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Language in and around the dramatic curriculum

SHELBY A. WOLF

After office hours, Mrs De Soto moulded a tooth of pure gold and polished it.
‘Raw with salt, indeed’, muttered Doctor De Soto. ‘How foolish to trust a foxV

‘He didn’t know what he was saying’, said Mrs De Soto. ‘Why should he harm us?
We’'re helping him.’

‘Because he’s a fox!" said Doctor De Soto. ‘They’re wicked, wicked creatures.’
That night the De Sotos lay awake worrying. ‘Should we let him in tomorrow?’
Mrs De Soto wondered.

‘Once I start a job’, said the dentist firmly, ‘I finish it. My father was the same way.’
‘But we must do something to protect ourselves’, said his wife. They talked and talked
until they formed a plan. ‘I think it will work’, said Doctor De Soto. A minute later
he was snoring. (Steig 1982)’

The dentist in William Steig’s children’s story, Dr De Soto, is a rodent who
refuses to treat animals dangerous to mice. In a moment of weakness, the
Doctor and his wife decide to extract a tooth from a dapper, but devious fox.
Under the influence of gas, the fox dreamily voices his plans for the De Sotos’
ultimate demise: ‘M-m-m, yummy’, he mumbled. ‘How I love them raw ... with
Jjust a pinch of salt and a ... dry ... white wine.” Professional courtesy turns to
fear in the face of such a threat, and the De Sotos spend a worrisome night
wondering how they will be able to insert a new gold tooth without self
'sacrifice.

Although the De Sotos are fictional mice in a fantasy world, they also live
in a world of dilemmas and decisions—a place of problems, plans and
personal performance that has much in common with the real world. There
1s no outside evaluator to tell them how they are doing. They must discuss
together and decide well or face the consequences. Language arts classrooms,
too, can be places for discussion, decision making and collaborative problem
solving for authentic performance (Heath 1990), but too often they focus on
a curriculum of separate and teachable components whose talk and task
structures centre on low-level skills and isolated procedures (Hiebert and
Fisher 1991). A diminished curriculum is common in classrooms of
school-labelled ‘remedial’ readers (Rowan and Guthrie 1989), particularly
those children who are labelled because of non-English, non-mainstream
backgrounds (Shepard 1991). In contrast with the segregated and overly
simplified curriculum usually offered, some educators (e.g., Bidwell 1990,
Bolton 1984, Courtney 1986, Edmiston et al. 1987, Wolf 1993, 1994) argue
for informed and sensitive uses of drama for such labelled children.

This paper stems from a year-long study of a multicultural urban
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classroom of third and fourth grade school-labelled ‘remedial’ students and
their teacher as they incorporated classroom theatre into their language arts
curriculum with the help of a professional theatre director. As defined here,
classroom theatre is a blend of creative drama and readers’ theatre that
ultimately has much in common with regular theatre. While creative drama
stresses a process-orientated, non-performance, improvisational approach,
readers’ theatre represents a prepared performance with scripted text
(Landy 1982). Classroom theatre takes and reshapes the best from both
worlds —offering children opportunities to (a) participate in theatre games to
exercise their voices and bodies as well as build concentration, and
(b) collaboratively produce theatrical interpretations of selected scenes in
published texts.

The benetfits traditionally seen to derive from drama in education are oral
interpretation and public speaking (McCaslin 1990, Wagner 1991). Yet, the
language in the drama—learning to modulate the voice to create character and
find convincing expression for an outside audience—need not be limited to
what is accomplished verbally. Other communication systems and
symbols—gesture, eye gaze, artistic design—play their role in enhancing,
extending and even replacing what can be communicated orally. Further-
more, since classroom theatre includes opportunities for scripting, costume
and set design, expansion of gestures and communication between charac-
ters, then the language around the drama is equally critical. This language is
marked by negotiation between players, analytical talk about characters
signifying intention and motivation, hypothetical statements inherent to
problem solving, and self-assessment as actors evaluate their choices.

