personal values, respect for 

communal ones, and lifelong learning. This second group of learning goals could be called 

the attitudes and skills of citizenship.  

The terms by which attainment of the goal of literacy tends to be measured are, like 

those for numeracy, often expressed in quantitative and normative terms: comparative 

national scores in tests like PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment) and 

PIRLS (Progress In International Reading Literacy) and procedures of reporting individuals‟ 

progress against national benchmarks, such as the National Standards introduced in New 

Zealand in 2010.  In these Standards the Reading Standard for students at the end of year 4, 

for example, states: “By the end of year 4, students will read, respond to, and think critically 

about texts in order to meet the reading demands of the New Zealand Curriculum at level 2. 

Students will locate and evaluate information and ideas within texts appropriate to this level 

as they generate and answer questions to meet specific learning purposes across the 

curriculum” (Ministry of Education, 2009). Illustrative examples follow within the document.  

The knowledges and values that lead to citizenship are often stated at the front end of 

curriculum documents and expressed in open and aspirational terms. For example the New 

Zealand Curriculum Framework (Ministry of Education, 2007) states the following 

overarching Vision: “Young people who will be confident, connected, actively involved, 

lifelong learners.” It then states a set of Principles that it says should “underpin all school 
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decision-making”. These are: “High expectations, Treaty of Waitangi
1
, Cultural diversity, 

Inclusion, Learning to learn, Community engagement; Coherence, Future focus”. It continues 

with a statement of Values: “Excellence; Innovation, inquiry, and curiosity; Diversity; Equity; 

Community and participation; Ecological sustainability; Integrity; Respect”. This is followed 

by a naming of Key Competencies: „Thinking; Using language, symbols, and texts; 

Managing self; Relating to others; Participating and contributing”.  Other countries have 

similar aspirational statements. The Norwegian Curriculum positions education in terms of 

the needs of human beings as spiritual, creative, working, liberally-educated, social, 

environmentally aware, and integrated (Norwegian Board of Education,1997). The Scottish 

Curriculum states its fundamental values as: “wisdom, justice, compassion and integrity” and 

asserts that: “The curriculum must be inclusive, be a stimulus for personal achievement and, 

through the broadening of experience of the world, be an encouragement towards informed 

and responsible citizenship” (Learning and Teaching in Scotland, 2008). 

At this stage it would be useful to further examine the relationship between literacy 

and citizenship. Critical theorists (for example Gee, 2012) have explored the political and 

economic imperatives that lead to changing emphases in education for literacy in recent times 

and show how maintenance of power affects the construction of social roles and the literacy 

skills that are favoured by the state.  

The following model summarises key relationships. 

 

                                                           
1
 The Treaty of Waitangi defines New Zealand’s identity as a bicultural nation. 



 

 
 

107 

 

Figure 1. How Concepts of Citizenship Impact on Literacy Goals 

 

The model suggests that the state „buys‟ the kinds of literacy that will lead to the forms of 

citizenship that maintain and support the existing balance of power. The most basic level of 

expectations for citizenship is one characterised by compliance with the social and economic 

expectations of the state.  The literacy skills required are those that make people able to 

decode and encode texts for the workplace, for purchasing of goods, for being safe in the 

community, and for observing laws.  Such citizenship maintains stability and the balance of 

power in a country. The next level of citizen contribution is the ability to develop tools for 

economic growth.  For this it is important to educate a proportion of people to search swiftly 

for information and to navigate the complexities of computer and other technological 

innovation and change. Such citizenship ensures a country maintains its global position, and 
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usually earns moderate economic privilege for itself within the country. The third level of 

contribution citizens can make is to develop new knowledge. This requires the development 

of creative and critical literacies and also access to existing social and cultural capital.  

Critics of neo-liberal monetarism (such as Peters, 2011) argue that the maintenance of 

existing power relations is integral to schooling systems, and that education, including 

policies for increasing standards of literacy, is a tool of social construction and perpetuates 

existing elitist hierarchies as well as encouraging roles of passivity and consumption.  

