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Abstract:

In two earlier studies, experienced upper secondary theatre students in
Sweden (Dsterlind, 2011) and the US (M cCammon, 2010) completed the
same questionnaire about their experienceswith theatre. The questionnaire
included questions about the number of yearsinvolved in thestre, reasons
for choosing theatre study, activities participated in, favorite memories,
biggest challenges and future benefits. This paper provides acomparison
of the responsesin the two sites to these questions:

Why do secondary school students choose and stay with drama/theatre
studies? According to the students themsel ves, what do they learnintheatre
and how do they benefit from their study? What similarities and/or
differences might there be between experienced secondary theatre students
in Tucson, Arizona and Sockholm, Sweden?

Responses suggested remarkable agreement between the two sites and
grouped around four themes— theatre createsfellowship and fun; theatre
devel opsthe person; devel opment of specific theatre skills; and devel opment
of life competencies. Results al so support other similar studies of student
perception of their theatre participation.
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Drama. . . has given me a home and a place
that | know | will always be accepted and under stood
Arizona Secondary Student

Working in the field of drama and thestre education, we find the conditions for arts
education within theformal educational system becoming increasingly contradictory (cf.
O'Tooleet al., 2009). Whileartseducationisrhetorically approved of and often appreciated
by students of various ages, it is still marginalised or even neglected when it comes to
such things as allocation of resources, scheduled time, teacher education, etc. The
contradiction is even more remarkabl e considering evidence of the benefits of artsrich
education (Bamford, 2006). Educational research suggests multimodality and
collaboration, asin aesthetic subjects, isbeneficial for all students (Jsterlind, 2010).

Thereisagrowing body of research that examines the perspective of young people
who participate in theatre in formal and informal (after school) settings (e.g., Chaib,
1996; Gutierrez and Spencer, 2008; Innes et al., 2001; Larson and Brown, 2007). Youth
Theatre participantsin the UK, for example, reported that along with experience of the
performance and creative process, they developed personal skills and resources and
contexts for personal and social development (Hughes and Wilson, 2004:63-67). Inan
ethnographic study of why youngsters spend their spare time, often for years, doing
amateur theatre Chaib (1996:253) reportsthat the participants’ identity and self-confidence
is strengthened, their sense of freedom increases, their communi cative competence and
empathy develops. Sherefersto the post-modern society where people ‘ by various means
actualisethemselves. . . [and] search for astronger sense of identity’ . A stronger sense
of identity and increased freedom could also be understood in terms of psychological
development or in socio-cultural terms, as an expansion of personal habitus (Jsterlind,
2008a). Thisexemplifiesthe post-modern conditionsfor dramaresearch, with amixture
of genres and a multiplicity of theoretical positions (Taylor, 2006), necessitating that
‘researchers have to deal with many perspectives, interpretations and voices around any
givenevent’ (Dsterlind, 2008b:96).

Although the cultural sector isgrowing, upper secondary educationin arts (and drama/
theatre) is regularly challenged, based on references to a limited job market. In this
paradoxical situation, we find it important to focus on students motives for studying
dramaltheatre. To investigate this, we turned to upper secondary school students who
have chosen to study theatre. We ask, what makes drama and theatre studies meaningful
and rewarding for students?

Purposeand Procedure

This project has grown out of our independent academic practice, shared experiences,
and perspectives. As teacher educators, we were interested in articulating what young
people perceive about their dramaltheatre secondary experiences in academic settings,
furthermore, we wanted to involve our theatre education studentsin the research process.
Using the same questionnaire, we each surveyed secondary theatre studentsindividually
(McCammon, 2010; @sterlind, 2011). In this paper, we merge and reanalyse the data to
answer thefollowing questions:
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1. Why do secondary school students choose and stay with drama/theatre studies?

2. According to the students themselves, what do they learn in theatre and how do
they benefit from their study?

3. What similaritiesand/or differences might there be between experienced secondary
theatre studentsin Tucson, Arizona and Stockholm, Sweden?

