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DRAMA
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“Educating The Mind Without Educating The Heart Is No Education At All”

Aristotle
Suruli Rajan
Master of Educational Practice
What is happening in drama curriculum? Drama concepts and theories in high school.
Drama invites students to develop their devising and practical skills within the context of a deeper understanding and knowledge of drama and theatre as an intellectual and artistic subject.  It is a challenging and exciting course with a shared sense of creativity and discovery which challenges the normal student-teacher divide.  Regular theatre visits and involvement with outside groups enhance the understanding of school-based aspects of the course.
The students assessment will focus on the ability to demonstrate their knowledge and understanding of drama through responding to ideas and issues in different contexts, demonstrating an appropriate use of 
drama to communicate meaning to others,      developing and exploring ideas using appropriate forms to structure them into a meaningful piece of drama work and evaluating the effectiveness of their own drama work and the work of others and recognising the significance of historical, cultural and/or social influences. 
These three forms of responding, developing and evaluating skills would be applied across the board from Year 8 to Year 12 in high schools according to their levels of assessment.

The Year 8 students exposure to elements of drama forms the crucial foundation for the following years of drama classes which the students are given an opportunity to choose. At this level students are taught the basic elements of dramatic conventions - role play, role creation and role taking. The aim is to foster the creative and expressive faculties of the individual.  Over the year, the students work in a variety of contexts and groups with both improvised and scripted material.  Students develop confidence in personal expression, in negotiation and in working with others towards creative ends. 
The next level at Year 9 students further explore developing (physically and physiologically) and creating characters interpreting and writing students' own scripts (e.g. work on own soap operas). They are introduced to areas such as commedia del'arte which focuses on clowning and melodrama. At this level students use drama to explore social and cultural issues, building and refining performance and reflection skills.
In Year 10 students focus on improvisation, scripted work and exploration of play texts. As well students choose their Year 11-12 electives and most (?) students in this year level choose drama as an elective for rest of their high school period. This year requires high expectations on the students to involve themselves fully in individual and group activities. It will extend the confidence, sensitivity, enjoyment and awareness of the individual through practical drama and its related activities.  It also aims to develop an enjoyment and appreciation of theatre.

At
 Year 11 and 12, students are drawn into more challenging aspects of dramatic theories that have been introduced to them throughout the years. For example, the Year 11 students will have to revisit the concept of commedia del'arte where they get to explore modern comedy, work shopping on styles of comedy, identifying comic framework in scripts and introducing realistic comedy elements to form context to present a reconstruction of commedia del'arte Arts scenario. They also look into theories and concepts of Stanislavski techniques of role relationship, role playing and role creation. Brecht theatre which explores Epic theatre and concepts of isolating the audiences from the performers will provide a peak for students in exploring modern theatre and experimental techniques. The introduction of Absurd theatre in Year 12 will demand student’s creativity and individualism to incorporate into abstract situation which purpose is to provoke thought with laughter and had no beginning or ending. They will be introduced Community theatre as well as creating and presenting of monologues. Community theatre explores the importance of the theatre in the form arts which is significant part of our culture to educate and entertain people of our society.
How do my personal theatre experiences enhance these theories and concepts during my teaching?

