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Abstract

This thesis addresses the use of role-play in adult education. It is a piece
of scholarly research that aims to further develop ideas of theory and
practice in this area. It is also hoped that this research will provide a
framework for practice that will encourage both adult educators and

learners to feel more confident using role-play as a learning approach.

The research arose from problems that the author experienced in her
practice as an adult educator using role-play in adult vocational
education training programs in higher education. The key problem
identified was how to involve participants in a role-play but at the same
time encourage their critical awareness so that they could learn from
the experience. Questions of involvement and its converse, detachment,
also relate to the emotional content of learning, and how this can be

safely and productively managed in a role-play situation.

Role-play in adult education is an under-theorised area, and the
available literature offers inadequate answers to the problems identified
above. There is, however, a great deal of research and information
about role-play in theatre arts and related areas such as drama-in-
education and dramatherapy, but this is rarely referred to in adult
education. This may be because role-play is often presented as an
aspect of simulation and gaming, which are strategies that tend to
adopt.a scientific rather than an arts approach to learning. Also, since

much of the theatre arts literature that is relevant to role-play comes



from drama-in-education, it refers to child or adolescent learning rather

than adult education.

This thesis argues that the positioning of role-play in the theoretical
field of simulation and gaming is limiting. It proposes that it would be
more productive if role-play could be seen as a theatre arts strategy. It
demonstrates the significant benefits role-play could gain from an
analysis of the available literature in this area, and how this could

beneficially alter the way role-play is conceptualised and practised.

Once role-play is positioned as a theatre arts strategy it is possible to
explore how its ‘significant form” engages participants, yet also enables
them to remain critically detached from the role-play so they can learn
from it. The thesis also presents the proposition that aesthetic learning

may have something significant to offer adult education.

Theatre arts can provide a comprehensive framework for
conceptualsing and using role-play in adult education. If role-play were
to be utilised within this framework, then adding an arts perspective to

adult education could potentially transform learning in this area.



Chapter 1.

Introduction: The background to the

research

The story behind the research question

My personal background, experience, values and beliefs have been
influential factors in the development of my doctoral research. Zinn has
noted that “when the adult educator engages in the practice of
education, certain beliefs about life in general are applied to the
practice” (Zinn 1990, p. 40). I shall begin this dissertation therefore by
telling the story behind the research. I shall describe how who I am and
what I believe has helped determine the research I am doing and
influenced the kind of questions I found myself asking as the thesis

evolved.

The question that initiated this research emerged from years of

reflection on my professional practice working as an adult educator in



the Higher Education sector. This process relates to Schon’s ideas of
“reflection-in-action (the ‘thinking what they are doing while they are
doing it’) that practitioners sometimes bring to situations of
uncertainty, uniqueness and conflict” (Schon 1987, p. xi). The
“uncertainty’ and ‘conflict’ in my professional practice revolved around

" the use of role-play in adult education.

Schon suggests that “professional practice has at least as much to do
with finding the problem as with solving the problem found” (1996, p.
18) I encountered the problem quickly but defining its exact nature took
longer. When I began working as a teacher trainer in vocational
education in the early 1980s, I found myself asking why role-play
seemed so unpopular with my adult students. As soon as I mentioned I
was going to do a role-play it was not unusual to hear groans of: “Not

role-play please!”

It seemed that some students were reluctant to do role-play because
they felt they were expected to perform as an actor, and did not feel
competent to do so. Others believed that this activity was somehow
connected to play and was childish and embarrassing. Still others
would argue that role-play “wasn’t real’, so was irrelevant to the outside

world.

Some students related vivid stories about how they had been involved
in role-play events in the past, which had stirred up strong emotions.
These emotions had not been dealt with during the learning session and

had left those involved feeling hurt and angry.

I found myself asking: “Why does role-play have this capacity to trigger

such negative responses from participants?” and “How can I make



adult participants feel more comfortable when they engage in role-
play?” I needed to understand why feelings of discomfort were
associated with role-play, and discover how I could make it a positive

learning experience for participants and facilitators.

