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Abstract

This study explores the effectiveness of drama by using contemporary plays both as self-
standing extracts and as a full-scale performance for developing learners’ oral skills in terms
of complexity, accuracy and fluency and their positive attitudes towards foreign language
learning within a high school compulsory curriculum in an Italian context. The rationale for
undertaking this investigation lies in the heartening results obtained when dramatic
approaches were implemented predominantly within a university context or as an

extracurricular activity in the language classroom.

A class of final year high school Italian students with a lower-intermediate to upper-
intermediate level of language was exposed longitudinally to a text-based approach followed
by a performance-based approach conducted over a term each for a total of 20 lessons. A
control group was taught through a communicative traditional approach. Quantitative data
were collected through an oral pre-test, a mid-test and a post-test by using three tasks, both
monologic and dialogic: oral proficiency interview, story-retelling and guided role-play. To
elicit learners’ attitudes questionnaires and follow-up interviews were used, thus affording
me deeper insights into learners’ preferences, reasons for enjoyment, their usefulness for

developing language skills, problems and difficulties encountered.

The results show that drama-based approaches improved significantly learners’ pronunciation
accuracy, speed-fluency, breakdown-fluency, repairs-fluency, MLR, phonation time ratio,
and syntactic complexity. There was no significant statistical result on accuracy between the
two groups. When comparing the two types of approaches, findings revealed that the text-
based approach led to a higher syntactic complexity, breakdown fluency and phonation time
ratio whilst the performance-based approach led to a higher level of accuracy both on the
global scale and pronunciation accuracy, and speed fluency. Neither of the two drama-based
approaches led to a significant score on the MLAS, MLR and repairs fluency. The qualitative
findings display mixed but fundamentally greatly favourable attitudes towards the

employment of drama approaches.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

This thesis is an examination of the effectiveness of two types of drama-based approaches
implemented in a rigid compulsory curriculum with the aim of developing students’ English
language skills and their positive attitudes towards language learning. The research took
place in a small private high school in the northern part of Italy. The study, which employed
a mixed-methods approach, was conducted longitudinally with final year high school Italian
students whose level of proficiency ranged from lower-intermediate to upper-intermediate.
An experimental group was exposed to two interventions, each conducted over the course of
a term: a text-based approach in the first term, followed by a full-scale process-oriented
performance-based approach in the second term. Self-standing extracts from contemporary
authentic plays combined with a variety of drama games were used in the first approach,
whilst the latter focused on the production of a full-scale performance of the single one act
short play, Over the Wall, by James Saunders (1977). At the same time, a control group was
taught through a traditional approach. More specifically, the study focuses on measuring the
degree of students’ linguistic oral achievement according to various measures across the
three main dimensions of language learning: complexity; accuracy; and fluency (hereafter
CAF), both when the two approaches were taken together and compared to a control group,
and when they were compared one against the other. Finally, this thesis also seeks to give an
insight into students’ perceptions, preferences and attitudes towards such approaches in terms

of interest, usefulness, meaningfulness, enjoyment and problems and difficulties encountered.

1.1 Background to the study

Over the last two decades, Drama has gained increasing recognition for its pedagogical
contribution to language learning, as highlighted by a number of scholars in the field (e.g.,
White 1984, Kao & Neill 1998, Winston 2011, Lutzker 2007, Schewe & Shaw 1993, Duff &
Maley 2007, to name but a few). Drama is not a new approach in foreign language teaching.
Its origins can be traced back to the nineteenth century (Schewe 2007). As Via (1976) asserts,

this method has become an integral part of language teaching with the increasing prevalence



of the Communicative approach. More specifically, in recent years, research has shown that
drama in language teaching forms a stepping-stone towards L2 oral proficiency (Miccoli
2003, Ryan Scheutz & Colangelo 2004, Marini-Maio 2010). When they start learning a new
language, most second language learners hope to achieve advanced speaking abilities.
However, generally language teachers tend to assume that students find language classes
uninteresting and usually lack motivation, leading to a low level of language proficiency. In
order to help learners to reach their goal of high proficiency in speaking a language, a
growing number of scholars have focused their work on ways in which play texts and drama
activities can support L2 learning. As Rossiter, Derwing, Manimtin & Thomson (2010: 585)
contend, “many ESL classes offer little or no explicit, focused instruction on the development

of oral fluency skills” leading to limited development in speaking skills.

There are numerous reasons that make drama suitable for language teaching. It is considered
an ideal way of encouraging students to use real, everyday language (Maley & Duff 1984)
and of helping them to make the linguistic step beyond the limitations of the language
classroom (Almond 2005). Marini-Maio (2010: 241) stresses that drama in language learning
has an intrinsic value as a creative and liberating impetus because it helps to “lower the
students’ affective filter, liberating their potential, increasing their spontaneous
communication and fluency” and consequently, learners’ positive attitudes and motivation
towards learning a foreign language (Moody 2002, Miccoli 2003). Drama approaches
provide an opportunity for students to acquire language in a fully contextualized manner
paying special attention to both verbal and non-verbal communication. On the one hand, by
using authentic texts grammatical structure and vocabulary are taught in a meaningful
context (Carter 1996), whereas the subtext gives rise to endless debates and brings the
cultural element into the language learning as well as involving the learners both emotionally
and intellectually. Through providing a deeper insight into other cultures, dramatic texts help
develop critical thinking. On the other hand, a performance creates a genuine purpose for
interaction and communication (Miccoli 2003), promotes cooperation between students,
gives space to meaningful repetition through rehearsals, trains the “emotional memory”
(Petkovic 1979: 85), but above all brings enjoyment (Almond 2005) and, as a consequence,

learners’ motivation and language skills are enhanced.



Yet, despite the evident success of this methodology, as demonstrated by its continuing
growth, most research has been primarily concentrated in a university context or has
investigated cases in which drama was implemented as an extracurricular activity. Therefore,
the heartening results urged the necessity of a more substantial inclusion of drama texts in
language teaching (Paran 2006, Carroli 2008). Classroom-based studies with a longitudinal
component and data collected from various perspectives and sources have also been
acknowledged (Beliveau & Kim 2013). Moreover, only a limited number of studies have
attempted to set the stage for a performance within a high school compulsory curriculum
(Moody 2002, Lutzker 2007, Jarfas 2008). Hence, there is a deficit which I attempt to redress
with my work by exploring longitudinally, in an Italian context, the effectiveness of drama
approaches within a compulsory high school curriculum which is currently under-researched

(Schewe 2013).

In particular, it is notable that no study conducted to date has examined the achievement of
students learning languages through authentic contemporary self-standing extracts and drama
games versus performing a play specifically in a high school compulsory curriculum. Even
though an evidence base exists for the use of a full-scale performance, there is relatively little
published academic research into this specific approach to language learning (Schewe &
Shaw 1993, Moody 2002). Rigid syllabuses, constraints of time and space, or lack of
familiarity with such a method along with the fear of making themselves look foolish seem to
be among the reasons language educators tend to avoid approaches involving drama. Thus,
an additional feature which makes the current study distinctive is that it tries to bring
freshness into the language class atmosphere by introducing innovative methods from the

field of drama and theatre within a compulsory education.

Furthermore, a dearth of data has been registered in terms of the gains made by students
learning language through drama approaches in their oral skills (Schewe 2013). Galante &
Thomson (2016) rightly observe the extent to which research has not been framed in terms of
which particular dimension of oral communication might be most affected by drama

approaches, but instead has only reported the impact of such instruction on global oral



proficiency. Consequently, “more fine-grained analyses of how drama and theatre techniques
promote the development of specific dimensions of oral communication are needed” (Galante
& Thomson 2016: 2). Thus, the primary task of this study is to assess for the first time levels
of L2 oral skills in terms of various sub-dimensions of CAF: a) syntactic complexity and
mean length of AS-units for complexity, b) global accuracy and pronunciation for accuracy,
and c) breakdown-fluency, speed-fluency, repair-fluency, mean length of run and phonation

time ratio for fluency.