Drama is a form of action in which some aspect of human experience is portrayed where it leads you to an exploration of experiences and situations through enactment. When I started my acting venture in 1988 with a group of youth who were inspired to educate the society with the powerful tool of drama, I was thrilled and excited to jump into the wagon with others to form the first pioneering Tamil Drama Group in Singapore. I learned more about myself as an individual and others by creating characters and situations. Drama provided me a powerful means of exploring the way people react and respond to different situations, issues and ideas. I have shared these personal experiences with my Year 8 drama class during the learning of role playing, taking and creation. I have shared my growth as a shy person to becoming a person who is bold enough to go on stage and perform without much fright or awkwardness. I drummed into my students that drama provides a particularly valuable means of increasing self confidence and social awareness. It demands them to be involved physically as well as emotionally and intellectually where humans are more prone to learn through doing. Moreover, it was made crystal clear to students that drama provides a co-operative process through which a person can develop their ability to share and communicate. 
Teaching the full unit to the current Year 8 students provided me an opportunity to revisit my experiences as an amateur actor struggling to learn the art of role playing, taking and creation. I could easily relate to the students limitations of expressing themselves and the shyness to display their potential acting ability in front of their peers. The introduction of drama games and activities had a significant impact on their part of getting comfortable working with their peers and their presence. Slowly I introduce specific games where they get to comment and critique the performances of others and be able to accept positive and negative critics of their own. Establishing these basic elements of drama and breaking down the walls of their self consciousness was my main aim to foster good acting skills in my students. These were the issues that hindered me from becoming a better actor when I started as an actor in the arts scene. When the students were comfortable with each other they were able to display outstanding acting ability according to their individual strength and exposure to drama which was evident in their assessment task.