The existing adult education literature on this topic did not meet my
needs. Although there were a few specialist books on role-play (Bolton,
1999; Jones & Palmer 1987; Millroy 1982; Porter Ladousse, 1987; Shaw,
Corsini, Blake & Mouton 1980; Van Ments 1983) these tended to focus
on practicerand often lacked the the adult education focus I required.
They provided instructions on how to facilitate role-play, but there was
scant information on the theoretical principles that supported this
strategy. There is one text (Yardley-Matwiejczuk 1997) published
subsequently to these, which does provide an erudite analysis of role-
play theory and practice in adult education. It was written from a
clinical psychology perspective, and errs in the other direction. Because
it is so specialised and so theoretically dense in style, it does not

provide a clear framework for practice.

It was this lack of a clear theoretical framework for practice that led me
to return to my background in theatre and drama-in-education for
answers. I found myself questioning why the literature on role-play in
adult education rarely referred to the field of theatre arts, even though
there are clear links between these two areas. Instead, role-play theory
was embedded in simulation and gaming literature, which draws upon

the social sciences and particularly on role-theory.

The “indeterminacies and value conflicts of practice” (Schon 1996, p. 19)
led me initially to ask questions about the way role-play was facilitated

in adult education. The exact nature of the problem of role-play practice



only became evident later. Of all the questions raised through my
practice, I kept returning to the one that asked how I could engage and
disengage students during a role-play. It was then that I decided that an
understanding of theatre arts might provide a clearer rationale for how

this learning strategy should be used.

It seemed that theatre arts might also be able to answer another
question that had bothered me for some time. This concerned what
exactly could be learnt through using role-play as an educational
approach. Was role-play just a means of learning about interpersonal
skills? Or is there some other inherent educational value in the process

of role-play? And is this what makes it unique as a learning approach?

The problem I have chosen to research asks questions about the links
between theatre arts and role-play and whether they are significant. It
investigates the proposition that theatre arts can provide a coherent

theoretical framework for role-play practice in adult education.

Educational and professional influences

Both theatre arts and role-play are concerned with enactment, but one is
perceived as an art form designed for an audience, and the other as an
educational tool for learning in which the performance element is
minimised. It is because actors have to perform to audiences in the
theatre that they have to develop specialist skills such as voice
projection and body control. In role-play the audience factor is
diminished, and so is the need for specialist acting skills. Instead,

participants are expected to explore social roles they experience in



everyday life such as teacher, student, doctor and scientist. Errington,

correctly in my view, points out:

...students who have role-experience in life can usually do

role-play (1997, p. 3).

When students are “in role’ they have the opportunity to investigate the
social expectations of a given role, and whether their interpretation of

that role is acceptable to others.

The separation between role-play and theatre arts has always seemed
artificial to me. This is because I have a background in theatre arts and
spent three years at drama school in the UK training to be an actress
before deciding to get a teaching qualification and move into the field of
education. During my specialist drama teacher training course I was
introduced to drama-in-education. This educational strategy utilises
elements of theatre arts such as improvisation and mime to help
children learn. Drama-in-education, like role-play, is not interested in
the performance elements of theatre. Instead it emphasises the
importance of the dramatic process—the student’s experience of being
in the drama. The focus is on student interaction and how this affects
their personal and social development, rather than the quality of
performance delivered. Role-play rather than acting is employed, and
as all students usually participate in the drama event there is no

conventional audience.

As a specialist drama teacher in secondary, further and higher
education in the UK, I taught theatre as a performance art and also used
drama-in-education when I was teaching across the curriculum in areas

such as interpersonal skills and women's studies.
P



When in 1992 I left the UK and became part of the Faculty of Education
at the University of Technology Sydney in Australia, I stopped being a
drama specialist and became an adult educator. Although I had been
involved in adult training for many years in the UK, I had not until

now, seen this as my educational focus.