Furthermore, it is noteworthy that there is also a growing recognition of drama as a
compelling approach for increasing learners’ motivation and promoting more positive
attitudes towards learning a foreign language. Yet, when considering perspectives on the use
of drama in language teaching research to date, it is important to emphasize that with respect
to a performance-based approach, when full-scale projects were carried out as an
extracurricular activity or within a university context (Fonio 2012, Dalziel & Pennachi
2012), students were largely voluntarily enrolled in language drama courses and, therefore,
they were more likely to be highly motivated from the outset. Consequently, it becomes
imperative to research students’ attitudes towards authentic contemporary plays both as texts
and as a process-oriented full-scale production, when such approaches are implemented as a
standard part of student’ English classes. In the same fashion, Wessel (1987: 17) stresses that
the use of drama in the teaching of languages requires future research, and he specifically
questions whether the improved performance of those students voluntarily enrolled in
extracurricular language drama projects can be truly measured and compared with that of
other non-project students. Thus, tapping into students’ attitudes involved in the production
of a play in a compulsory rigid curriculum constitutes one of the points upon which this study
seeks to shed light, which undeniably could extend our understanding of the level that drama
work within a mandatory language classroom and accordingly, its potential pedagogical

implications.

1.2 Personal motivation for undertaking the study

My motivation for undertaking this study is way largely related to my own experience of

learning foreign languages through literary and authentic drama texts in communist Romania



where I grew up. Regardless of the language taught under the communist system,
predominantly Russian or French (English was solely taught in a very few privileged schools
in the large cities), foreign language coursebooks usually started with simple contrived
literary texts and gradually moved on to authentic ones as the learners’ level of language
proficiency increased. Thus, grammar and vocabulary were always taught in the context of a
literary text. Later on, when I moved to Italy, I despondently realized that language lessons
rarely relied on a course book, let alone a syllabus organized entirely around literary texts. I
also noticed that, generally, the majority of Italians I met struggled to speak English and I
naively thought, at that time, that this might be due to the fact that their language classes did
not make use of the wonderful literary texts that I was brought up on during my years of
foreign language learning at school. Although helpful to a certain extent, I found the
handouts provided in English language classes in Italy dull, dry, and uninteresting,
commonly lacking the “emotional element” (Maley & Duff 1994) a literary text can offer.
Then, during my university years in Italy, whilst fulfilling the long wished-for desire of
becoming an English language teacher, I started hatching the idea that I would like to
somehow prove or disprove my point that, teaching through authentic texts may increase
learners’ language skills and their positive attitudes towards learning a foreign language
which it seemed that the majority of learners lacked. However, existing research devoted to
teaching via literary authentic texts was rather broad and, I soon came to realize that focusing
only on a single literary genre seemed to be a better idea. Thus, based on my research into
authentic plays for my master’s degree in Spanish literature, more specifically, how
characters from a novel, when transposed into a play acquire more markedly dramatic
features, and after having a pre-PhD meeting with my supervisor who was of great help in
guiding my ideas, I decided to investigate the potential of teaching English through
contemporary plays. After having carried out extensive research into the literature on
teaching through drama I developed two dramatic approaches: teaching through texts versus
teaching through performance. The rationale was that whilst dramatic texts along with drama
games and activities can be feasibly developed and implemented within any compulsory
curriculum, a performance-based approach might pose some challenges (see section 2.5.3).

Thus, I was eager to examine in more depth this performative aspect of language learning



which the literature revealed as fascinating and particularly engaging for students, as well as

giving promising results.

1.3 Definition of the term drama

Drama can take many forms and in literature the word drama is generally used as an
umbrella term to denominate different types of drama-based language teaching approaches.
Under the broad term drama, researchers, teachers, scholars, linguists and theatre
practitioners include acting techniques (Sosulski 2008) pantomime, improvisational theatre
(Mathias 2007), simulation, creative drama (Dodge 1998) creative dramatics (Sam 1990),
strategic interaction (Di Pietro 1987) role-plays, short sketches, drama activities (Dougill
1994) drama techniques (Maley & Duff, 2003) games and mimics, theatre (Aita 2009,
Marini-Maio 2010), educational drama (Moody 2002), theatrical performance (Bourke
1993, Bancheri 2010), drama (Fonio & Genicot 2011, Wessels 1987, Almond 2005) and the
list 1s still not exhaustive. Borge (2007: 3) explains that all these activities, and much more,
known generally as drama-based approaches in language teaching form an integral part of the
overall teaching concept referred to as Communicative Language Learning as advocated by
Morrow (1981) and Brumfit (1984). Overall, drama is “communication between people”

(Via, 1987: 10) and an “inextricable part of all social interactions” (DiNapoli 2003: 17).

For the purpose of this thesis, drama is “any activity which asked the students to portray a)
himself/herself in an imaginary situation or b) another person in an imaginary situation”
(Holden 1981: 1). The term drama comes from Greek and means ‘“action” and, thus, warm-
up exercises, drama games and theatrical techniques as activities which include gestures,

feelings and action are also included here.

1.3.1 Definition of drama as text

In the context of this research, drama as text is essentially an authentic play written with the
purpose of being performed on the stage. For a better understanding, it becomes necessary to

clearly demarcate between the drama of the scripted page and the drama in performance.



Although there is a tight relationship between them as most of the performances have a script
on a page as a starting point, and unmistakably begin from the interpretation of the words on
a page, a performance involves the participants physically and emotionally in a different way
compared to simple texts. The dramatic text is “the literary genre which is most like naturally
occurring conversation” because it consists largely of character-to-character interaction
(Short 1996: 168); “[..] drama is not made of words alone, but of sights and sounds, stillness
and motion, noise and silence, relationships and responses” (Styan 1975: vii). Since only one
definition would be partial, both definitions provided by Short (1996) and Styan (1975)
together are adopted for the present study, as they complement one another when referring to

the literary dramatic text while it is still a script and therefore, still literature.

1.3.2 Definition of drama as performance

Langham (1983: viii) distinguishes between drama as literature or as text and drama as
performance by affirming: “There is all the difference in the world between literature and
drama. A play’s sound, music, movement, looks, dynamics, and much more are to be
discovered deep in the script, yet cannot be detected through strictly literary methods of
reading and analysis”. Wessels (1987: 7) defines drama in a very concise, but powerful way:
“Drama is doing. Drama is being,” remarkably implying that the essence of a literary
dramatic text lies in its performative act. Although drama in performance becomes
synonymous with theatre for many, Carkin (2004: I) contrasts the terms drama and theater.
For him, drama is “the opposite of the illusion creating process with which the word theater
is too often associated” (Introduction, I). Fleming (2006: 3) acknowledges that “traditionally
theater has been taken to refer to performance whereas drama has referred to the work
designed for stage representation, the body of written play”. He points out that in the context
of drama teaching, however, the terms are used differently: theatre is largely concerned with
the communication between actors and spectators, thus, necessarily requiring an audience,
whereas drama is largely “concerned with the participants’ experience irrespective of any
function of communication to an audience” as emphasized by Way (1967) (idem: 3). The
difference between the terms lies in the presence or the absence of the audience. For drama

in performance the definition provided by Marini-Maio (2010) is adopted, for whom the



terms drama, theatre and performance overlap, as being the most comprehensive and more
appropriate than other definitions for the scope of the present research. She defines a full-
scale performance as “a team project focusing primarily on the analysis, [...] and mise-en-
scéne of a dramatic text converging on a public performance of a fully-fledged play. It
includes the discussion of production issues concerning props, costumes, lights, sounds,

publicity and all the material details necessary to stage a play” (ibid: 241).