While the model highlights the socially replicative function of education, it also 

emphasises the need for critical analysis to identify and unpack the theoretical bases of ideas 

and assumptions. It stresses the need for dialogic, or oppositional, discourse to create a 

platform for criticality. 

 

Drama processes, creativity and criticality  

It is at this point of creative and critical intervention that drama processes offer teachers a 

range of strategic tools to challenge and perhaps break the cycle of conceptual and social 

reproduction. The tools are variously described in the literature (for example, Heathcote, 

2008; Boal, 1974; Sæ bø, 2009; Greenwood, 2005; Miller & Saxton, 2004). Here I will 

explore six aspects of working through drama.   

The first is agency. Drama, particularly in forms of improvisation, process drama and 

devising, invites participants to act: to take responsibility for making something, and to invest 

what they make with an imprint of their choice. In itself this factor encourages a student to 

shift from passive receptivity to active engagement with ideas and to exploration of how what 

is encountered in the learning tasks related to lived experiences. 

The second is the exploration and management of role. Role allows participants to be 

other than the way they have constructed themselves to be, or been constructed to be, in real 
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life. It may allow them to explore someone else‟s situation, or it may allow them to play with 

and change some aspect of their own situation. It also allows a certain personal safety during 

exploration, because it is not the individual who says or does something; it is the role. The 

use of role can be manipulated to encourage dialogic discourse. The teacher-in-role can make 

interventions into the drama that challenge existing assumptions. For example, in Playing 

with Curriculum (Greenwood, 2005) I describe how the teacher might use the role of a 

Marineland representative to persuade the children of a suburban street to place a magical eel 

who lives in a neighbourhood river, into her safekeeping.  Then if the students-in role appear 

to resist the request, the teacher might take the role of the Mayor who is very willing to 

consider a generous cash donation to a community project; and, conversely, if they seem to 

be ready to agree, the teacher‟s next role might be that of an elder who talks of the 

significance of the eel to the region‟s cultural identity.  In some cases the students themselves 

might be encouraged to take successive oppositional roles. For example in the drama just 

described they might take role as the Marineland‟s press agents, producing a brochure that 

outlines the facilities and care that will be provided for the eel. Then they might take role as 

neighbourhood members protesting against the Mayor‟s decision. Such shifts in position 

allow students to consider situations from various viewpoints, and encourage them to 

question received information. 

The third is the framing of conflict.  Drama allows a range of strategies for framing 

action. One is the use of fictional contexts. Another is the use of conventions of enactment, 

such as the freeze frame or voices in the head.  Such strategies allow quite intense conflict to 

be explored within a frame that can hold that conflict separate from the real life of the 

participants. In the Goldilocks drama in Playing with Curriculum, the class is encouraged to 

explore the consequences of Goldilocks‟ thoughtless damage to the Bears‟ house and to plan 

for restorative action within a contextual frame that is far removed from their own lives, but 
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that has clear parallels with the problems they encounter in the playground or in their 

neighbourhood. The frame, like role, allows participants freedom to explore difficult issues.  

The fourth is a palette of processes for analysis and deconstruction. Among these are, 

for instance, Boal‟s (1995) strategies for problem identification and exploration of options for 

action, and O'Toole, Burton, & Plunkett‟s (2005) strategies for conflict resolution. The way a 

teacher manipulates a succession of roles and frames can itself be a tool for deconstruction. 

Boal‟s strategies deal less with fictional frames but prompt participants to physicalise 

problems and to explore a range of options, their possible consequences and to isolate and 

again physicalise a first step for action. One of the most valuable aspects of using drama in 

the process of deconstruction is that the analysis involved is not purely cerebral: students are 

encouraged not only to think differently but also to feel differently and act differently.  