I found a niche for my frustrated drama interests in the branch of adult
education known as experiehtial or experience-based learning (EBL).
Like drama and theatre arts, experience-based learning is interested in
active learning, learning in context and learning for social, political and

personal development (Boud, Cohen & Walker 1993).

I was struck by the many similarities experience-based learning had to
the drama-in-education approach I was familiar with, and particularly
its use of educational drama techniques such as games, simulation and
role-play. It was surprising however, that although drama techniques
were employed in experience-based learning, the experience-based
learning theory I studied made no reference to the extensive body of
literature in the field of drama-in-education. I presumed this was
because drama-in-education theory had mainly a primary and
secondary educational focus and so may not have seemed relevant to

adult educators.

Whilst experience-based learning provided me with some useful
theoretical frameworks (Boud et al. 1983; Henry 1996; Kolb 1984;
Saddington 2000) for thinking about role-play practice these did not
answer all my questions, especially those concerning participant
engagement and disengagement in role-play. I shall explain why this

was the case in Chapter 3.



Focus on role-play

I began to take a particular interest in role-play when I became involved
in teacher training for adults in further and technical education in 1983.
It was easy to relate role-play to my experience of working as a drama
specialist, so I felt comfortable using this learning approach. My drama
background helped me see the value of role-play. It is an interactive,
three-dimensional learning strategy which places learning in a context
and demonstrates its relevance to the world outside the classroom. This
interest led to my first article on role-play being published in the
journal ‘Business Education Today’ (Collier 1985). This initial ‘article
introduces key issues that continue to be of concern to me, and which

are explored further in this dissertation.

In this article I identified the problems of using role-play as a teaching
strategy, and explored ways of making it safer for the facilitator to
employ. Role-play is problematic because participants have concerns
about having to perform in front of their peers. Consequently “there is a
danger of alienating those participants who automatically believe that
they can’t act” (Collier 1985, p. 41). They also see it as dangerous
because of its unpredictable, spontaneous nature and its ability to
recreate not just everyday situations but also the emotions that
accompany them. Role-play can expose participants’ emotional

vulnerability and this can be an uncomfortable experience.

Facilitators can also see role-play as problematic. They are worried by
having to deal with participants who either refuse to engage in the
strategy or become so involved that they become emotionally

distressed.



The article in ‘Business Education Today” was the first of a series of
articles I published that examined the problems of using role-play as a
learning strategy in adult education. These articles played an important
part in the development of my thesis. They also helped me gain
confidence in my newly adopted role of academic researcher and
writer. In Chapter 2, I examine in detail how my publications, and the

process of writing them, contributed to my research.

Once I became an adult educator involved in training, I wanted to
provide better answers for those students I taught who intended to use
role-play in their particular field of learning. They and I were asking:
“How can I make role-play safer for participants to engage in?”, “How
can the emotional or affective aspects of role-play be best managed in a

role-play event?” and “What kind learning can role-play promote?”.

Instinctively I felt the answers to these questions were to be found in
drama and theatre arts theory and practice, where I believe role-play
has its roots. It seemed to me that the perception that theatre art is not
relevant to adult teaching and learning was unsound. In Chapter 5, I
argue that theatre has been used as a medium for education as well as
entertainment since Aristotle’s time. Once this is acknowledged, then
there is a range of literature that can be accessed and used to provide

answers to the problems I had encountered using role-play.

Linking role-play to theatre arts also gave me permission to see if
related areas could provide insights into the use of role-play in adult
education. I took some courses in dramatherapy, a therapeutic method
that utilises theatre and drama-in-education techniques with the
intention that they will be “therapeutic, healing or beneficial to the

participants” (Jennings 1998, p. 33). I felt that dramatherapy might offer



answers to the questions I was asking about how best to deal with the
emotional content of role-play in an educational setting. It did offer me
fresh insights into the nature of role-play and ways of facilitating it
more sensitively. In Chapter 8 I show the relevance of this approach to
role-play and describe how it can help ensure that the affective aspects
of learning can be better understood and managed in role-play in adult

education.