A full-scale performance can be process or product-oriented. A process-oriented form “tends
to focus on the dramatic medium itself, in which the negotiation, rehearsal and preparation
for dramatic representation becomes the focus for language learning” (Moody, 2002: 135-
136). Instead, a product-oriented form involves various processes in the interpretation,
rehearsal and public performance of a text and “emphasizes the final staging of the student’s
public performance, wherein the concluding dramatic realization in front of an audience is
viewed as one of the primary goals of the learning experience” (Moody, 2002: 135-136).
Many language educators who employ drama in their language classrooms give importance
to the process, while others find the idea of product much more motivating for students since

the final performance is the aim for a collective achievement.

To sum up, in the present research, drama as a text-based approach involves learning
language by using self-standing authentic contemporary play extracts combined with
dramatic games and activities, whereas drama as a performance-based approach includes a

process-oriented full-scale performance of a single authentic play.

1.4 Outline of the thesis

The present thesis comprises six chapters. This chapter provides an introduction followed by
the rationale for undertaking this research and also includes definitions of the important terms

used throughout the text of this research.

Chapter Two reviews the research related to this study discussing relevant theories related to

the use of authentic literary dramatic texts and drama-based approaches in language teaching,



with an emphasis on a text-based approach, as well as on a full-scale process-oriented
performance-based approach. The remainder of the Literature Review describes significant
studies related to the present research followed by a historical overview of complexity,
accuracy and fluency (CAF) and the rationale for choosing these three dimensions for the

present study, and concludes with the presentation of the research questions addressed.

Chapter Three provides details concerning the research design and the methodology of the
study, unfolding the context and the participants in the research, the data collection
instruments and the procedures for collecting and analysing the quantitative and qualitative
data. This chapter also describes the lesson procedures regarding the implementation of the
two approaches: a text-based and a performance-based approach, along with the rationale
behind the choice of the play scripts used. The traditional in-class based approach is also

described.

The subsequent chapter, Chapter Four, reports on the findings of the study. It begins with the
quantitative results regarding measures of subcomponents of oral complexity, accuracy and
fluency achieved by the participants in the study, followed, firstly, by a presentation of the
quantitative results from the questionnaire and, secondly, by the qualitative results obtained

from the open questions in the questionnaires and interviews combined.

Thus, Chapter Five compares and discusses the results of the two approaches to this study,
both when taken together and compared to the results from a control group and when
compared separately one against the other. Firstly, the quantitative findings which emerged
from the oral testing are discussed, then the qualitative findings from the questionnaires and
interviews are integrated and discussed in the remainder of this chapter which ends with the

discussion of the quantitative part of the questionnaire.

Finally, Chapter Six gives the conclusion which sums up the findings of the study by
revisiting each research question separately, then it presents the strengths and limitations of
the study and also discusses implications of the present research for language educators.

Finally, looking forward, ideas and recommendations for further research are suggested.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

Education is concerned with individuals; drama is concerned with the
individuality of individuals, with the uniqueness of each human essence

(Way, 1967: 3).

2.1 Drama as text

2.1.1 Benefits of teaching language through authentic dramatic texts

Many researchers have stressed the importance of using literary texts in language teaching
because they are considered to be “authentic” material (Widdowson 1975, Collie & Slater
1991, Carter & Long 1992, Short 1996, Brumfit & Carter 1991, Carroli 2008, Paran 2006 to
name but a few). But what does “authentic” mean and what are the benefits of using such

texts compared to other types of material?

The term “authentic” was used as a reaction against the “artificial” language used in L2
textbooks, which often is closer to an idealized standard language than to the actual language
used in natural everyday communication (Kramsch 1993 as expounded in Carroli 2008). In
the context of the present research, the authentic texts are those texts which “are not
fashioned for the specific purpose of teaching a language” (Collie & Slater 1991: 3), but they
are “genuine and undistorted” (ibid: 6). An authentic text “was created to fulfill some social
purpose in the language community in which it was produced” (Little & Singleton 1988: 21)
and hence, it is rich in cultural references. By placing a significant value on cultural context,
“authentic” literature becomes “unadulterated” literature which can elicit complex
interpretation (Carroli 2008). More specifically, talking about dramatic texts, an authentic
play is that piece of work written with the purpose of being performed on the stage and not

with the specific purpose of teaching language (Collie & Slater 1987).
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The advantages of teaching language through authentic texts have been put forward by many
authors. First of all, what an authentic text offers are the structures and vocabulary to be
taught in a meaningful context. Researchers in the area of discourse analysis have argued that
all languages should be thought of as discourse, enhancing the importance of teaching
grammar and vocabulary in a discourse context. Carter (1999) claims that literature is both an
example of language in use and a context for language use, and that grammar should be
taught not by rote or abstract way, but in relation to the ways in which writers creatively
exploit grammatical rules in order to produce particular literary-aesthetic effects. Authentic
materials are inherently more interesting than contrived ones because of their intent to
communicate a message rather than highlight target language (Little, David & Singleton
1989, as cited in Gilmore 2007) and for this reason an authentic text is fully and genuinely
enjoyed (Carroli 2008). As Lazar points out (1993: 3) “the plays convey their message by
paying considerable attention to language which is rich and multi-layered”. The richness of
vocabulary and the plurality of meanings which the words can acquire in the context of a
literary text require a sort of personal interpretation on the reader’s part, providing both
thematic and aesthetic interpretation which the simple text does not contain. Working with
authentic texts can engage students both in verbal response and activity response which are
“genuine language activities, not one contrived around a fabricated text” (ibid: 58).
According to Carroli (2008), the literary texts seem to develop discussions naturally,
allowing a natural move from the low-level question to high level question, from the
“obvious” in a text to a personal response based on the personal interpretation of the reader.
By responding individually to the authentic texts and deciphering the message learners
become active makers of meaning. Thus, there is a greater volume of spoken language
produced through the interactional “language of discourse, transaction, negotiation,
explanation and inquiry” (Jones 1982: 7, as cited in Gill 2013: 36), as the participants
“suggest, infer, qualify, hypothesize, generalize, or disagree” (idem: 36) than through texts

contrived for the teaching purposes.

Lin (2006) maintains that authentic literary texts are built on a double articulation as it
operates through two levels of discourse. The first is the literal or paraphrasable meaning of

the text; the second is the discourse which works between the text and the reader that arises
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from interpreting the significance of the words within the text. Therefore, teaching grammar
and vocabulary through authentic texts invites pupils to pay “close attention to lexical and
grammatical patterns in order to read more precisely what really is happening within the
world of the text” and to “see further patterns in the linguistic patterns and make sense of
them in order to interpret the second-level thematic meanings in the discourse between the
text and the reader” (ibid: 114) In this way, the learners can see how the meanings are
constructed by the language and therefore, open to question, reflection and different

responses.

Working on authentic texts in order to unravel the many meanings of a word embodied in
complex forms is more likely to give the opportunity to students to expand their language
awareness. Learners practise the target language in a meaningful context, but learning is
moving beyond the traditional four language skills “to the deployment of the indispensable
but often ignored or taken for granted fifth skill which is thinking” (McRae, 1999: 23).
Because of discussions and active participation for negotiation of meaning through
“thinking” about the text creatively and imaginatively, students would be expected to develop

their oral language skills.