The fifth is the experience of a collaborative undertaking, particularly of group work, 

commitment, shared focus. Participants learn the power of working together and experience 

the satisfaction of contributing and receiving contributions. Individuals can take turns leading 

the production of ideas and following the lead of others.  Collaborative work can also reduce 

the pressure on an individual to generate new and different ideas and to look at assumptions 

from different positions; the others in the group are there to also initiate ideas and to 

challenge hasty resolutions. Most importantly the collaborative aspects of drama work make 

immediately explicit that ideas for action operate within human and social contexts where 

each of the participants has experiences to draw on as well as needs and aspirations.   

The sixth is performance, or, to play a little with the word, pre-form-ance.  In the 

process of building up to performance, participants rehearse: they try out, refine, develop a 

satisfying fit.  In performance itself, they have the opportunity to make a mark, physically 

and before witnesses. In some cases the performance can indeed become a process of pre-

forming who they might want to become: trialling and claiming future roles.  Performance is 
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closely linked to the concept of agency: it supports students’ shift from seeing themselves 

as passive receivers of ideas and of given future social roles, to being prepared to try out 

different ways of acting, and seeing/ feeling what each offers. In addition, however, it 

involves the idea of being agentic in front of an audience, be they classmates in a process 

drama or wider family and community in a rehearsed public performance. When performance 

is used as part of the process of exploring problematic issues in their society, students have 

the opportunity to play with, or pre-form, the roles they may want to take in society 

themselves. Such a process is reported by Sutherlin in her account of Break the Cycle, a play 

she devised with her class exploring the theme of family violence to children. A fuller report 

of the process can be found elsewhere (Sutherlin & Greenwood, 2008). Here attention is 

drawn to how she reports the second night‟s performance where by pre-arrangement 

community workers facilitated a forum in which the audience shared their opinions and spoke 

with the actors. Sutherlin reports how the parents of the students on stage talked about how 

they experienced the pressures of life and parenthood and used the work the students had 

offered as an important part of their discussion about the issues. The theatre was being used 

as forum where issues of importance to the community were being debated, and the students‟ 

voices were being treated as serious contributions to the debate. The students were re-

inscribing their identity as engaged, and respected, participants in the community, with real 

opinions, concerns, and hopes to contribute.  

In combination these aspects of working in drama offer opportunity for both creativity 

and criticality. In the pages that follow two projects are reported as the basis for discussion of 

how drama processes can be used to motivate and direct the attainment of critical literacy and 

to speculate about and practice facets of citizenship. 

 

Example 1: ESL learners and The Silence Seeker 
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The first project (Greenwood& Nawi 2011) was one of developing English competencies 

with a group of Korean students who were recent immigrants in a New Zealand intermediate 

school
2
.  

The 12 students (girls and boys) involved arrived on the first afternoon, very willing 

to do something other than their usual ESL classes, but with no apparent knowledge of the 

strategies, or disciplines, of drama. Our first classes involved some focus exercises, 

introduction to the making of freeze frames, and an attempt to identify the group‟s interests in 

order to locate our future drama.  We learned that their favourite leisure activities comprised 

play fighting and watching videos. Accordingly, we began our first drama on a theme of 

bullying that arose from a computer game. It did not go particularly well. It did, however, 

allow us to make some initial observations about the group. They were respectful, and willing 

to be obedient, but inclined to interpret space to play with ideas as permission to lounge on 

the bean bags in the work area we had been allotted, or to throw them at each other. They 

were keen, and very able, to learn to spell new words, but reluctant to volunteer 

improvisations that involved language. They were happier naming events and actions than 

describing feelings.   

So we changed tactics and began a drama based on a picture book: Bob Morley‟s The 

Silence Seeker. The story involves Joe who lives in a big noisy city and who befriends a silent 

boy who he finds sitting on the steps next door.  Joe‟s mother tells him the family are asylum 

seekers, and Joe, understanding that one could well be a silence seeker takes the boy around 

the city to find a silence. They don‟t succeed and next day the boy has gone again. 

This time we had a detailed plan. We began with a reading of the visual text of the 

first picture page, speculating about the city and the noises in it, and building a collective 

                                                           
2
 Intermediate schools in New Zealand covers years 7 and 8 of schooling. I.e. students were aged between 11 

and 13.  