In the story of Dr De Soto, much of the talk that surrounds the characters’
actions is unspoken, but implied. Steig (1982) tells us that the mice ‘talked
and talked until they formed a plan’ to outfox the fox. In this paper, however,
the talk that both swirls in and around the drama plays a more audible role.
Here, I listen carefully to the negotiations, decisions, intonations and
symbolic communications of three children—Bart, Stella and Tomas~as
they stage a play of Dr De Soto. The data reveal that children immersed in
drama integrate personal knowledge with collaborative problem solving and
continual evaluation as they prepare, practise and perform their play.
The language both in and around their drama reveals what Resnick and
Resnick (1992: 38) call the ‘new basics of thinking, reasoning, and learning
how to learn’.

I begin this paper with a discussion of the dramatic curriculum in theory
and then turn to the roles, routines and research method of the study. Next,
I move to the dramatic curriculum in practice, exploring the results of the
children’s language both in and around the drama. In the final discussion,
I provide specific comments on the potential for drama in classrooms as well
as some general cautions concerning the challenge and necessity of curricular
change.

The dramatic curriculum in theory

For far too long, drama, if done at all, has been relegated to the later hours
of the school day or to special programmes for the gifted and talented. Drama
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is even more distanced from children who have not learned to read and write
on the same schedule as their classmates. Instead, these children are typically
offered a slowed-down, piecemeal curriculum of ‘planned fragmentation’
(Allington 1991), which gets increasingly disjointed as children are pulled
out of regular classrooms and placed into other situations. Drama, as is true
of all the arts, remains linked to intuition and emotion —a process deemed too
mysterious to hold a major place in the school’s curriculum (Gardner 1989).
It is also considered superfluous for children who need large doses of the
‘basics’.

Yet, drama is less tied to the ‘magic’ of fantasy worlds than to the
continual cognitive activity of the real world. As Courtney (1990: 26)
explains: ‘Dramatic activity mostly produces a change in how we understand
the deep rather than the surface level of meaning’. And to get to the deep
levels of meaning, classroom theatre offers a curriculum that brings children
together with text, with each other, and with other ways of making meaning
in the world in the context of a long-term project and final performance.

The focus on text in classroom theatre comes from a critical need to
connect children and books. Children who are labelled as ‘at risk’ for school
failure often view reading as the enemy. They are taught through continual
recitation patterns and evaluative questions (Mehan 1978) that there is a
single, correct answer either held in the mind of the teacher or in the teacher’s
manual that they must match. Yet, much of what we now understand
about the interrelationship of reader and text suggests that a creative
understanding of text comes when the reader travels through a character or
situation as deeply as possible, while keeping sight of personal experience
(Bakhtin 1986). While understanding is uniquely situated in the individual,
reading also implies an ability to shift roles and voices and take on the
perspective of others. Similar understandings of the interpretation of text
occur in theoretical writings on drama that emphasize the actor’s ability to
take on the roles of others through the role of self (Stanislavski 1949).
The latter may veer from the text, yet more often there are critical points
of intersection where meaning is made in the dialogue between text and
self.

A second key to classroom theatre is the emphasis on the collaborative
construction of interpretation through careful guidance. Current cognitive
science research (e.g., Resnick 1987) emphasizes contextual prerequisites in
modelling and scaffolding to enable students of all cultural backgrounds to
gain control over a wide range of analytical processes to support individual
and social explorations of meaning. As the classroom opens the door on to
multiple perspectives, ways of working with text must be explicitly modelled
(Delpit 1988), unpacking and illuminating the discourse processes and
conceptual analyses that communicate interpretation. Teachers thus guide
children to demonstrate their thinking to others and to see problem solving
in and through the text. However, one of the limitations in current
interpretations of the social-constructionist view (e.g., Rogoff 1990) is the
pre-eminence of the adult or ‘expert’ as a guide for the child. Just as in the
theatre actors learn from each other, not just from the director, so in
classroom theatre, children learn from each other as well as their teacher or
director. Vygotsky (1978) suggests that children often learn from more
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capable peers in the ‘zone of proximal development’, but more emphasis on
the multidirectional and ever-shifting nature of learning relationships is seen
in classroom theatre. This expansion from teacher as single model to include
other children as models and co-interpreters in the reading classroom stresses
the importance of having diverse perspectives and multiple repertoires of
language uses in the same classroom, Moreover, in this expanded vision,
diverse perspectives, talents and frames of experience of children from
different cultures in the classroom will not only be respected, but also seen
as enhancement.