My doctoral studies have allowed me to investigate the key questions
on role-play that emerged from my professional practice. This research
has enabled me to explore whether my instincts were correct in leading
me to believe that theatre arts theory and practice could provide
answers to these key questions. Perhaps most importantly this thesis
has given me the opportunity to make a contribution to the way role-
play is theorised as a learning strategy in adult education. In Chapter 6,
I present a new theoretical perspective for role-play by positioning it as

a theatre arts learning strategy.

I also hope this research will provide a framework for practice that will
encourage both adult educators and learners to feel more confident
using role-play as a learning approach. In Chapters 7, 8 and 9 I suggest
how to use role-play as a theatre arts strategy, and also explore the

kinds of learning that can be promoted through the arts.

I have written this section in an autobiographical mode in order to

reveal something of the person behind the research. Abbs suggests that:

The central concern of all autobiography is to describe, evoke
and generally recreate the development of the author’s

experience (1974, p. 6).



This autobiographical account describes how my research developed
from my personal interests and professional experience. It highlights
that my thesis is simultaneously a piece of scholarly research and it is
also about practice. Through the analysis of a range of theatre arts and
related literature I hope to find answers that will help me to improve
my professional practice as an adult educator. I agree with Zinn's

observation that:

Sometimes it is difficult to take time out from doing adult
education, in order to think about why you do what you do.
However, a little effort in this direction from time to time can

reap valuable benefits (1990, p. 56).

Writing this thesis gave me ‘time out’ from doing adult education. It
has allowed me to understand not only why I do what I do, but how I
can do it better. I hope that by sharing what I have discovered others

may also understand more clearly what they do and do it better.

Identifying multi-disciplinary perspectives

I have shown how my background in theatre and the experience of
teaching in the different fields of drama, drama and theatre arts, and
adult education, have shaped my research. They have enabled me to
make connections with areas that rarely ‘speak’ to each other. This
means that my thesis relies on an eclectic range of theoretical
perspectives for its analysis of the research question. I will now identify
these perspectives and the areas within them that relate to my research
interest. A rationale for connecting these seemingly disparate areas of

study will be made in Chapters 3 and 4.

10



The background information provided here is designed to signal key
areas of interest that are relevant to this thesis and provide a reference

point to help the navigation of this multi-disciplinary study.

Theatre arts

Theatre arts is chiefly about performance. It is concerned with the
mechanics of theatre: acting, directing, stage-management; all the

elements that help create the mysterious illusion of theatre:

Theatre is performance, though often the performance of a
dramatic text, and entails not only words but space, actors,
props, audience and the complex relations among those

elements (Fortier 1997, p. 4).

The study of a dramatic text may be the starting point for a theatrical
production, but is always subservient to the performed play. Theatre is
concerned with bringing a play to life on the stage rather than talking
about the literary value of the text. Theatre therefore only exists at the
moment of any performance. Brook states that, “theatre is always a self-
destructive art, and it is always written in the wind” (1986, p. 18). Along
with dance, it is one of the most ephemeral of the arts. Once the

performance is finished, the moment of theatre is over.

The origin of the term “theatre” comes from the Greek theatron. Theatron
derives from theasthai ‘to behold” or “to see’. Fortier suggests that whilst
the visual element in theatre is important it also “of necessity involves
both doing and seeing, practice and contemplation” (1997, p. 6).

Therefore, whilst theatre is action and performance-based it also has a

11



reflective aspect. This relates to the meaning the audience and actors

derive from any theatrical performance. Brook acknowledges:

I know of one acid test in the theatre. It is literally an acid test.

When a performance is over, what remains? (1986, p. 152).

For him, the purpose of theatre is not just to entertain but to help the
audience become more aware of themselves and the society they
inhabit. He argues that theatre art must have substance and meaning

and that “this substance is the density of human experience” (Brook

1995, p. 112).

Brook reminds us of the importance of the audience dynamic in any
theatrical event. He suggests that without an audience theatre does not
exist. For him theatre does not reside in the buildings we identify as

theatres but in any empty space:

I can take any empty space and call it a bare stage. If a man
{sic} walks across this empty space while someone else is
watching him, then this is all that is needed for an act of

theatre to be engaged (1986, p. 11).