 

 
 

113 

vocabulary chart about the noises. Then we used a game of chase to introduce new key 

vocabulary and feed forward to the themes of the story. We adapted the hunter /hunted game. 

In the original, the hunter and hunted are blindfolded and placed in the middle of a circle 

formed by the rest of the class who click when either of the inside pair comes near them.  We 

created our circle with the city noises. After the first rounds of the game, we talked about the 

central roles. We had named the hunter and it was clear who he was looking for. But what 

about the other? What was he seeking? „Safety‟ was offered. Then „sanctuary‟. We searched 

for more synonyms and finally „asylum‟ was also tabled. Then we played another chase game 

anchoring the word ‟asylum‟.  

Before we started work with the group we had developed an emergent model of the 

various kinds of drama activities that would support different aspects of language learning. 

We were now following our model by using a game, a dramatised rote process, to introduce 

and fix vocabulary.  As the drama progressed we returned to the model to identify different 

strategies.  
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Figure 2. Language Learning and Drama Strategies 

 

Then we read the first few pages and re-created the silent boy on a chair in the classroom, 

working with his body language, and developing questions we wanted to ask him and 

speculations about his background. At this stage we had possibilities but no certain answers. 

Then Joe took the boy through the city looking for a silence. At each of the sites they visited 

the hoped for silence was destroyed by machines and busy people, some of them potentially 

threatening. In our enactment of the story we set the pair up in a trust walk with Joe leading 

the wordless boy through the swirling bodies of the rest of the class who, recreating the 

noises of the story, crowded close to the pair without actually touching them.  Each of the 

group had a turn as one of the pair. We then asked the class to speed write about their 

experience in a diary. The key to speed writing is to give a very brief time frame - say two 

minutes - and warn students that they do not have time to think too much or stop to correct 
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punctuation or spelling. At the end of two minutes those who were willing read their dairies. 

(And we found, as is often the case, that after some initial hesitations all were willing.)   All 

the diary entries were surprising in how much had been written in the allocated time, 

particularly from a group that had tended to rely on teachers‟ directions and use minimal 

words in reply. Extracts from two are offered below.  

The first extract tells the story from the point of view of the unnamed silent boy: 

Today, I met a boy. I was sitting on the stair and thinking about my home town . He 

was speaking strange language. Actually, I can’t understand. That boy look like 

stupid . Anyway he took me in many place after he says something .  I don’t really 

understand... He was a bit strange… At first he took me to the washing room but it 

was noisy and boy took me to another place. It was noisy too. Then he took all the 

place. But everywhere was noisy. My legs are sore. After he gave me sandwich with 

saying some word. This city was scary.  

 

There are some problems with the technicalities of language, but there is fluency, cohesion, 

and a good recall of the story. The phrase „washing room‟, where the story had included a 

“laundry‟, attests to comprehension as well as recall. Most noteworthy, since the book is 

written entirely from Joe‟s point of view and tells us nothing about the background of the 

other boy, is the way the writer imaginatively captured the feelings of the unnamed boy: he 

was thinking about his home town; he found Joe‟s language and appearance strange; his legs 

ached; he was scared.  

In the second extract the writer reported two roles: 

Boy  

I was scared  

I feel I’m in danger.  

I was thank to Joe.  

I’m sorry because he finding hard for me. I’m felt I’m stupid…   

I miss my parents.  

 

Joe  

I was sorry to that boy.  
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If I was he maybe I will scared …  

I hope he find safety place with me.  

I felt he scared, or want to crying.  

I was thanks for following me.  

 

Again there are the obvious signs of syntax that needs further development (and so this 

exercise gave us some clear indications of what language skills to develop next in our work). 

Again there are indications of imaginative empathy, as well as understanding of the narrative. 

We found the decision to write in both the complementary roles, and the ability to remain 

within the constraint of each role, particularly exciting, as in our earlier work with the group 

we had found the concept of role somewhat hard to introduce.  