A third key to classroom theatre is the emphasis on non-verbal
communication. While there is much emphasis on the word as the realization
of thought, Vygotsky (1978) also credited other symbolic systems,
particularly gesture. He saw possibilities in children’s dramatic play when
he reconstructed earlier studies in which children were asked to describe
pictures. Vygotsky asked the children to make their descriptions in
pantomime and found that reliance on verbalized perceptions failed to
capture the rich interpretation that children could communicate through
movement. Thus, complete reliance on verbalization can give a skewed
perception of the reader’s response, for meaning is not completely dependent
on speech (Wolf and Heath 1992). Instead, meaning is discovered in
movement, sights and sounds and can be created through dance, drama, art,
music and play. Thus, some researchers (Dyson 1990, Hickman 1983,
Paley 1981) argue that the child must be allowed to have more than one
avenue of expression, for children often have responses to literature that
are not always based in language. The ability to present knowledge
reflectively in alternative dimensions, such as movement, art and music,
benefits non-mainstream/non-native English-speaking children as well as
mainstream students since not all cultures place the stress on verbal displays
of knowledge that schooling has come to see as ‘normal’ (Cazden 1988).
Stanislavski (1961) stressed the importance of communicating the subtext,
or the meaning underneath the lines of text, through movement. He believed
that the actor’s interpretation depended not only on an analysis of the inner
life of the play, but on the external physical action that accompanied the
words and demonstrated meaning to the audience.

A final key to classroom theatre is the structure of a long-term project
which helps children develop their text interpretations over time and
culminates in a final performance for parents and peers. The gradual build
up of understandings about the workings and requirements of the theatre,
the attention to planning, the constant negotiation, and the critiques by self,
peers and adults of work in progress all combine to immerse children in the
day-to-day activities of the theatre. The final performance is a culminating
display of the work, energy, planning and thinking that occurred over weeks
of rehearsal. Preparation and performance act in partnership to create
‘curricular coherence’ (Allington 1991) as children work carefully and
comprehensively towards tangible goals. The ultimate presentation, unlike
a test, displays the group’s understandings rather than individual
interpretations. To be sure, a performance involves risk. But, if we know
anything about literacy we know that it involves risk - striking out towards
independence by offering opinions, calling on background knowledge,
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making connections and growing into new learning. For far too long in
remedial classrooms we have protected children against risk (Dweck and
Bempechat 1983), perhaps because we feel that they are ‘at risk’ already.
Yet, classroom theatre creates a context where children are not ‘at risk’, but
are ‘actually—like all our students—children of promise’ (Heath and
Mangiola 1991: 11).

Roles, routines and research method

The focal children in this study—Stella, Bart and Tomas-attended an
ethnically diverse, urban Us public school called Bayside Elementary. Their
teacher, Natasha, led her children in round-robin reading—the traditional
‘you read a page, I'll read a page’ reading instruction found in many
classrooms and often recommended in basal textbooks. She did not separate
her small class of 17 children into ability reading groups, but rather provided
whole-class instruction. Natasha suggested that her purposes in large-group
nstruction depended on a teaching philosophy that encouraged solidarity
rather than segregation. The children designated for her class had been given
every label the school system had - ESL (English as a Second Language), LEP
(Limited English Proficient), LD (Learning Disability), rRsP (Resource
Specialist Program), Chapter I, and Title I-and their cumulative records
showed myriad problems, both academic and emotional. Ordinarily these
were the children that were pulled out for individual instruction, but with
the restructuring of Bayside School, pull-out classes were eliminated, and
Natasha, a teacher with an RSP credential and experience in working
with emotionally disturbed children, was ostensibly given a ‘regular’,
heterogeneous class.