I have been exposed and experienced to variety of forms of unscripted and scripted drama by the study and performance of forms which include several of the following such as dance, mime, circus, commedia dell'arte, music hall, street theatre, cabaret, puppetry, melodrama, absurd theatre and experimental drama over the 15 years involvement in Singapore theatre scene. This is evident in my personal development section of my homepage. Some of these genres are what have been taught in high school in very theory based on books and limited exposure of practical work. My collaborative effort of teaching with my supervising teacher on “historification” for year 11 students allowed me to incorporate absurd as well as experimental dramatic elements which these students will be learning in year 12 next year. The chosen topic was on “Stolen Generation” where it draws upon the views of social, cultural, political and historical perspective for students to provoke their thinking to create opinion of their own was a success with the year 11 students. I was able to coach and instruct students to manipulate their views into the task given to them which involves the use of Brecht acting techniques with experimental dramatic elements. I was able to cultivate the creativeness and individualism from my Year 11 students due to their maturity and seriousness towards drama as a subject. My involvement in absurd, experimental and Brecht dramatic theories since 1991 from National Youth Drama Festival in Singapore aided my teaching to provide these students with wide variety of ideas and approaches to demonstrate their understanding of Brecht theatre.
My coaching to year 9 and 10 students with their assessment on improvisation and clowning which is genre of commedia dell'arte allowed me to tap into my numerous experiences in performing improvisations and comedies on stage as well as on National Television. I was able to relate to Year 9 students on developing an awareness of the world of theatre and the skills that are used in drama could be related to their other classes, occupations and in everyday life. It was much easier for me to explain the conventions of improvisations relating it to my personal experience to stage acting and how I used techniques of improvisations to assume and sustain roles, accept and respond to others in role, offer ideas and accept ideas in spontaneous improvisations, maintain the focus, tension, contrast and symbol to all works of dramatic art. When I was coaching small group of students I was able to drill the message that to become a versatile actor in theatre he or she has to be an excellent improviser first. The ability to manage a given situation and build the tension to dramatic conclusion displays an actor’s good improvising skills.
The clowning assessment for Year 10 students refreshed my memory of attending workshop with Theatre Kami of Singapore for Drama Festival in 1996 for comedy night. The workshop was attended by theatre artiste of Singapore theatre groups where we looked into the ancient Italian improvisational masked comedy born in the Renaissance and performed until the first half of the eighteenth century - Commedia Dell’arte. Commedia dell’arte uses a fairly detailed plot, while performers improvise lines and use stylized gestures. Each actor interprets a comic character identified by a mask (Harlequin, Pantaloon, and the others) that immediately conveys his or her character’s disposition. The use of mask, face painting and comical elements of drama to relate important societal messages and manipulates these issues into comical elements to educate the society without causing much controversy. I explained to a student that painting a face with certain colours signifies symbolism in drama how it could affect the role they are playing and taking. I was also able to relate to my television program for children where I have to learn the techniques of clowning to entertain children for the Deepavali (Indian Festival) show in 1997. The entry and exist of a clown plays very much importance for the character, the usage of space, body movement and facial expression are vital components of comedy. I was also able to relate my personal experiences in performing comedy acts to students by giving them ideas and probing them to observe and react according to the audiences reactions to their act and changes are to be made immediately if the respond from the audience is not encouraging. I encourage them that the vital ingredient for a good comedy is spontaneity and it should reflect in their chosen acts to be staged.
Acting for many years on a stage as well as media allowed me to draw upon my experiences during my teaching in this current semester. The students were able to relate to my experiences from a dramatic perspective as well as to get information from culturally diversified practices in the arts scene. My ability to perform and display certain concepts of dramatic elements during my teaching clearly draws my expectations from the students and also to indicate my exposure and experience as a stage actor to my students. This special element of my acting ability draws the students to form and foster better working relationship as student-teacher as well as mentor artiste coaching another actor. I was able to relate better with my students as a fellow actor during group activities and task performances which became an added advantage in developing their acting ability as well as to instill the interest of drama in them. Motivating and being as a role model myself as an example in enquiring and developing dramatic skill of becoming a good actor was inspirational and experiential experience for me as well as for them. I was even able to extend my knowledge beyond the acting ability to Year 10 students when they were preparing to take on role such as stage manager, props, costume, lights, sound and floor manager. I have ventured into these roles during my theatre experiences and was coaching the students of their responsibilities in these areas and their importance towards a successful performance. Students were eager to learn more about such roles and their significant impact to the performance from a realistic perspective which I had shared with them due to my vast experiences in this field in the practical world.
I have worked in different types of theatre concepts and to name a few were interactive, invincible and experiential. Interactive theatre creates more involvement and debate from the audience and indicates a right and wrong way. It can be used for many applications such educating the societies which will the main focus. For example, the Youth Drama Forum 2004 is a form of interactive theatre where the audiences are able to communicate with actors and director for an exchange of views and opinions on issues raised during the performance. Invisible theatre, invented by the Brazilian Augusto Boal, is improvised by actors in a public space with the intention of alerting spectators to a particular social problem. Those who happen to witness the scene might think they are seeing a real incident. This theatre incorporates many elements of street theatre which was born from Theerukoothu of traditional Indian theatre. In experiential theatre, audience are given information by various means, and then with the help of facilitators and actors, they learn new skills and behaviours on a very deep level, by doing it. However in high schools, students were taught to perform in very simplistic form of theatre such as thrust stage, theatre in the round, playback theatre, proscenium stage, the black box and open air staging. Rarely students get the opportunity to experience to act or perform in the above theatre forms. Most of schools prefer their students to perform their assessment on the proscenium stage which is commonest type of playing space in schools. Furthermore, most of the teachers in schools lack the experience of being a performer in the practical world of theatre which restricts them from exploring other spaces such as the basketball court or open air field to allow the students to expose and experience in performing in different spaces. My exposure to street theatre which encompasses the genre of many theatre forms mention above would be an added advantage to encourage students to extend their creativity in using available spaces in schools for their performance.

In a nutshell, my teaching in the current semester would not be an enriching experience if I did not have the practical knowledge of drama. My practical knowledge has definitely added the niche of richness in developing and crafting of theories into my student’s minds. I was able to easily relate to these theories and convey the importance of them through the eyes of a performer and how it should be performed. This provided the students with clarity and preciseness of the theories in the real world. The students were able to understand the important elements of an actor are to be versatile and the commitment to the art form. I have always emphasized that to become a better actor one has learn skills from fellow actors and embrace the constant changes in the theatre world to keep growing as a individual.
End
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�A VERY long sentence – perhaps a lead in statement with 3 dot points.


�You provide a relatively detailed map of Year 11-12 here. Is this based on the Syllabus, or on the work programs you have seen at Marymount? 


�I did not see any of these references used in the paper. Please cite them within the text. You should also include the QSA Syllabus documents. 
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