The drama continued. The group met the silent boy‟s mother and asked her about the 

family background and what their future plans were. She was a little reluctant to answer some 

questions and the students speculated about her reasons.  We went back in time to when the 

family were leaving their home. The students gave a lot of imaginative but plausible 

suggestions of what might have happened to make the family leave. They decided that not all 

the family left and that an older brother was still in the army. Then we came to think about 

the time when word had come that soldiers were on the way to arrest the parents.  What could 

be done? At this stage the students‟ passion for computer games re-asserted itself, and a 

series of superhero and martial art moves were advanced. As facilitators, we acknowledged 

the family‟s desperate hopes that lay behind such dreams and narrated the group back into the 

less magical reality of the escape. The students followed our lead and offered more practical 

propositions. Then the mother suggested that each member of the family could pack one very 

small bag with their most treasured possessions. Again the students‟ own technological 

actualities gained supremacy: they packed mobiles, hair dryers. i-pads and video players. We 

allowed a few minutes of packing, and then the facilitators called on the role of father. He 

chided the family for its materialism, reminded them it might be a long time before they 
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again had the use of electricity and threatened to leave everything. Teacher-in-role as father 

prompted the students back into their roles and the context of desperate and hurried 

departures, and one by one each of the group found some memento of home they wanted to 

bring with them. In the final scenes, after the time frame of the book we had shared, the silent 

boy started at a new school. The students became advisors to the school with suggestions 

about what elements of English language he needed to learn first, and advice about grammar 

forms he would find difficult.  

While the explicit aim of the project was to increase the students‟ confidence in using 

English language and to further develop their proficiency, that language work entailed a 

number of aspects of critical literacy. The drama actively engaged the students in reading for 

meaning. They explored sub-text and they considered different interpretations of the 

underlying story. They asked questions and refined their questioning to probe for information. 

They wrote, and spoke, in role for a range of purposes. They explored feelings and 

motivations behind events. They lined up their own experiences and interests with those 

suggested by the story and, with some prompting, identified differences in perspectives, 

contexts and values.  

All the students in this group had come to New Zealand because of their parents‟ 

choice and came from backgrounds that were economically secure enough to support that 

choice. The concept of changing countries because of danger and of struggling for survival 

was outside their personal framework and some of their initial offers in the work emphasised 

the gap between their world and that of the story. They worked on bridging the difference, 

and, by doing so, engaged in a process of challenging the values and expectations that they 

had tended to take for granted. Use of role and frame and the process of performance – pre-

formance of personal agency - allowed students to add a little to the social and cultural capital 
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they had so far acquired through life experience and begin to encompass other people‟s life 

experiences. 

The final stage of the drama, taking the role of advisors to the boy‟s new school, 

allowed them to reflect critically on their own process of language learning, and to play with 

(pre-form) the notion that they can be agents in their own learning.  

The drama processes encourage students to question and explore, to look beyond 

existing information, to find and clarify meaning, and to utilise the skills and interests of the 

group. These kinds of critical competencies build a basis for participatory citizenship. In 

addition the processes of learning through the drama are essentially collaborative, inclusive 

and proactive, and so develop attitudes and skills that enable students to be collaborative and 

democratic in their future lives.  It is noteworthy that the development of a sense of agentic 

self and of the value of collaboration with others, does not only occur at the intellectually 

level, but also through engagement at emotional, physical and social levels. We sometimes 

called that learning through the aesthetic.   

While some of these agendas developed within the unfolding of the drama in a way 

that might be seen as spontaneous, the setting up of contexts and activities that would allow 

that spontaneity was the result of strategic planning and strategic manipulation of 

developments that looked promising.  The artistry in the project lies in the facilitator‟s 

knowledge of the art forms of process drama and in their dexterity in manipulating them. It 

also lies in the shifting and evolving art made by the group as they work through the 

successive stages of the drama. The strategy is in deliberative choices of how to use the 

aesthetic.  