Discussion and dramatic activities generated by dramatic literary texts allow for considerable
variation in responses and they are conducive to accommodating multiple levels of linguistic
ability and learners’ types. Although students may acknowledge that there is no fixed
meaning, they also understand that not every response is appropriate and valid and that the
meaning of a text given is not entirely subjective. They also realize that they reach a
conclusion through experimentation and argumentation with their peers “by accessing their
own and one another’s knowledge bases and consciously employing reading strategies” (ibid:
247). Reader-response theory suggests that student voice is essential to learning from
literature, thus students’ responses to texts become the starting point for further discussion
rather than being the end point. Kim (2004) investigated an L2 class consciously operating in
a reader-response paradigm and found that learners collaborated actively to clarify meanings
both at a literal and more interpretative level. They focused on and discussed particular forms

but also inferenced and made judgments collaboratively. Also, they took expressions from
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the text and appropriated them for their own expressive purposes and the extensive
discussions on the culture of the target language were particularly engaging through
meaningful interaction. Kim concludes that she found evidence for engagement and that the
activities in which students engaged are ultimately likely to promote second language
acquisition. Interviews used in the study revealed that students also found authentic dramatic

texts enjoyable, motivating and valuable for their learning.

Additionally, an authentic text offers a wide range of styles and registers. When working on
texts, learners react not only to the ideas but to the artistic form in which they are presented,
thus content and form become equally important. The meaning is not unique and fixed, and
leads to different interpretations which greatly depend on the form in which the words are
embodied. According to Brumfit’s (1991: 185) remark, “the meaning is always subjected to
negotiation, for it results from the relationship between reader(s) and writer”, and for this
reason “there can be no final reading of a literary text” (ibid). Birch (1991), as cited in
McCarthy (1999: 99), also argues that there are no “right” answers as the dramatic text is an
“imperfect template for possible discourses” (ibid) in which the personal creative response of
the participants acquires the main relevance. By trying to decipher the message conveyed
students can be engaged in various activities, which, indisputably, would reinforce their
active participation and involve them in practicing skills like predicting, guessing or
inferring, and therefore, encourage them to go “beyond what is said to what is implied”
(Maley 1989). This becomes invaluable oral language practice which develops language
skills by scrutinizing the text through careful analyses of the linguistic choices. By being
exposed to a variety of texts, therefore to a variety of styles and registers, learners should
increase not only their linguistic accuracy and fluency, but also develop their lexis which

inevitably should lead to a higher complexity of learners’ target language.

The cultural aspect is another reason for the use of an authentic play. Literacy is also “at the
core of how human beings communicate and situate themselves in relation to one another and
over time” (Moody, 2002: 138) and “powerful aesthetic responses can also spring forth”
from a literary script (Moody, 2002: 139). In order to interpret play scripts, learners are

required to reflect upon them because within those texts are the records not only of the
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language, but also the culture of the target language. Similarly, Carroli (2008) focuses the
context of a literary text on cultural benefits, linking words and language with L2 culture:
“The literary text can become a collective journey of discovery and discernment of language-
literature-culture intersections through negotiation of meaning, leading to learning,
achievement and change” (ibid: 9). This seems to be particularly beneficial because it brings
learners to a greater understanding of the social, political or historical events which lie behind
the text. By becoming familiar with the culture of the language studied, learners become
more familiar with how the characters in a play feel, talk, behave and react under certain
circumstances and therefore grasp subtleties of the target language. Del Fattore-Olson (2010:
268) talks about a process of immersion in the study of the foreign language through dramatic
text as it offers the opportunity for students to bring together grammar, lexicon and cultural
background as a “whole” by unifying linguistic area with the literary and socio-cultural one.
As a result of bringing together literary and cultural components with linguistic interaction

the students’ fluency in the target language would be expected to increase (ibid).

Hoecherl-Alden (2006) underlies how learning language by using authentic literary texts
helps students identify figurative speech, understand subtle differences in language use, learn
how to think critically and creatively and recognize underlying cultural assumptions by
enabling learners to provide deeper insights into the inner workings of other cultures. She
further holds that the teacher’s role should also be to educate students to become critical
consumers of both their own culture and that of the foreign language. Only by encouraging
students to become analytical thinkers in an L2 as well as their own language, they will
develop unique insights and will be able “to detect overt and covert stereotyping in the
narratives of the dominant culture” (ibid: 245). Awareness of a given text’s cultural otherness
may elicit strong emotional responses which can be “either unsettling or invigorating
depending on the reader’s attitude” (Hoecherl-Alden 2006: 250). Through directly
experiencing another culture, both the affective and the cognitive dimensions of one’s

personality are involved.

For Mattix (2002), as expounded in Hall (2005), a prime reasoning for using unaltered

literary texts in language learning is that they arouse feelings. Both literature and language
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teaching involve the development of a feeling for language and of responses to text. Green
(2000: 66), as cited in Hall (2005: 175), highlights a fact generally overlooked by
philosophers, cognitive scientists and even linguists that language causes feelings, produces

emotions and therefore, moves people:

When one reads a work of literature [..] it is not some mental representations that enable us to feel the
way we do, it is the power of the words. We may need some sort of mental representation to orientate
ourselves around the world of the text, but something else is going on in terms of more complex
cognitive activities. If words are only prompts for the construction of meaning, how is it that they can

affect me even if I do not “understand” them?

Carroli (2008) further upholds that the emotional and cultural elements which stem from an
authentic text can be more motivating for learners as it will not deprive them of aesthetical
pleasure. Although simple exercises help language learners to learn grammar and vocabulary,
authentic literature can develop language abilities by focusing on links between language,
form, style and culture. For this reason, the pedagogic responsibility of foreign language
educators is “to select texts written by writers that would be received by target audiences as
authentic within a pedagogy that promotes awareness and change” (ibid: 13) for additionally,

“literature teaches us to be human” (McMaster 1998).

2.1.1 What is distinctive about plays?

That’s why I write for the theatre, because it’s concerned with the
spoken rather than the written word. (Willy Russell)

A play exists in performance but, before being performed it exists as words on a page, or as a
text. As Lazar (1993: 137) notices “neither of these views are mutually exclusive, since most
of the performances begin from an interpretation of the words on a page; and without those
words the gesture and movements of the cast, the sets and costumes, the lighting and music
would be meaningless”. But how is the language of drama distinctive compared to other

types of discourses such as poems, novels and short stories?
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Due to the fact that language is communication and therefore dialogically interactive, many
authors propose the teaching of language through dramatic texts because most parts of them
are made up of dialogue. Short (1996:168) acknowledges that drama is “the literary genre
which is most like naturally occurring conversation” because on the one hand, it consists
largely of character-to-character interaction. He asserts that most poems are authorial
monologues compared to dramatic texts, while novels contain large sketches of narrative
description, although both are interactively understood by the reader. On the other hand,
Wessels (1987) opines that the real communication includes hesitations, interruptions,
distractions, misunderstandings and sometimes even silences. It also involves emotions,
whilst the relationships between the characters in an authentic text will be affected by the
status of each individual speaking. Additionally, there is the body language which is given by
facial expressions, gestures and the position of the limbs “which are as eloquent as words”
(ibid: 11). According to Wessels (1987), the artificial dialogues presented in textbooks
dispense with these aspects of genuine communication and this is one of the reasons the
students fail to achieve the ability to communicate effectively outside the classroom.
Furthermore, plays allow for studying such communicative strategies as false starts and
circumlocution (Almond 2005). Well-written plays by and large consist of short utterances
which generally reflect authentic language use, and these prove to be useful for the
internalisation and memorisation of vocabulary and functional chunks of language. Almond
(2005) reports how on several occasions students have commented that they used “chunks”

from the play he used in the language class in their everyday lives.