Student Questionnaires

Questionnaires allow for a greater number of respondents and are less time consuming
than interviews. They are suitable when an overview is sought rather than in-depth
information (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2000). In this case, several theatre education
students served as collectorsfor the questionnaire data. Unavoidably thereis‘ bias inherent
in the questions; as the researchers were not present in the data collection process, they
could not influence the answers at all. The questionnaire used in both settings was
developed originally as part of a Theatre in Our Schools (TIOS) project, a national
advocacy program in the US.

The TIOS theme as it was expressed in Arizona was: ‘ Celebrate Theatre in Our
Schools — for Theatre Challenges, Inspires, and Unites . . . Us!’. The questionnaire
loosely addressed this theme with open ended questions and even more specifically
addressed the words, challenges, inspires and unites. These questions would aso give
the secondary students the opportunity to reflect broadly on aspects of their drama/
theatrelearning:

1. Why did you decide to take a theatre class (Arizona) / to choose the theatre arts
program (Sweden)?

2. Describe briefly some of the thingsyou have participated in.

3. What isthe most challenging thing about taking theatre?

4. Describeyour most memorablethestre experience (asaparticipant or asan audience
member).

5. Do you think your participation in theatre will affect you in the future?

6. Would you recommend to othersthat they take atheatre course/choose the theatre
arts program or participate in theatre at your school ?

The aim of Question 4 was to prompt students to see connections between themselves
and the charactersthey portrayed. The students, however, tended to refer to friendships,
accidents on stage, moments when they connected with an audience or were moved by
seeing aperformance, al valid experiences. A seventh question was added in 2009: ‘ Can
you think of timeswhen you were inspired by a character you portrayed and/or learned
something new about people whose lives and times are different than yours? Datafrom
this question are not included here. The secondary theatre students were al so asked for
their names, their grade levelsand the number of yearsthey had participated in theatre. In
this paper we present a comparison of the questionnaire results from three schools in
Arizona (School #1 2004, #2 2007, #4 2009, total of 49 responses) and one school in
Sweden (School #3, 2008, total of 30 responses).
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The Questionnaire ‘Backstory’ — Arizona

When Laura and her students at the University of Arizona (UA) decided to launch a
Theatre in our Schools (T10S) program in 2004, they elected to feature one secondary
school with astrong teacher and program each year. The school principals and teachers
gave UA permission to conduct the TIOS activities (including the questionnaire which
informsthis paper); permission was also granted by the school district where needed. All
students were given a UA consent form for parental consent and student assent to
participateininterviews, usetheir wordsfrom the questionnaires and take pictures of the
students ‘in action’. The questionnaires were distributed and collected in the Advanced
Theatre classes by the teacher and given to UA TIOS committee members who later
interviewed and photographed those students who had returned forms along with the
teacher. The university students also used questionnaire and interview responses as part
of adisplay at the university showcasing that school.

Because the accumulated questionnaires presented an opportunity to explore the
perspective of these experienced students, L auraconducted anitem analysisof the surveys
from 2004 and 2007. Even though these questionnaires were not originally gathered as
part of auniversity approved research project, ethical considerations— especialy Informed
Consent protocols — were observed. She presented suggested findings at the National
Drama Conference in Durham 2008, and subsequently published a paper based on this
presentation (McCammon, 2010).

The Questionnaire ‘Backstory’ — Sweden

AnArts Program wasintroduced in Swedish upper secondary schoolsin 1991. It turned
out to be one of the most popular and one of the largest study programs. This was
unexpected and not fully appreciated by the educational authorities. 1n 2008, the upper
secondary school system was subject to reforms and suggestions were made to close the
Arts Program or mergeit into Arts and Humanities, with afocus on history and foreign
languages. The students' voices were notably absent in this debate. When Eva heard
Laura's presentation in Durham, she recognised the potential value in replicating the
questionnaire to allow an investigation of the students' perspective of theatre studies. It
would also provide a comparison of the results with those theatre studies students in
Arizona.

With Laura’'s permission, Evatranslated the questionnaireinto Swedish and gaveit to
all third year theatre students at one secondary school and published the subsequent
study (Dsterlind, 2011). In Sweden, ethical recommendationsfor research in humanities
and social sciences state that for students older than 16 years parental consent is not
required. The studentswere asked by two student teachersto fill in the questionnaire and
whilefirst being told that thiswas optional . They wereinformed that the purpose wasfor
research and that no one except the researcher would be able to read the answers or
identify anyone, even if quoted. The questionnaires were answered by 30 students.