 

Example 2: Deconstructing The Pohutukawa Tree 
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The second project (Brown & Greenwood 2012) is still in progress and involves a devising 

and production process directed by Nick Brown with two Year 11
3
 classes in a private school.  

One class read the first half of Bruce Mason‟s Pohutukawa Tree and has devised what they 

would see as a plausible second act.   The other class read the second half of the play and has 

devised the beginning. Mason‟s play, written in the 1950s, is one the first New Zealand plays 

that examines the relationship between Maori and Pakeha
4
 in New Zealand. For decades it 

was a set text (and sometimes the only New Zealand one) in many New Zealand schools. It is 

often still studied and performed, and quite frequently without criticality of its historical 

situated-ness. In many ways it is a remarkable work, particularly in the way Mason captures 

bicultural tensions and in the way the characters, now perhaps seen as stereotypic, still hold 

much truthfulness. However, as a New Zealand icon, it is not a work we can afford to take 

uncritically.  

The part of the project I want to report here is a pair of short workshops I took with 

the students to explore cultural values. The students in the two classes were enthusiastic 

about drama, and willing to explore ideas, but acknowledged that they did not know much 

about Maori culture or values and their knowledge of Maori language was limited to a very 

few words. They and their school could be described as monocultural. The objective for my 

workshops was to serve as a catalyst for the exploration of the Maori values in the play and 

their potential significance to the students. I was to be the quick fly-in visitor to each class 

who would inject some new concepts into the work.   

Within Mason‟s play the pohutukawa tree
5
 is a powerful dramatic symbol. It grows 

outside the house of Aroha, the Maori matriarch who is the main character in the play, and as 

                                                           
3
 Year 11 students are typically about 15-16 years old, and are preparing for their first National Assessments 

(NCEA). These assessments are both internal and external.  

4
 Indigenous people and colonial immigrants. 

5
 Sometimes called the New Zealand Christmas tree. 



 

 
 

120 

her belief in the possibilities of true partnership between Maori and Pakeha die, so does the 

tree. The power of the tree as symbol led me to base the workshop around values and ways of 

dramatically symbolising them.  

The workshops in each class followed a simple pattern.   In groups, the students 

showed me what they thought the play was about in a quick succession of freeze frames. 

From these each group developed a broad thematic statement. Then we talked about the tree 

as a symbol and, in groups again, they devised a short sequence, using movement and 

minimal words, that expressed what lay behind the symbol. We then moved to personal 

values and each group debated and agreed on a value they really believed in.  Again they 

showed these.  They were then asked to find a symbol from nature for that value, and to 

allocate it a place of honour somewhere in their collective house.  We developed a ritual in 

which the symbols were presented and placed.  I then gave each group a paper with a Maori 

phrase on it, naming a core cultural value and selected because of its relevance to one of the 

themes the class had identified as important in the play. Each group found a way of 

understanding, and dramatically depicting that value to the class. Finally, in a circle, students 

shared what they thought could be relevant from our work to the new half of the play they 

were devising.   

Nick Brown‟s approach to Mason‟s play is an invitation for critical deconstruction. 

By creating a new half to the play students are encouraged to examine what the situations and 

perspectives in the existing text mean to them now. They are invited to treat the play as a 

current and speculative proposition rather than as an authoritative and, in Brook‟s (1972) 

sense of the word, dead art work.  My visitor‟s workshops reinforced the deconstructive 

process but added a strategically planned intervention to challenge the students‟ existing 

frameworks of knowledge. The students took the opportunity to examine their own value 

systems, consider those they thought were embedded in Mason‟s play and negotiate possible 
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relationships between the two.  The task was both creative and critical as on the one hand 

they were being asked to read Mason‟s play against their own life experience and on the other 

hand they were asked to read their life experiences against a cluster of named Maori values. 

That they seemed to enjoy doing so, is a marker of the perceived relevance to them of the 

task.  