Accordingly, Moody (2002) stresses the value of teaching not only the syntax and the
vocabulary, but even the other aspects of the language like those regarding pragmatics or
other culturally imbedded communicative competencies because people use also gestures,
movements, intonation, inflection, and less overt ways of establishing their relationships and
positions of power, both in oral communication and with their bodies. He emphasizes that
“language is made up of utterances, actions and reactions, and then of responding to those
communicative acts” (ibid: 137). In fact, the dramatic texts examine broader aspects of
communication which include “eye contact and eye movement, posture and movement,

proxemics and elements of prosody such as pitch, tone, volume, tempo” (Almond 2005: 11).
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Authentic dramatic texts are usually completed with stage directions, feelings expressed and
gestures. In this sense, the language of drama is distinctive in that it attempts to fill the gap
between a careful controlled language and the behaviour we are confronted with in the
outside world, so that learners can practise in the classroom that language which they later
have to use outside (Almond 2005). “Drama is a spoken language” (McCarthy 1996: 89). It
follows that the dramatic dialogues of an authentic play appear to be much closer to the real
communication compared to the artificial dialogues or other types of discourse, and
therefore, they seem more appropriate to make the step from the language used in the
classroom to that of the outside world, leading to the development of the oral skills in a more

natural and complete manner.

Regarding the dialogues in a dramatic play or “the conversational genre” (Short, 1996: 168 ),
Short (1996) gives detailed reasons for how drama is and how it is not like naturally
occurring conversation. He holds that even though dramatic texts are written to be spoken
they are designed in such a way that they are overheard by an audience making them not
resemble normal conversation. Normal conversation is unprepared and unrehearsed and it has
plenty of normal non-fluencies such as voiced fillers, mispronunciations, unnecessary
repetitions, grammatical structures which are abandoned and attempts at taking
conversational turns which are lost. They do not occur in drama dialogue “precisely because
drama dialogue is written, even though it is written to be spoken” (ibid: 177). If features
associated with normal non-fluency happen to occur, they are perceived by the audience as
having a meaningful function precisely because the play writer must have included them on
purpose. Furthermore, feedback does not take place in drama conversation in the same way
as in real life: no gestures for feedback, such as nodding for approval or pulling a funny face
to indicate displeasure, usually occur on stage as regularly as they do in real life. During a
play, in most of the cases, when one character is talking, the other character is
standing completely still and expressionless; if the silent character were to start moving
around the audience would start interpreting. Nonetheless, dramatic text is like natural
conversation due to the turn taking patterns, or for instance to how we are polite or impolite

in day-to-day speech.
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2.1.3 Why contemporary?

Researchers in the field have pointed out that authentic dramatic texts written in a modern
idiom are more straightforward, and therefore, more appropriate to make the linguistic step
from inside the classroom to the outside world (Marckwardt 1978: 45, Wessels 1987, Lazar
1993). Contemporary plays seem to embody the requirement of the communicative approach
in language teaching because “the vocabulary used is rich and immediate, full of idiomatic
language and samples of speech which reflects more accurately how English is used in the
real world” (Almond 2005: 11). They contain “up-to-date idiomatic usage” of language

(Almond 2005:18).

Wessel (1987) argues for a contemporary language possibly dating from the 1950s to the
present day, which has to incorporate plenty of conversational interaction in the texts, where
“the main plot should be simple and the contents of plays relatively concrete” (ibid: 115). As
a general rule, Almond (2005) suggests avoiding plays written before 1960 and those in a
specific dialect. Collie & Slater (1991) consider interest, appeal and relevance of a text much
more important than the language used, however, they admit that in order to be effective, the

language has to be “quite straightforward and simple”, “where the style remains fairly simple

and uncluttered” (ibid: 15).

Additionally, contemporary plays offer opportunities for useful language transfer along with
insights into contemporary social, political or cultural aspects (Collie & Slater 1991).
Undoubtedly, modern texts deal with a universality of themes linked to the experiences of the
day-to-day reality of the students and with the most essential questions of human existence
like friendship, love, death, life, which concern all cultures regardless of the experiences and
perceptions they have (Maley 1989). Aita (2009) emphasizes that contemporary plays
include topics which interrogate many aspects of life which offer the potential for endless
debates and “a platform to personalize” students’ learning (ibid: 53). Almond (2005: 18)
recommends that the play chosen should be not too obscure, “the plot should be relatively
straightforward and the characters quite easy to relate to”. Being linked to their experience
and by being emotionally involved students are more likely to express their personal ideas

and feelings on the issues they are directly concerned with. In this way, they are more
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motivated to speak, to produce language and to practise their communication skills through
interaction both with the text and other people. By contrast, if the text does not reflect the
student’s life and interest, being alien to their own experience it may increase a sense of

“frustration, inferiority and even powerlessness” (Lazar 1993: 3).

Hirvela & Boyle (1988) conducted a survey of an English language course for Chinese
students with the aim of investigating students’ attitudes towards literature. With respect to
dramatic texts, their findings showed that 20% of the students fear drama as a literary genre
and this was partly based on their lack of previous experience with authentic texts.
Participants involved in the study were “interested in reading something more modern” (ibid:
180), since an aspect causing particular trouble was the vocabulary in non-modern texts.
Hirvela & Boyle (1988) concluded that the language of texts should be contemporary, as
“basically, it was a plea for the modern and comprehensible, as opposed to the revered but
obscure” (ibid). Dodson (2002) also reports that the students in her class decided to stage a
play in a modern idiom as they were afraid of the “difficult” idiom of the non-modern plays.
In addition, the response to a questionnaire employed by Butler (2006: 11) in a first year
university English programme attempting to integrate the teaching of language through

literature, again raises the issue of contemporary language:

I think literature is a bit difficult for me, because when I was at high school we used to do Macbeth and
Julius Caesar the English in there is very complicated and it has no bright future. Maybe if I could read

a very simple literature I can change the attitude towards literature.'

These studies largely suggest that both contemporary language and facts described in the play
are felt by the students to be much closer to their day-to-day reality, thus more easily

transferable to the real world.

Having reviewed some of the reasons which make contemporary plays suitable for language
teaching, the next section will look into the advantages which dramatic games and activities

can bring into language classroom in general.

! A student’s response to the questionnaire used in the study (University of North West)
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2.2 Benefits of using dramatic games and activities in L2 learning

“Action speaks louder than words™

A larger number of scholars have focused on ways dramatic games and activities (Heathcote
& Bolton 1995, Maley & Duff 1975), and drama and literacy (Grady 2000, Fleming 2004)
can foster second language learning in the classroom. Using various drama-based
approaches, scholars propose to varying degrees that drama is indispensable because it puts
language into context, “arouse(s) interest and foster(s) personality development” and
ultimately “encourages adaptability, fluency and communicative competences” (Belliveau &
Kim 2013: 6). Drama activities are useful in “motivating students, holding their attention and
stimulating their creativity” (Ulas 2008: 877). The effectiveness of drama in oral skills
development arises from its experiential learning characteristics because drama enhances
students’ learning through learning by doing and through ‘“experience and experiencing”

(Spolin 1999: 3).

Wessels (1987) suggests that dramatic activities in general have a positive impact on
language learners because they promote acquisition of meaningful and fluent interaction in
the target language along with the assimilation of a whole range of pronunciation and
prosodic-features in a fully contextualized and interactive manner. Undeniably, dramatic
activities promote “the contextualized acquisition of new vocabulary and structure” (ibid: 13)
as “a classroom that uses drama is not only concerned with the words and expressions used
but with the situations in which the words should and should not be used” (Via 1976, xiv),
and eventually learners will gain an improved sense of confidence to use the target language.
Wessels (1987) distinguishes between structure games which reinforce a particular area of
grammar and drama games where the emphasis is put on production rather than reception. In
games, pupils are challenged to take part and respond in a meaningful way. The goal is not
solely to practise structures of the foreign language, but to take part creatively and

spontaneously in interactive processes within the group. Through drama learners are actively

2 Dorney, Z. (2007), Research Methods in applied linguistics: Quantitative, qualitative and mixed
methodologies, Oxford: Oxford University Press, p. 246.