Context

Before turning to the analysis it will be useful to take a look briefly at the context of
theatre studiesin both countries. We havefound sufficient similaritiesto make acomparison
meaningful.
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Upper Secondary Education and School Context — Arizona

Arizona has a long tradition of secondary programs in speech and theatre. Arizona
secondary students must have at least one arts credit to complete their diploma— this
requirement has improved enrollments for al arts classes. Most US high schools are
comprehensive, offering both college preparatory classes and vocational training for
students in grades 9-12 (ages 14-18). Theatre classes in Arizona generaly will have
multiplelevels:

1 beginning — opento all students, satisfies arts requirement;
2 intermediate — second year students, who either self-select or are chosen by
audition; and
3 advanced — generally audition-only students.
Beyond the beginning level, curriculafocus primarily on theatre and play production.

Thethree schoolsincluded in thisstudy wereal large, comprehensive high schoolsin
theTucson area. Each school had along-standing tradition in the arts, especially theatre.
Each teacher had been at the school for a number of years, had mentored four or more
student teachers and had strong ties with the university, which was one of the primary
criteriafor selection asa‘featured teacher’.

Upper Secondary Education and School Context — Sweden

Upper secondary education in Sweden, grades 10-12 (ages 16-19), is organised in pre-
designed study programs, each one directed towards a specific subject area. Within a
study program most of the classes are mandatory. This means that the choice of study
program has a huge impact on the three years of schooling. The Arts Program has four
separate branches: Art and Design, Dance, Music and Theatre. Choosing Theatre means
thiswill be your main subject for three years and, in addition to acting, theatre includes
working on stage projects from ideas to complete performances. Theatre classes can
normally only be taken within theArts Program. Some schools chose theatre students by
audition, others base selection on grades. The procedure is valid for all three years. In
many casesall applicantswill be accepted.

The specific school, called School #3, is situated in the central part of Stockholm.
Theschool offersawide range of both vocational and study preparation programsincluding
several branches of the Arts program. The drama/theatre teachers had mentored several
student teachers. During autumn 2008, two student teachers were responsible for
distributing the questionnaires.

Theatre Curriculum and Students’ Experience

All students reported participating in avariety of curricular theatre experiences. In both
sitesthetheatre curriculum included dramawork, improvisation, theatretraining, leadership
activities and performance of many kinds of plays, from short pantomimesto rehearsed
full length plays. The Swedish students mentioned monologues and clown work as
particularly memorable. The studentsin Arizonaexperienced several activities outside of
class, like field trips, competitions and theatre festivals. In both sites the students also
learned about technical theatre, costume and mask, and performed for peers, children,
and adults.
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Since the students completing the questionnaires had been in secondary school for
three or four years, we made the assumption that they had been in a theatre class for at
least threeyears. The majority of respondents, however, reported more than threeto four
years of theatre experience, as many began participating in theatre prior to beginning
high school (Table 1); the median years of theatre participation for al 79 students was
5.9 years.

No. of students Average years of experience
Arizona— 3school 49 5.4
School #1, 2, 4
Sweden — 1school 30 6.9
School #3
Total 79 6.0

Table 1. Years of Experience

The surveys suggest that many of these young people aready had an interest in theatre
before they began their secondary school study. Some had been in a summer program,
after school activities or youth theatre in their community. Others had taken dramain
elementary or middle school. The relationship of these early experiences to secondary
theatre enrollment isimportant — secondary students point out that previous experience
paves the way for awell-informed choice and yet these are the very programs that are
often eliminated in times of economic difficulties.

Preliminary Findings: Why Theatre?

With achoice of subjects available to secondary students, what prompts them to choose
theatre? Overall, students are drawn to theatre because they ‘love’ the artform and
performing, especially those with prior theatre experience. They want to learn more about
the discipline and to grow personally. Students are al so attracted by the reputation of the
teacher and program, through the influence of others and by adesireto find a“tribe’ of
like-minded teens. Some studentsfrom Arizonatook the course merely to satisfy thefine
arts requirement, while some Swedish students chose theatre to avoid being bored in
upper secondary school. Asour work has been carried out in an ongoing and sometimes
parallel process, this section illustrates suggested answers to the question of students’
motives.