In terms of New Zealand, understandings of the relationship between Maori and 

Pakeha and of how we each situate ourselves in that relationship are crucial to the 

development of engaged citizenship. Although there are some interest groups who might be 

satisfied with promoting allegiance to a particular stance, it can be argued that the biggest 

impediment to fair and democratic participation is ignorance.  

While the specific content of cross-cultural learning in this workshop was relatively 

small, the opportunity offered to students, and indeed taken by them, to engage at a personal 

level with the richness of different cultural perspectives and   negotiate meanings allowed for 

learning that exceeded the nominated information in the task.   

For example one group was given the word whenua which carries the meanings of 

both land and placenta. In their performance of the word the group addressed both these 

meanings but they also connected the relationship between land and placenta to the death of 

Aroha that occurs in Mason‟s play and the hope of regeneration through acknowledgement of 

ancestry that occurred in their devised half. Such a complexity of affective and conceptual 

understandings is not easily acquired through transmission teaching; it was the active, 

physical, exploratory and collaborative engagement that made the learning, and as such it is 

not easily translated into words.   Furthermore, the process of collaboratively exploring 

values and ideas - including challenges to each other‟s existing ideas - pre-forms a practice of 

engaged democratic citizenship.  
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Drama processes and change  

In many of our classrooms, creativity is seen as a desirable but top-end luxury beside the 

staple diet of mandated curriculum teaching. The growing body of international literature 

describing the work of education through drama emphasises ways in which creative processes 

can be used to achieve the goals of the mandated curriculum.  This article seeks to add to that 

body of knowledge by examining ways in which the creative processes of teaching and 

learning through drama can be manipulated to develop critical literacy, to extend individuals‟ 

access to social and cultural capital outside their own life experience and so to prepare them 

for citizenship that is engaged, collaborative and critical. The model below sums up the way 

such work can be targeted to disrupt the processes of social reproduction outlined in Figure 1.   

I focus on drama processes, but similar kinds of arguments could be made for other 

creative strategies. The model could be seen as an extension of Figure 1 and suggests that, if 

strategically used, drama processes can provide tools to deconstruct specific texts and so 

introduce students to an attitude of criticality towards received texts and even hegemonic life 

scripts. They can also lead students to develop a wide range of knowledge and skills that can 

be described as critical literacy. The creative aspects of such strategies also allow students to 

imaginatively experience life situations outside their actual experiences and so potentially 

extend their cultural capital.  
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Figure 3. Drama, Criticality and Citizenship 

 

 

The broad goals of New Zealand and many other countries‟ curriculum contain statements 

about the importance of values, collaboration, respect for diversity, critical and innovative 

thinking.  However, many policy documents and reporting procedures constrain the 

operational curriculum and lead to classroom practices that involve individual completion of 

set tasks with predictable and quantitatively measurable outcomes.  Yet our people, our 

societies and indeed our planet, need the development of criticality, creativity and 

collaboration.  This article argues that as teachers we can see these lofty goals as not only 

aspirational but also achievable, that creative and collaborative approaches to learning, such 

as the use of drama processes, can facilitate rather than impede the delivery of a complex and 

crowed curriculum, and support the development of critical rather than passive literacy and of 

participatory and critically aware citizenship. It also argues that for such learning to occur, 

creativity and artistry needed to be manipulated with targeted intention.   

The use of drama processes does not guarantee long-term learning, nor societal 

change.  There is a lot that occurs outside our classrooms and, anyway, such expectations 
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would fit more with indoctrination than with teaching.  As teachers, we deal rather with 

potential for change.  Nevertheless, we are, by our profession, participants in the shaping of 

the roles our students will take as future citizens and of how those roles will contribute to 

social change. The teaching strategies and the classroom interactions we choose will 

contribute to either uncritical passivity on the part of our students or creative and critical 

engagement. Drama offers us a repertoire of processes for emotional, physical, conceptual 

and collaborative engagement; we need to use them strategically to make the most of their 

opportunities for freedom of exploration and targeted intention.  And that has implications for 

our own continuing professional learning as well as for the initial education we give 

beginning teachers.  
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