22

involved and encouraged to use their imagination and, most of all, to express emotions:
drama encourages both learning and acquisition because learners practise more than just the
core vocabulary and generate discussion among themselves by fostering a need to speak and
“to express themselves with their body and soul” (Ronke 2005). Drama activities “lend
meaning to language structures by letting students experience the language in concrete

situations” (Giebert 2014: 4).

Furthermore, dramatic activities bring into play emotions. Emotions can be positive or
negative and the latter are considered as a hindrance to successful learning (Dulay & Burt
1977). According to Giebert (2014: 5), “ideally positive feelings such as enjoying a
collaborative and creative atmosphere and pride in achievement will prevail” but even if
negative emotions such as shyness, “insecurity or stage-fright are occasionally experienced,
the learning will become more memorable than in a neutral, predominantly cognitive
setting”, as it is set apart from other events. When there is an emotional response to a
perception or a bit of learning, the brain marks it as useful to the organism (Damasio 1994).
Hence, drama in language learning should be used “in order to mark elements of language

with emotion so that students will remember them” (Giebert 2014: 5).

Drama promotes physical and active participation

Generally, drama involves physical activity which can lead to improved retention of
vocabulary, grammar and language structures as examined by O’Gara (2008), Kao & O’Neill
(1998) and Sambanis (2013). “The more sensory organs a student uses while learning, the
greater the retention of the lessons” (Ulas 2013). Physical learning includes both non-verbal
and para-verbal communication. As outlined by Giebert (2014), physical learning becomes
relevant on more levels. On the word level, by accompanying words and phrases with
gestures can make them more memorable (Sambanis 2003; Shiffler 2012; Giebert 2014),
whilst helping learners to acquire the correct rhythm, stress and intonation. New vocabulary
and language structures which have been experienced visually, aurally, and kinesthetically

provide students with a stronger representation and subsequently, a more durable retention.
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On the phoneme level, pronunciation and articulation games can also assist learners to
explore the sounds of the target language learned. “Physical poses, gestures, and movements
support and reinforce oral production” (Feldhendler 1993: 174 as cited in Ronke 2005: 162)
because physical action can also serve to satisfy the body’s need for movement, activate the
brain, or relieve stress and so learning will be more successful. Vocabulary and grammar
develop through enacted situations (Erdman 1991). Gill (2014) found that students learning
through drama exhibited more animated paralanguage and their voices became more
expressive. In drama activities shy students take the risk regardless of the danger of
mispronunciation, e.g. faulty syllable length that might cause “a loss of face” (ibid: 30),

which can have a detrimental effect on the learner.

Ronke (2005) comments that a class based on drama starts with the premise that a foreign
language is learned not only through passive memorization and understanding like other
subjects but undoubtedly through active participation: the material learned needs to be
immediately implemented through speech and actions. When students, especially older ones,
are asked to produce language they are usually inhibited and highly self-conscious. Instead,
dramatic games and warm-up exercises get students on their feet and moving whilst they
speak and this helps them to break down their inhibitions regarding speaking and interacting
and “makes them laugh which is most likely to reduce the anxiety in the process” as well as
“placing the language in a realistic context and warming-up their voices” (Ronke 2005: 146).
Physical and active learning increase students’ motivation because the exercises are fun and
stimulating. Gardner (1983) and Schmidt (1991) hypothesize in their research that the
physical learning is the “motor” for both the “interactively” and the “instrumentally”
motivated learner. Since language is a form of social action, and in order for the
communication to be effective, body and language need to be effectively integrated.
Leontiev (1971) as cited in Ronke (2005: 104) believes that a good grasp of non-verbal
behaviour is required to entirely master a foreign language and drama provides language
learners with a greater range of non-verbal language whilst assisting them to practice by

using it.
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Drama promotes cooperative learning in social contexts

In general, students are more inclined to participate in discourse once the teacher stops being
the dominant figure and takes a non-intrusive stance (Di Pietro, 1987) and dramatic activities
undoubtedly, provide that sort of effective learning environment where “the learner rather
than the language or indeed the teacher is at the centre of the learning process” (Davies 1990:
97). From this point of view, drama is “inevitably learner-centred because it can only operate

through active cooperation” (Fleming 2006: 1).

“Interaction” has been central to theories of second language learning and pedagogy since the
1980s. Talking about the interactive perspective in language education, Rivers (1987: 4)
acknowledges that “students achieve facility in using a language when their attention is
focused on convening and receiving authentic messages (that is, messages that contain
information of interest to both speaker and listener in a situation of importance to both)”.

Educational theorists such as Bruner (1996) and Vygotsky (1978) contend that dramatic
activities facilitate learning because they provide opportunities for co-constructing
knowledge by expanding and deepening understanding of the topics being explored.
Unquestionably, drama offers multiple chances for social interaction and feedback which is
certainly necessary for internalizing new knowledge. Through cooperative learning, drama
brings into play the zone of proximal development (zpd) as theorized by the Russian
psychologist Vygotsky (1978) and offers possibilities for scaffolding, so that, learners can
perform linguistic functions at a much higher level than is possible on their own. He defined
the zpd as “the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by
independent problem solving, and the level of potential development as determined through
problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers”
(Vygotsky 1978: 78) and postulated that within the zpd there is an ideal level which
instruction should aim to meet. Whilst engaging in dramatic activities, games and theatrical
techniques learners are encouraged to present, use and learn language in and through
interaction situated in social contexts, which is sensitive to learners’ potential development.
Therefore, cooperation between peers can be a powerful tool to promote the co-construction

and hopefully, internalization of L2 knowledge. It is often the case that a class comprises



25

learners of different levels of oral English proficiency. As Gill (2013) reports, it has been
found that learners who struggle benefit from the presence of more capable students in their
class when working collaboratively. This is because the latter assists as scaffolds, “providing
guided support to their peers during collaborative L2 interactions” (Donato 1994: 51). Drama
can also be an important means of scaffolding for the emergent reader by providing them
with a rich background to draw upon in future readings (McMaster 1998) and in this way,

contributing to developing learners’ language complexity.

Gill (2013) upholds that compared to the quantity of English in conventional classes,
cooperative work results in more speaking time which, in turn, generates more spoken
language. In a similar vein, Kagan (1995) suggests that an interactive session in class results
in more language output in two minutes than in a non-interactive one in an hour. “Drama
allows learners to participate in wide-ranging oral interaction with a variety of language
forms” (Long & Porter 1985 as cited in Gill 2013: 31) and “offers a social context in which
to use and learn language” (Bournot-Trites et al. 2007: 11). Bournot-Trites et al.’s (2007)
study of grade six and seven French learners shows that the opportunity to explore a foreign
language within a social context through drama-based strategies increased students’
motivation, as well as fluency in the target language. Foster (1998) upholds that collaborative
work benefits students through giving them L2 speaking time, and because such an activity
does not entail giving public presentations in front of class, they avoid “negative effects” (a
term introduced in the early 20" century in the field of psychology) such as anxiety and self-
consciousness. In a similar vein, Heitzman (2009), as cited in Gill (2013), advocates that the
greater the cooperation between learners, the more conducive the environment for learning.
His findings showed that using cooperative learning through drama the class atmosphere
went from “relatively quiet, with limited verbal involvement by the participants”, to “an
increasingly greater quantity of speech and greater interaction between participants” and
concluded that this increased output “appears to point to the influence of drama strategies”

(Gill 2103: 34).
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Drama increases motivation and feelings of empathy

Most language teachers would agree that motivation is the most important affective factor for
success or failure in language learning. Krashen (1982) in his “Affective filter theory” holds
that if motivation is low the affective filter is high and therefore the brain will not be
receptive to language input. First of all, drama pedagogy can effectively provide a low
affective filter with its enjoyable atmosphere and novelty brought into the language
classroom, which in turn increases motivation and thus, promotes learning (Ronke 2005). For
instance, as Maley & Duff (1984) contend, something which is unpredictable results in
heightened sense of excitement, enjoyment and motivation. The novelty lies both in the
newness and its inherent unpredictability (Gill 2013). “There is a sense of expectancy that, in
turn, causes us to pay attention to what is coming next” (Gill 2013: 35). As Barkuizen (1998)
notices, when topics create a sense of excitement, there is heightened motivation and
receptivity and where there is motivation, there is productivity (Ryan & Deci, 2000).
Unpredictability also prevents boredom (Small, et al. 1996) which increases motivation.
When students are focused and motivated, learning becomes not only enjoyable but learners
achieve a higher level of cognition, make connections and experience the whole process of
learning in a more meaningful way. Gill (2013) found that students who learned through
drama displayed more enthusiasm conceivably due to the fun factor. She also discovered that
students produced more speech which was due to a combination of the novelty factor and the

relaxation-enhanced atmosphere created by dramatic activities.