The class mix became less and less heterogeneous, however, when the
dual realities of federal regulations and teacher expectations came together
to form Natasha’s class list. Federal requirements for RSP students include
specialized instruction provided by an RsP credentialled teacher.? Thus,
RSP-designated children in third and fourth grade automatically went to
Natasha. The rest of her class population was formed from those nominated
by teachers, and, as teachers came together to form class lists for the following
year, Natasha often got the children who were considered to exhibit
behaviour problems. Though she fought hard for a more heterogeneous
class, a school-wide expectation for the low level of her children combined
with high confidence in Natasha’s ability to ‘handle problem children’
ensured homogeneity instead. Of the fourth graders placed in her
predominantly third grade class to balance the ‘low’ level, several had been
retained, and two were described by Natasha as the ‘lowest’ children in her
class.

One of these two children was Bart who had been at Bayside since
kindergarten. Although his attendance record was ‘excellent’ and three
different teachers labelled him as a ‘good worker’, Bart still experienced
many difficulties in school. He was referred for testing in the first grade and
given an RSP status. His mother was ‘concerned’ and ‘co-operative’ and
readily agreed to testing and placements with specially trained teachers,
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His first grade teacher characterized him as a ‘delightful child —warm,
considerate, friendly, happy, caring and co-operative’ but his ‘struggles with
school subjects’ caused her to retain him for another vear in first grade. By
the time he entered Natasha’s fourth grade classroom, he was school-wise
and turned off. ‘Bart was almost a non-reader when he came in here’, Natasha
explained (7 May 1991). Bart had his own explanation. ‘Reading’s what
flunked me’ he said, associating reading with being ‘uncool’ (31 January
1991).

By the time Stella entered the fourth grade she had been in four schools,
and her school reports showed an inconsistency in attendance. Her
attendance record, in fact, was much the cause of her retention in second
grade, for she had simply missed too much school to ‘catch up’ with the other
children in her class. Stella’s father was a carpenter and they often had to
move owing to lay-offs in the construction business. Yet, like Bart, the school
records showed a consistency in parent involvement and support. Stella’s
mother regularly attended conferences, volunteered in school, and approved
the special testing and tutoring programmes designed to help her daughter.
In our own interactions, Stella spoke of how often her mother read to her,
and her own love of reading, though she was quick to stress that she enjoyed
‘real books’ not those found in her basal reader which she called ‘those stupid
books’ (23 May 1991).

Tomas was barely in school before he was pegged as a loner who was ‘very
bright’ but had ‘low stamina’. He was retained in kindergarten, and at the
end of his second go-round his teacher recommended that he-be given special
attention or he would be ‘lost in the shuffle’. Tomas’s mother was also noted
for being very co-operative. On the advice of one teacher who suggested that
Tomas needed ‘to work harder on sitting appropriately on his chair during
class and paying attention’ his mother had a meeting with the school
counsellor. Like Stella, Tomas read fluently and with good expression, but
he still expressed negative feelings about reading in the classroom. While
awaiting his turn to read, Tomas often stared into space or played with the
small toys he brought from home. In his Journal he explained his
dissatisfaction: ‘I don’t like reading becaus it tocks [takes] to long To read
and people yell and talk to much’ (13 December 19%0).

Part of the children’s dissatisfaction stemmed from the round-robin
reading instruction which took place in their classroom on a daily basis.
While one child read a page, the other 16 children were left to their own
devices. Although they were supposed to follow in their texts, most did not.
Natasha began each story with discussion that allowed children to express
their prior knowledge of particular subjects, but once the story was begun
there was little time spent on prediction or interpretation. The continual
press to move from page to page and story to story did not leave the children
with any sense of immersion in text or opportunities to practise or revisit text.
Bart described the system, explaining: ‘All we do is read, read, read, read
until we drop and die’ (23 May 1991).

As a group, the children had high interest in drama and often invented
plays and skits in their free time. Natasha affectionately described them as
a class of ‘hams’ who loved getting up and performing (28 September 1990).
The plays, however, involved very little planning. Several children would get
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together, pick a topic (often involving media violence), and arrange for a time
in front of the class. Most plots were devised on the spot and although many
plays were appreciated by the class audience, others were derided by their
peers. Sceptical statements like ‘1 don’t get it!” and ‘This is dumb’ were often
heard in response to performances. Still, the children continued in their
enthusiasm for play-making in general, and when Bill, the classroom theatre
director, came to their class they were enthusiastic participants.