One question — two answers

When Lauraconducted her first analysis, she pooled responsesto all questions. She used
a standard coding process suggested by Bogdan and Biklen (2003) — that is, reading
through the answers to all questions, looking for coding categories. In doing so, Laura
found that the student responses matched extremely well with what Kellmer-Pringle (as
cited in Woodhead, 1990) noted were four basic needs of young people:

1. Praiseand recognition (complimentsfrom the audience).
2. New experiences (mastering theatre skills).

3. Responsibility (teamwork, others depend on you).

4. Loveand security (camaraderie on stage).

For acomplete discussion of thisanalysis, see McCammon (2010).
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Eva'soriginal analysisfocused onidentifying students’ motivesfor choosing theatre
studies and the experienced meaning(s) related to studying theatre. It was inspired by
phenomenography (Marton, 1981; Marton and Booth, 1997), a way to describe the
variation in peoples’ conceptions of a given phenomenon. Two open questions guided
theanalysis, ‘What do the respondentstalk about? and ‘ How do they talk about it? The
first questionisliteral, thelatter ismoreinterpretative, focussing on theimplicit meanings
or what underpins the explicit utterances. The result is often presented in metaphors.
Evafirst analysed her dataquestion by question and then considered the datamaterial as
awhole. Sheidentified five conceptions of theatre studiesin the Swedish student responses
(QDsterlind, 2009):

Theatre creates fellowship and includes having alot of fun.
Theatre as aremedy for school -tiredness.

Theatre as personal development.

Thesatre as devel oping specific skills.

5. Theatre asfostering general competencies.

For amore detailed analysis of the Swedish data, see Jsterlind (2011).

A wDdPRE

Thus, the question of why students choose theatre studies can then be answered in
more than one way. Taken together these two versions — one ‘external’ related to a
theoretical framework and one‘interna’ extracted from the data— givesamore complete
picture of the students’ motivesthan either one could do alone. Although they differ, they
are neither contradictory nor exclusive.

In order to compare the wholebody of data, L aurareanalysed the Arizonaresponses,
now from three schools, according to the themes Eva had formulated. There was
considerable overlap between the two locations for four of the five original themes. The
category ‘ Theatre as aremedy for school-tiredness’ was merged with the first category
of ‘fellowship and fun’, as ‘having fun’ was seen to relate to ‘not being bored'. The
analysisto follow exploresthe student responses asthey are grouped around four themes:

1. Theatre as a source of fellowship and fun.
2. Theatre as personal development.

3. Theatre as devel oping specific theatre skills.
4. Theatre as fostering general competences.

The responses relate mainly to a psycho-social theoretical framework, as suggested by
Laurasinitia analysis.

What the research revealed

In this section we present responses from 79 experienced theatre students according to
the four themes presented above. While the last three themes describe specific skills
young people develop, thefirst themerelatesmoreto inter- and intrapersonal experiences,
which are perhaps the most important to the young people themselves. The main point
here, we propose, isto let the students' own voices be heard (cf. Innes et al., 2001).
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Theatre as a Source of Fellowship and Fun

| always recommend people to take drama because it is very different from regular
classesand it is super fun! You make a ton of friends and it feels like a big family!

One of the most attractive aspects of theatre participation for young peopleisthat their
theatre participation is fun — through thestre, they create a wonderful, supportive
community. Furthermore, theatre is different from the other classes they take which
often seem ‘boring'.

Fellowship / Family
The students reported afeeling of good fellowship and family in their classes:

Atheatre classis like a team; we work as a family and you can only have a good
show if everyone works together. Once the lights come on, and all the actors get
on stage, it becomes their show and thisis what makes theatre so special.

Theatreissaid to create avery special, positive atmosphere and increase bonding among
the students. * You get to know othersbetter’. Itisjoyful, funand rewarding, ‘awonderful
experienceand challenge'.