Dramatic activities help break the impasse created by the fear of rejection, low self-esteem,
and absence of spontaneity (Stern 1980 as cited in Gill 2013). “Anxious students will not
learn as quickly as relaxed students” (Gill 2013: 34) and drama by creating a relaxed
atmosphere can help alleviate this anxiety as it has a learner-centred and immersion-based
format which is activity oriented that can help increase speech output. Dramatic activities
promote a safe atmosphere where students can take the risk with a sense of excitement.
Language teaching drama experts like Klippel (1984: 7) and Almond (2005: 50) agree that a
friendly environment is of the utmost importance, where mistakes can be made without fear

of being ridiculed, and where students can be uninhibited. Research has also demonstrated
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that dramatic activities have turned completely passive and disinterested students into highly

enthusiastic ones (cf. Wager et al. 2009: 58, Jarfas 2008, Moody 2002).

It follows that, as Ronke (2005) holds, if students are successful in getting rid of their
inhibition they can become ‘“empathic” which is another important factor in language.
Through empathy learners can give up feelings of “ego-boundaries and feel the emotional
state of someone or something outside of one’s own ego” (ibid: 138) which in turn reduces
the likelihood of stereotypes or misconceptions. The capability of empathy is strengthened by
“exploring identities beyond their own through inhabiting fictional characters” (Giebert 214:

12).

2.3 Drama as text-based approach

Hoecherl-Alden (2006) maintains that an authentic text is an invaluable tool for teachers
because it is one of the few vehicles of instruction that can support not only the development
of oral skills but every aspect of literacy development: it contributes greatly to oral and to
written acquisition “since oral language provides the foundation for reading and writing”
(ibid: 246). Furthermore, McMaster (1998: 2) asserts that “in order to achieve
comprehension, further proficiency, and hone critical thinking skills, students need to be
accustomed to working in interpretive communities and resolving linguistic as well as
content issues collaboratively throughout”. For high school levels this means moving away
from a textbook-based to a drama-based instruction which contextualizes grammar
instruction within literary and other content discussions. “Students are rarely allowed to view
a text as anything but an abstract, flat piece of printed matter, isolated from and irrelevant to
their lives” (Heathcote 1982, as cited in Wessels 1987: 93) and even though text analysis and
reading cannot be omitted from language teaching, the teacher “needs to breathe life into the
words on the paper” (Ronke 2005: 132). The implementation of dramatic games and
techniques and enactment strategies encourages students to become more creative and “to
apply their social, physical and intellectual selves to L2 literature analysis” (Hoecherl-Alden
2006: 244). A simple drama script extract and appropriate activities make drama work at the

level of repeated reading, decoding knowledge and expanding vocabulary, developing
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syntactic knowledge as well as discourse and metacognitive knowledge (McMaster 1998)
which ultimately lead not solely to the improvement of learners’ oral skills but all other
language related skills. Creative interaction with a dramatic text results in communicating
personal interpretation. Hence, by meaningfully combining dramatic learner-centred
activities with analysis of the authentic texts can help students to deepen their understanding
of the target language. Merging activities that attempt to engage the analytical abilities and
the creativity of students will more likely lead to a better understanding and learning of the
target language. Furthermore, students will undeniably become emotionally involved: on the
one hand, there will be emotional personal responses to the text, whilst on the other hand the
dramatic games in which students will take part will also engage their feelings and in this

way language will become more memorable.

Having reviewed the benefits which the implementation of authentic play texts and dramatic
activities can bring into the language classroom, in the next section I will give an insight into
drama as performance and, subsequently, into the advantages of a full-scale performance for

language learning.

2.4 Drama as performance

“Learning is experience; everything else is just information”

(Albert Einstein)

Once the dramatic play is put on the stage it is not literature anymore but becomes a dramatic
performance. There is a tight relationship between the text as script and the performance as
the performance cannot exist without a script on a page, since every performance begins from
the interpretation of the words on a page. Yet, in language learning, the dramatization of a
play involves the students physically and emotionally in a more complex way compared to
the sole study of the dramatic extracts or taking part in drama games which might lead to a
different level and degree of language acquisition. Langham (1983) demarcates the
difference between drama as literature and drama as theatre by affirming: “There is all the

difference in the world between literature and drama. A play’s sound, music, movement,
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looks, dynamics - and much more — are to be discovered deep in the script, yet cannot be
detected through strictly literary methods of reading and analysis” (ibid: 8). The essence of a
dramatic text is in its performance and for this reason the dramatic text needs to be
experienced, not just read and analysed. Such texts “only blossom into its full range of
meaning when put on a stage by actors in flesh and blood” (Sosulsky, 2008: 7) as merely by
performing one has the opportunity fo see the drama from inside, giving the students the
possibility of interpreting the words and giving them meaning, not simply through the words
uttered by characters, but by using gestures and body movements which more evocatively
reveal the relationship between the characters, their attitudes and intentions. Sosulsky (2008)
points out that by producing a play students are given the opportunity to look deep inside the
character as actors, to think locally (about character and motives) and as directors to think
globally (about constellation and plot), and therefore to engage more with the language
which inevitably should lead to an improvement not only of the oral skills but of all language

related skills.

Considering the cultural aspect, Fleming (2004) underlies the context of a literary play as
form of art. He observes how the dialogues in a play are almost an imitation of real life but
what drama brings more is the fact that it creates richer contexts to explore meanings. That is
because ‘“teaching language is more than just teaching a linguistic code” (ibid: 115).
According to Fleming (2004), drama text is a form of art because its main function in
teaching a foreign language is to reflect on and illuminate experiences, which, in the context
of learning languages helps “to make concrete (because it deals in action) and specific what
we were only intuitively aware of” (ibid: 111). Drama is not a way of replicating real life but
a “way of exploring experiences in ways which are not possible in real life”, it is
“understanding through transformative expression” by “exploring subtexts of dialogue,
voicing character’s inner thoughts and intentions” (ibid: 115). He points out that unlike the
simple drama activities and games, using authentic drama texts in a foreign language
classroom is more real, as they draw on the distinction between “role”, where the participants
are defined by action (like buying bread in a store) and “character” which includes attitudes
(e.g., I buy in this shop even if I cannot afford it), so the latter approach has much more

potential to explore subtexts and underlie cultural aspects (ibid: 115).
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2.4.1 The advantages of a full-scale performance in language learning

Developments in recent years have recognized the potential of drama as a full-scale
performance, beyond other types of drama activities, for its linguistic benefits alongside the

cultural and psychological ones.