Bill’s dramatic curriculum centred on creativity, criticism and
consistency. He conducted 10 classroom theatre sessions {(from December to
April) and each session followed a set routine. He began the class with a vocal
warm-up (usually a tongue twister) to prepare the voice as well as a physical
warm-up for the body. From there he moved to acting exercises to build
the children’s concentration, such as the ‘mirror game’ where one actor
mirrors another’s movements. Then the class turned to text interpretation:
(a) reading a story, (b) making selective and analytical choices in transforming
the story into a script through social negotiation, (¢) formulating, practising
and refining their interpretations, (d) performing for an audience, and
(¢) finally evaluating their performance and those of other children. Bill
encouraged the children to think like actors, using the technical vocabulary
of the theatre and the strategies of those on the stage —marking thetr scripts
to note body movement and intonation, arranging for a prompter if needed,
and running their lines repeatedly.

The first sessions were devoted to the preparation of short-time-only
performances often from texts in the children’s basal readers. Natasha
wanted the children to use texts with which they were highly familiar. But
during the early months of these sessions, I brought in a variety of trade books
which Natasha or I either read to the class or offered in brief book talks.
From the 25 books I brought, the children selected five books to interpret
for a final performance for the school: Who’s in Rabbit’s House? (Aardema
1977}, The Five Chinese Brothers (Bishop 1938), Mirandy and Brother Wind
(McKissack 1988), Tikki Tikki Tembo (Mosel 1968), and Dr De Soto
(Steig 1982). Classroom theatre sessions seven to nine were devoted to the
preparation of scenes from these stories and in the tenth session the children
performed for their parents and peers.

My own role in the study was one of active participant observation. As
an observer, I collected data for this study twice each week throughout a full
academic year, integrating fieldnotes with audio- and video-tape recording.
I collected site documents (e.g., the participants’ reflective writing, school
records) as well as conducting several informal interviews with all study
participants. I observed and recorded the children in both regular classroom
reading instruction led by Natasha and the 10 formal classroom theatre
sessions (from mid-December to mid-April) led by Bill. During the
‘preparations for the final performance, I conducted formal interviews with
all of the children regarding their interpretations of character and scene.
After the performance, I also conducted formal interviews with teams of
players—reviewing the performance video-tape with the children and asking
them to analyse and evaluate their interpretative decisions. As a participant
I followed Bill’s lead in the classroom theatre sessions—helping children run
through their lines, standing in for absent players, making suggestions and
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offering encouragement and critique. I wrote and received a grant for the
purchase of a collection of multicultural trade books for the classroom library
as well as funds to support the purchase of costume and set materials that
the children used to design and enhance their productions.

My analysis of fieldnotes, transcripts and artefacts centred on the features
of language that marked problem solving and perspective shifting as well as
the non-verbal supplements to verbal expression.® Problem-solving features
focused on the children’s interpretative planning and included life-text
comparisons, conditionals or hypotheticals, meta-narrative, queries of
meaning and procedural talk. Perspective shifting concentrated on the
children’s immersion in character and included role flexibility, match of
character’s role with actor’s traits, paralinguistic cues (e.g., intonation, pitch,
rhythm and voice characterizations when, for example, players took on the
gruff voice of an old man or the high-pitched tone of an anxious mother),
and pronoun shifts. Non-verbal supplements highlighted the children’s
extralinguistic cues. Following Corsaro (1985: 47), these non-verbal
behaviours included ‘(a) body movement and gross motor activity,
(b) manipulations of physical objects, (¢) eye contact, (d) facial expression,
(e) gesture, and (f) body orientation’.

In my analysis of sufficient and triangulated data sources, I discovered
key linkages or patterns of evidence to formulate and warrant my research
assertions (Erickson 1986).* Finally, in the writing of this paper, I tied
narrative vignettes of the children’s planning, practice and performance to
the stories they enacted, for an additional data source was the literature itself.’

Thus, in this paper the tale of Dr De Soto (Steig 1982) weaves throughout

“the analytic tale of the children’s interpretation, creating metaphorical links
between the text on the page and that of the real world. Interpretative
commentary frames each narrative vignette or transcript excerpt, providing
both context for the scene to come, and analysis of its meaning and fit within
the entire pattern.