In addition, the social environment strongly affects creative behaviour because creative
expression involves personal risk:

For me the most challenging part of theatre classis taking risks and
not holding back. It isalso challenging to trust everyone in the class.

Brown (2009:62) makes the connection between creating art and building community
— ‘The impulse to create art is a direct result of the play impulse; furthermore, art
promotes community. It isliterally a communion’. When arts are created in schools, a
sense of ‘belonging’ isgenerated which can put young people‘in sync with those around
[them]. It is a way to tap into common emotions and thoughts and share them with
others’ (2009:63).

My most memorable moment was on the closing night of the play ‘ The Little
Prince'. It wasthelast play of theyear ... | was part of the ensemble and, as
we carried off the Prince, there was a dead silence and | could feel the emotion
running through the theatre. It was great because | knew we had come together to
create areally great play, and | was so proud to be ending the year so well.

Student comments suggest a strong feeling of what Turner (1982) called communitas—
asense of sharing and intimacy devel oping when people engagein acollectivetask with
full attention. For teenagersthiskind of shared power experienced in the collective spirit
istransformative.

Many of these students have moved through their theatre program together and have,
over time, devel oped ashared identity. AsWigfield and Wagner (2005:224) note, ‘ Peers
often gravitate to similar others, and strengthen each other’s motivational orientations
and achievement patterns'. The work ethic and motivation to succeed have built over a
number of years.
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Fun

Consistently across al four schools, students thought of their theatre participation as
fun. Fun, for these young peopl eincludesthose thingswhich they perceive as entertaining,
enjoyable and cool — in other words, not boring. This comment sums up it up, ‘You
have more fun when you're in the theatre!” Fun is often thought of as the antidote to
intensive academic study and pressure that many secondary students experience. Students
describe wanting to have fun during those years and to do something they love while at
school.

So what does fun mean? To answer that question, we look at the relationship of fun
to play. Brown (2009:60) defines play as ‘ an absorbing, apparently purposel ess activity
that provides enjoyment and a suspension of self-consciousness and sense of time. Itis
also self-motivating and makes you want to do it again’. According to Brown, humans
need to play to continueto devel op brain functioning — play stimulates multiple centers
of perception and cognition across the whole brain. Thereisastrong link between play
and memory — because the play state promotes both heightened attention and emotional
rewards, students are more motivated to remember what they learned. This student
comment makesalink between fun and learning:

The arts are proven to build brain capacity . . . but not only that, theatre
especially, | would recommend becauseit's a blast. Anybody can do it,
aslong as they put forth the effort and are committed to their character.

Through play and fantasy, young people not only develop cognitive skills, but also their
imaginations which, in Brown’s (2009) view, are key not only to creativity but more
fundamentally to emotional resilience.

Remedy for School-Tiredness

Since secondary school attendance is mandatory in both countries, not all students are
highly motivated. A few studentsrefer to theatre asaway to handle or put up with upper
secondary school, asthiscomment demonstrates: ‘| would probably have been enormoudly
school-tired if it wasn't for thetheatrelessons!” For some of them thetheatre arts program
has been a sol ution because they were not motivated to take a study preparation program
like Science or Social Sciences. ‘I’ ve alwayshad ahard time at school’ . Students stated,
‘[1] did not want to choose an ordinary, boring study programme’, and ‘[I] didn’t want to
meet only “grey” peoplewho’d be studying all thetime'.

Theatre as Personal Development

The most challenging thing is definitely getting up the courage to take a risk
and express myself, not only on stage in front of hundreds of people, but also
in class in front of my peers. High school is a really hard time to do this,
but the good actors have to find the courage.

Research suggeststhat within each student there are unique psychological barrierswhich
impede cregtiveinteractions. Shallcross (1981) citesrigidity and inflexibility, fear of ridicule
andfailure, reliance on authority, habits of mind or routinesthat prevent divergent thinking
as psychological barriers. O’ Neill (1996) states that drama has the power to enlarge our
frames of reference and emancipate us from rigid ways of thinking and perceiving, and
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Neelands (2004) suggeststhat personal transformation might be therule, rather than the
exception, indramain education. Itisnot surprising then that in many of the questionnaires,
students refer to their own personal development — getting to know oneself and one's
limits, expanding limitations, being more open, giving one’'sall, and facing both setbacks
and successes.