Lutzker (2007) acknowledges that the most influential concept introduced in the last year in
education is Howard Gardner’s concept of multiple intelligences (MI) which progressively
shaped educational thinking since its introduction in 1984. According to Gardner’s (1993,
1999) theory of MI (verbal/linguistic, logical/mathematical, musical, naturalist, visual/spatial,
bodily kinesthetic, interpersonal/social and intrapersonal/introspective intelligence), every
learner uses divergent skills and strategies to acquire the material taught. Although each
person has all of these distinct intelligences, some of them are more highly developed than
others. As Lutzker (2007) observes this theory has been increasingly viewed as relevant in
the field of foreign language learning and thus, there has been a growing interest in
incorporating these ideas into classroom language teaching and “instead of just focusing on
the traditional verbal/linguistic and logical/mathematical realms” it becomes important for
schools to create learning environments that foster the development of all these types of
intelligences (Lutzker 2007: 391). Schewe (2002) documents that the general research
findings seem to suggest that if effective learning is to take place in a language classroom, a
teacher should ideally create learning opportunities that take into account as many of these
intelligences as possible. Building on this theory, researchers and educators (c.f. Schewe
2002, Lutzker 2007, Ryan-Schutz and Collangelo 2010) argue that dramatic literature
incorporates naturally all of them and for this reason it is “inherently accessible to learners
who excel in each of the seven intelligences areas” (Ryan-Schutz and Collangelo 2010: 144).
A full-scale performance has the unique ability to engage many different types of

intelligences, to enable rapport between students and inspire them.

Lutzker (2007) implemented a full-scale performance with a 10" grade class of German
students learning English over a five-month period of rehearsals. His qualitative findings, as
emerged from learners’ interviews, showed that a full-scale performance, in contrast to most

classroom learning, emphasized the kinesthetic, intrapersonal and interpersonal intelligences.



31

Instead, for those students involved in set construction visual/spatial intelligence played a
central role whilst developing linguistic intelligence. He found a high level of motivation
present in the class which was “directly attributed to the unique opportunities which this
work offered them to utilize and develop their pronounced talents” (ibid: 393). A relevant
aspect related to MI theory which emerged from his findings was that a full-scale
performance enabled pupils to develop their individual talents and help them to overcome

their weaknesses, facilitating connections between students and motivating most learners.

Furthermore, it appears that using one’s natural area of strength to improve upon areas of
weakness is precisely why the use of plays in the foreign language classroom works so well.
In Carson’s (2012: 56) study, one student mentioned the ability “to play to each student’s
strengths™ as one of the highlights of the group work: “I prefer working in groups. I think you

get more when you put people together because we use what each of us know the best”.

Another important reason brought forward for using a full-scale performance in the
classroom is that of placing the students in a realistic, quasi-immersive language situation.
Communicative approaches are centrally concerned with learners negotiating meaning for
themselves and learning by doing things with language in authentic contexts (Hall 2005: 51).
Throughout the numerous phases of production, like textual analysis and discussion, physical
and vocal preparation, warm-up techniques, rehearsals, set and costume preparation,
performance and post-performance reflection, the students are involved in a variety of
communicative approaches, in constant discussions and interactions in the target language for
achieving a common goal. As Spolin (1999: 4) notices “The techniques of the theatre are the
techniques of communication”. It is widely accepted that language learning involves lots of
memorization, but in the context of drama it becomes a meaningful memorization when
interacting with others. Taking part in a performance involves lots of memorization of the
script (see section 2.5.3), yet, learning a foreign language through performance does not
mean only this. In collaborative activities like play rehearsing and preparations for the stage,
dealing with language features in context rather than in isolation makes learning more
meaningful and effective (Almond 2015, Gill 2013). Bourke (1993) drawing on Van Handle
(1988) considers that developing “proficiency in context” is even more significant than

acquiring phraseology that the student will be able to utilize outside of the performance
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context (ibid: 229). Ronke (2005) noticed how learning via rehearsals in particular generates
a real need for intensive and longer-lasting interaction, as students lean towards being highly
motivated to work together when it comes to learning their parts or when creating the scenery
and costumes with a view to performance. As Gill (2013) puts it, group performance allows
for extensive learner talk, fosters balanced participation, and being student-centred it instills a
sense of motivation in the students, thereby fitting the description of a successful speaking

activity as defined by Ur (1996).

A further significant aspect of the full-scale project is the unconscious learning in a natural
and uncontrived manner because it allows “the students to acquire language proficiency
without being consciously instructed, as if through their own agency” (Bourke 1993). Whilst
preparing the performance, the students are involved in genuine communication through
constant discussion and interaction in the target language. This is an informal type of natural
acquisition as opposed to conscious learning. Krashen (1982) distinguishes between two
types of learning: acquisition - which requires meaningful interaction in the target language
in which the speakers are concerned not with the form but with the message they convey and
understand, — and conscious learning — which is concerned with the form that supposed to be
error-free and done by presentation of explicit rules. Needless to say, drama satisfies the
principle of focusing not on form but on communication and meaning. Via (1972), one of the

pioneers of drama in language teaching, writes:

We get involved with putting on a play rather than with the task of learning English, and so we do what
everyone who teaches English really hopes to do — that is, to have the students learn by doing. [..] We
have fun, and the students will get great joy out of performing. [..] So, through Drama, English

becomes a living experience of communication.

Wessels (1987) suggests that most of the language achieved would be not from the actual
play but from the discussion surrounding the production and the rehearsals. “The student is
learning albeit unintentionally” (ibid: 12). Instead of learning functions and notions in the
foreign language in isolation or separate units, participants in a play are able to acquire a
considerable amount of language “naturally in a fully contextualized and integrated manner”

(ibid: 111). Language items are more relevant when they become part of a wider message in
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human communication than learned as ‘“stand-alone entities” (Gill 2013: 38). What is more,
even the preparatory exercises, physical warm-ups and vocal-chanting lend them to be used
for work with vocabulary and grammatical structures sharpening in this way the learners’
mastery of the language. There is also spontaneous talk and “the lack of pressure to produce

“correct” speech promotes confidence and fluency” (Kao & O’Neil 1998: 24).

Language learning involves more than just linguistic competence and hence, a performance-
based approach can be a transformative experience not only for language-learning but for
cultural learning and psychological growth (Moody 2002, Miccoli 2003, Marini-Maio 2010).
Bancheri (2010) claims that the performance offers an added contextualization of the
language because the foreign language is taught in a double contextualization: once in the
context of the drama text, and secondly in the context of creating a character. In a course
centred on drama, students do not have to get close to the fictional characters presented in the
textbooks through dialogues and situations to imagine the meaning and the circumstances of
the lives of those fictional characters: “instead, students are asked fo be the characters, to
move, breathe, speak and interact as the characters” thus to experience by doing and by being
(Del Fattore-Olson 2010: 268). Literature contains many cultural peculiarities (Ronke 2005)
given that it portrays characters from many social backgrounds with different beliefs and
values. It is evident that in the process of reading and discussing a play, learners must
examine and go deep into the motives of the characters in the play, their behaviour and
personality, which will enable learners to reach a more profound understanding and

appreciation of the foreign culture and language.

A salient aspect of drama is that on the psychological side, taking on a role in a performance
seems to have a “therapeutic effect” (Bourke 1993: 234). There is evidence that drama can
solve difficulties which can appear in language lessons like discipline problems, shyness, and
inhibition, because it provides a space in which students are allowed to ‘“abandon
themselves” (ibid: 234). Jarfas (2008) conducted a one year experiment in an Art School in
Hungary, with a class of intermediate-level high school students (see section 2.9.1) and found
that discipline problems had been settled throughout the language classes due precisely to the

play project. Drama was found to break down feelings of alienation and sensitivity to
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rejection, thus increasing self-esteem and self-confidence (Liu 2002, Dodson 2002,
Federovwicz & Wodzinska, 2002, Almond 2005, Aita 2009, Aden 2010). When running
various drama projects with university level students, Bourke (1993: 234) found how “shy
people blossom through drama as being able to step out of themselves into other roles” in all