The dramatic curriculum in practice

In this section, I focus on the dramatic curriculum as it plays itself out in
practice. [ begin with the language in the drama, looking at the ‘text’ of Bart,
Stella and Tomas’s final performance of Dr De Soto for an audience of school
peers and family members. Next I turn to the language around the drama,
analysing the ‘subtext’ of the multiple decisions they made prior to their
performance as well as their reflections on the process after the curtain closed.

Language in the drama

The next morning, promptly at eleven, a very cheerful fox turned up. He was feeling
not a particle of pain. When Doctor De Soto got into his mouth, he snapped it shut for
a moment, then opened wide and laughed, ‘just a joke!’

After their late evening of talk, the De Sotos come up with a marvellous plan.
They affix the tooth and resolve their problems by offering the fox a unique
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opportunity to avoid any further personal pain—a secret formula painted on
each tooth which will rid the patient of toothaches forever. The fox quickly
agrees and his teeth are painted with the formula. However, after he is told
to hold his teeth together tightly for a full minute, he discovers that he cannot
open his jaws. The joke is on the fox, for his teeth are glued together!
The De Sotos smile victoriously as the fox stumbles away.

In the opening of the children’s scene, Bart (as the fox) swaggered on to
the classroom stage, his top hat tipped recklessly to the side. Tomas
(as Dr De Soto) wore a white coat and was in the midst of organizing his
‘instruments’ (a child’s toy doctor kit) when Bart entered. Tomas
immediately began to pace back and forth, shooting nervous glances in Bart’s
direction. He then hid under the desks to create the effect of having
disappeared into the fox’s mouth. Bart pretended to snap his jaws shut and
then chortled loudly at his own humour. But Tomas emerged from the desks
and said ‘Be serious’ in an authoritative ‘get down to business’ tone. After the
operation, Bart ran his tongue over his teeth and exclaimed ‘My it feels good,
honey!” Then he tucked his head down and lowered his voice to a stage
whisper, ‘I really shouldn’t eat them. On the other hand, how can I resist? Yal’
Later while applying the ‘secret formula’, Tomas painted Bart’s fake fox
teeth carefully with a paintbrush, while Bart leaned in to accommodate the
process. Yet, when he realized that his teeth were stuck together, Bart leapt
off the stool and turned in amazement to face the clever doctor and his wife.
As Stella, who played both wife and narrator, read the lines, ‘The fox was
stunned. He stared at Doctor De Soto, then at his wife. They smiled, and waited’,
she looked up from her script and joined Tomais in a heartfelt grin, their
eyes, all the while, on Bart. The eye gaze, touch, tone and intonation all
combined to join the characters in the time, space and relationships of the
play. While Bart’s eyes registered stunned disbelief, his actions and those of
the successful De Sotos created a believable scene.

Each of the children leaned on the language in the play to communicate
their character and scene. Very early in rehearsals, Bart began to add ‘cocky’
additions such as ‘honey’ and ‘baby’ to the end of his lines. He only added
one or at most two words to the entire script and the additions appeared at
different points in different rehearsals. In discussions with fellow players, he
did not appear to have a fixed plan of where these additions should fall, only
that they should be inserted at some point. In the final performance, however,
he added the word ‘honey’ to his first line, and this addition, combined with
his ‘jive’ tone, sent the entire audience into giggles. Their reaction seemed
to trigger an alternative decision in Bart, for he then abandoned his more
conservative plan of only one or two additions and instead added six new
endings which included one ‘baby’, two uses of ‘honey’, and three
supplementary expressions of either ‘Ya!’ or ‘Ah!’. The audience went wild.

Through cocky endearments slurred carelessly over the tongue, Bart
copped an attitude with his character—a fox who was sly and sinister but
humorous as well. He also communicated his character through his chosen
costume and the way he wore it. The red sports jacket was pushed back
casually on his shoulders. The top hat Bart selected was of shining blue, with
a bold red band. And he sported a small plastic mask - a nose and mouth with
whiskers and gleaming canines. His physical movement sent communicative