The strong emphasis on personal development is also described by Chaib (1996).
Theatre is not the only way to personal development but Chaib claims that the theatre
environment, with its practical approach, facilitates such development and strengthens
social bonds. The students often describe personal devel opment that has already occurred
— they have become more self-confident, social and focused; they are less shy, more
playful and able to keep things in perspective and not take them too seriously. Theatre
has affected ‘the way | look at life'. To be able to ‘let go of aggressiveness in order to
achieve a good result’ and to ‘work very close to other people’ are also described as
positive outcomes.

Thesatreis about ‘being visible and proactive'. It ‘demands alot of you as a person’
because one gets ‘new challenges every lesson’. In the end, one learns new things, to
meet new situations, or to ‘try things you never thought of before'. ‘You grow as a
person if you dare to open up to others'. The most challenging is related to finding
oneself, to ‘ find and show aspects of you that you did not even know about’; to ‘ be ready
to be open’; to dare because ‘you are quite naked’ and to go outside the frame and
‘expand the limits'. Asaresult,  You may find yourself — who you redlly are’. Similar
findings arereported by Olsson (2006) who emphasisestheliteral playing withidentities
asan essential quality.

Thisdesireand achievement of personal competenciesisakey to students’ enjoyment
and development through theatre and their motivation to continue in theatre. As Elliot
and Dweck note:

Competence motivation is present in daily life, has a substantial impact on emotion
and well-being, operates across a life span and is evident in al individuals across
cultural boundaries. (2005:7)

Developing Specific Theatre Skills

| believe that the hardest thing in theatre is getting your point across
with your body and dialogue. You can be doing a serious role but
yet say the line with different intentions and your point will be lost.

The study suggested that students who chose to take a theatre class because they loved
theatrewere motivated to develop their theatre skills. Some of these skillsrelate specifically
toacting skills:

The most challenging thing about theatre is understanding and fully
developing your character and conveying their motives to the audience.

Some students reported learning more about the technical production:

Learning about and participating in crews other than just acting on stage.
We |earn the complete experience of theatre including sets, props, lights,
media, script writing, sound, costumes, publicity, directing, choreography.
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Some students found the chance to direct to be a meaningful learning experience:

Directing is a whole new world of acting. | loved it.

Students described specific skills, disciplines and habits of mind they devel oped relating
directly to a better performance — making oneself trustworthy on stage, establishing
contact with the audience and being prepared to constantly strive to overcome setbacks.
They reported that it was also about learning about what oneis capable of doing, ‘to get
rid of the fear of being on stage, at the centre of attention, in front of many people’ and
“to pluck up the courage to perform a monologue with confidence, energy, and focusto
control nervesand put alot of effort in performing’.

One strand in responses had to do with believing in aplay or adopting acharacter —
to become involved, the feeling of really ‘getting into’ arole or a play. A second strand
related to making contact with the audience — for example, when a performance moved
an audience. A third strand had to do with meeting and overcoming difficulties and
obstacles. The young peoplelearned alot about their own style of acting. They reported
that if one doesnot feel comfortable, it showson stage. Other challengeswereto get into
and play different roles, to ‘ stay with acharacter’ and to ‘ show feelingsthat are difficult
for you to express’ on stage, to interpret a‘troublesome’ character and learning texts by
heart.

Thediversity of jobs needed to produce a play — actor, designer, stage manager, set
crew — offered many students a way to be involved. Over time as students built
competencies, they not only gained a sense of satisfaction, but they also developed a
better sense of who they are (McCammon, 2010). In addition, engaging in fiction can
release individual s sociologically into new experiences of role, timeand spaceandinto a
‘no penalty zone of creative response and action’ and psychologically through role
protection and, by having them ‘walk in somebody else’s shoes', they can take risks,
engage and express themselves (McCammon et al., 2011).

The most memorable theatre experience for me would have to be my first solo
[inamusical] on opening night. It was such a rush to know that everyonein
the auditorium was listening and watching every move | made. | love how
theatre can give you that power to get people’s attention & entertain them.