Grotowski reinforces Brook’s idea that theatre cannot exist without an
audience. He claims that: “at least one spectator is needed to make it a

performance” (1986, p. 32).

In this research, I will examine the nature of theatrical performance,
including the relationship between actor and audience. I focus on the
director and actor’s view of theatre and performance and the theories

that have emerged from their practice. I have chosen this perspective on
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theatre arts because its pragmatic nature aligns itself to my experience
as a teacher/facilitator in an educational setting. Directors work with
groups to achieve particular goals just as an educator does, even though
the aims of each may be different. I also refer to some of the arguments
that surround the nature and purpose of performed theatre, and use
Brook’s four-categories of theatre to provide a background to these

arguments.

In the “The Empty Space” Brook offers four categories of theatre for our
consideration: deadly, holy, rough and immediate. As he notes, these
categories are not meant to be final, and are more concerned with
opening a debate on what theatre should be rather than fixing what it is

exactly:
Truth in theatre is always on the move (1986, p. 157).

‘Deadly theatre’ is identified as ‘bad” theatre and relates to what most
of us would recognise as commercial theatre. For Brook this theatre
“fails to elevate or instruct, it hardly even entertains” (1986, p. 12). The
factors that make theatre deadly in Brook’s terms are the conservative
elements of theatre that stop it from changing. He identifies particularly
“the cultural set-up, our inherited artistic values, in the economic
framework, in the actor’s life, in the critic’s function” (1986, p. 12 & p.
20). It is the theatre of realism, of staid classics and the modern plays

that copy them, or the fantasy of musical theatre.

This type of theatre is chiefly interested in profit, and suffocates
experimentation and change because these risky practices cannot
guarantee secure returns at the box office. The musicals that dominate

the West End of London and Broadway in New York are examples of
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the present trend towards ‘dead theatre’. Whilst Brook sees there is a
place for theatre as entertainment, he believes there needs to be more to

it than this.

The second category Brook identifies is “holy theatre’. This relates to
theatre’s origins in ritual, and its spiritual, mysterious nature. As holy
theatre is concerned with theatre’s illusionary nature, it is harder to
describe. Image and symbol dominate and the invisible becomes
tangible; not through the use of elaborate sets and costume but through
subtle use of image and the imagination. It relates to the experimental
theatre of Artaud and Grotowski. For Artaud, holy theatre was like a

plague:

The plague takes dormant images, latent disorder and
suddenly carries them to the point of the most extreme
gestures. Theatre also takes gestures and develops them to
the limit...For theatre can only happen the moment the
inconceivable really begins, where poetry taking place on
stage nourishes and superheats created symbols. (1985, p.

18).

This kind of theatre is seeking a new language of expression that goes
beyond text and communicates directly with the audience through

extremes of image and sound.

Grotowski believed that the actors who participated in holy theatre
should commit themselves completely to it, like an artistic priesthood.
Their purpose was to use theatre to create a mystical experience for the
audience; to cleanse their souls through art. Today holy theatre tends to

~

reside in the ‘fringe” or ‘avant garde’ areas of theatre, although elements
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of it, such as image and ritual, can be seen in more conventional

productions.

The next category Brook describes is ‘rough theatre’. This is popular
theatre —not popular in the sense of box office success, but in relation to
its roots with ordinary people. Rough theatre focuses on the community
it serves and whatever is relevant to the interests and needs of that

community. It is also often overtly political in nature. Brook notes how:

popular theatre is anti-authoritarian, anti-traditional, anti-

pomp and anti-pretence (1986, p. 76).

This is the theatre of social change, or as Itzen defines it, “socialist
theatre” (1986, p. x). It includes the theatre of Bertolt Brecht, Joan
Littlewood and British community theatre companies such as ‘Joint
Stock’ and ‘The Monstrous Regiment of Women<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>