Fostering General Competences

Theatre provides you with lifelong skills such as communication,
responsibility, dependability, and commitment. All of these skills and
many more are needed to succeed in further schooling and careers.

The students were aware that through their theatre participation, they were developing
competencies that would benefit them in many contexts outside the theatre classroom.
Among these are better speaking skills, the ability to understand and rel ate to others, and
the ability to work with commitment.

Confident Speaking Skills

Most people fear speaking in public; this condition is called communication anxiety or
stagefright. It occurs when a person fears being embarrassed in public or being judged
by others (Horwitz, 2002). For young people, this fear can be exacerbated by the usual
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teenage anxieties or afear of looking foolish in front of their peers. Some students took
atheatre courseinitially to overcome shyness and build self-confidence:

| used to be a very shy person who dreaded talking in front of others, so | knew |
had to take a stand and the best way to come out of my shell . . . wasto join Drama
to have both fun and practice to become confident and performin front of others.

Many of the students reported that, through their thestre participation, they overcame
these anxieties and became confident and competent speakers. They gained the ability to
‘stand in front of and talk to agroup without being afraid’, to * be able to speak loud and
clear’.
If nothing else, it's prepared me for public speaking. Theatre has given me the
chance to speak to large groups of people and get over any misgivings | would
have about it. Not only that, but | can really express myself much more
completely than | would have without participating in theatre.

Furthermore, they realised that good presentation skillswould beimportant to them later
oninlife:

My participation in theatre will help me in the future because | feel comfortable
talking in public, expressing myself and memorisation . . . [and] | think that
theatre will help me be more outgoing. Many jobs may require me to deal
with people and be a little more outgoing. Theatre will definitely help with that.

Ability to Understand Others and Work as a Team

The study highlighted theatre participation and the way in which it enabled young people
to understand othersin two ways. First, there were the benefitsfrom taking on arole and
seeing the world through the eyes of acharacter. AsBrown (2009:87) noted, ‘ Imagining
theinner life of othersand comparing it to one’sown — isone of the keysto devel oping
empathy, understanding and trust of othersaswell as personal coping skills' . Thisstudent
comment illustrates:

Drama teaches you how to relate to people and see that no oneis a flat character.

Because there is a strong element of teamwork needed for a successful production of a
play, students reported learning to work with others for acommon goal:

The most challenging thing is working [well] with different types of people.
It teaches me to work with a team and be patient with myself and others.

Commitment and Resiliency

As students became more competent in their theatre skills, they developed the discipline
necessary to work effectively:

Hard work, devotion, responsibility and respect are always good tool sto incor por ate
into daily life.
To be more professional and punctual aswell as responsible.

Becausetheatreisalive performing art, there are many thingsthat occur in the moment,
accidents on stage for examplethat student must deal with: ‘it teaches couragein theface
of insecurity’. There are also problems occurring in the rehearsal stages of aplay, which
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students learn to solve: ‘to know how to improvise and find solutionsto problems'; ‘to
completely focus and be emotionally involved regardless of other thingsgoingoninlife
to commit to character and choices'. The difficulty isto be like that al the time and be
able to disconnect from other states of mind and circumstances.

Aspects of life outside the theatre class can be challenging, like ‘to get up in the
morning and enter the stage, even if you feel low and worn out’. * Sometimes you might
feel low because of something outside school that ishard to stop thinking about. Sometimes
you just don’'t want to open up’. But such challenges can be transformed into something
valuable. ‘ To work with others, you have to be generousand really trust other personsin
order to makethingswork. Inthelong run that becomes more of an asset than achallenge'.

Similarities and Differences

The first thing we can observe is that, despite the differences in context, the students
report very similar experiences and benefits to them from their theatre courses. In the
uncertain days of adolescence, there can be little doubt that theatrical study and
performance empowers young people brave enough to give it a try. Furthermore, the
suggestions from this project compare well with the results of previous research (e.g,
Gutierrez and Spencer, 2008; Hughes and Wilson, 2004; Larson and Brown, 2007,
McLauchlan, 2010). The themes suggested by this project match very well with
McLauchlan’s (2010:145-149) morein-depth study of dramastudentsin three Canadian
schools. For example, M cLauchlan found five distinct categories of student learning:

1. Subject-specific skills, techniques, and concepts.
Transferable social and collaborative skills.
Empathy with characters they portray or observe.
Personal growth and enhanced general lifeskills.

Success in other classes and preparation for employment and post-secondary
education.

With the exception perhaps of thethird point, this project noted the same kind of learning.

ok wDn

It is also possible that the kind of learning the students in this project reported will
stay with them for life. Recently 234 North American adults were surveyed about their
perceptions of learning from their high school theatre and/or speech participation. This
study suggested that there are enduring outcomes from theatre participation acrosstime,
such asimproved inquiry skills, appreciation for the role of art in society, motivation for
learning and academic performance, ability to work with others, successful work ethics,
asense of belonging and ‘ safe haven’, sense of identity and voice, nurturing of talents,
devel opment asawhole human being and, most of all, confidence (McCammon, Saldafia,
Hines and Omasta, 2011).

In a more elaborated analysis of the Swedish data, two categories were added in
order to cover the complete range of responses — Theatre as too much of a good thing
and Theatre asun-challenging (Jsterlind, 2011). Compared to theresponsesfromArizona,
some of the Swedish students expressed amorecritical view. Infact, all commentsrelating
to lack of motivation, having had enough and so on came from Swedish students. The
main reason for this perhapsrelatesto the structural differencesof the educational system
— for example, having to stay with the subject for an entirethreeyears. There could also
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be other reasons. For example, the vast majority of Swedish youngsters continue to
upper secondary school, motivated to study or not. Perhapsthe situationisdlightly different
in Arizona where upper secondary schooling may not be taken for granted to the same
degree. But the critical voices are indeed very few — two or three people, or less than
five per cent.

The strong notion of increased confidence is interesting, as it could be labelled a
‘general outcome’ of participating in dramaltheatre. It has also been reported in very
different settings from optional, informal after-school activities (Chaib, 1996) to upper
secondary students at risk (Rasmussen and Khachik, 2000). And, it was reported by
adolescentsintheir theatre classesin western countrieslike Canada, Norway, US, Sweden,
and by adults many years after their school theatre/speech experiences (McCammon,
Saldafia, Hines and Omasta, 2011). A possible expansion of this project would be to
explore whether studies in other arts subjects have the same impact on self-confidence
and general socia skillsasthose claimed by theatre participantsin various contexts.

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

In contrast to many research studies, this project wasthe result of an ‘ organic’ process of
collaborative, small-scal e research. We created the path as we walked (cf. the metaphor
of dramaresearch as‘ entering alabyrinth’ (O’ Neill, 1996)).

We freely acknowledge that this project used a pur posive sampling method (Cohen,
Manion and Morrison, 2000) — that is, we deliber ately sought out experienced drama/
theatre students. We do not necessarily see this as a limitation since we feel that the
experienced students were in the best position to reflect on their drama/theatre learning.
Although these respondents can be expected to appreciate theatre studies, theresults are
overwhelmingly positive to a degree where it almost creates a credibility problem. A
delicate question is, how to design and conduct research that is able to handle such
strong, positive expressionswithout drawing criticism for being partial or false?

The survey instrument itself did not generate exactly the response we had hoped for.
Asdiscussed earlier, aseventh question was added to ask studentsto reflect on what they
learned about others from adopting and playing arole character. The survey also did not
generate much information about the teacher’s role in student learning. To gain more
knowledge about the teacher’s impact from a student perspective, the survey could be
expanded to include a question such as, * How does your teacher help you learn?

We believethat this survey could be expanded to include non-Western locations, but
thefirst language of the respondent should befactored in. The Swedish studentsresponded
in Swedish and their responseswere translated to English (Jsterlind, 2011). We gavethe
same survey to students in Norway; they answered in English or in a combination of
English and Norwegian which then had to be trand ated. Clearly the responseswerelimited
by the students comfort with written English (McCammon, @sterlind and Runde, 2011).

We think this project offers useful insights for teacher education and can serve asan
advocacy document for theatre with young people. This project is hopefully only the
beginning.

Just because what we do hereisfiction, it does not mean that we can’t useitinreal life.
Swedish Secondary Student.
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