PERFORMING ARTS - APPLIED DRAMA
LEVEL 5
PRACTICE AS RESEARCH - ASSESSMENT 1 OF 2
You are required to prepare written evidence of your intended project, your independent research findings and your engagement with theory and practice, to be discussed in seminars and tutorials, to set formative research targets in negotiation with the module tutor.
In groups, throughout the duration of the module, you will prepare short written reports which will underpin group tutorial sessions, or seminar sessions. The goal of these sessions is to develop your approach to your practice as research project and your academic practice. The written elements that you prepare for the sessions, and a series of brief reflections considering your new intended steps will form the assessment component ‘word count’ for this assignment.
The research problem I have chosen to identify is one very close to my heart. I work part time at a theatre school and work with well over 100 children per week on a regular basis. This number increases at show time when several classes combine to perform a show at a 400-seater theatre. This tends to happen once or twice per year. Some of the theatre school pupils are invited to take part in the adult productions show (dependant on the production and suitability). 
Each child who attends the theatre school is an individual – as are their reasons for attending, in turn, what they achieve from attending is also different. For some, the experience of performing on what they see as (and I quote) “a huge stage!” is their main reason for attending and their end goal. For others it`s because they have friends who attend, and they quite fancy the idea, or maybe their mum or dad always wanted to “do drama” but were never given the opportunity. I previously stated that what each child achieves from attending is different, but I personally believe and have proof from me and my children is that attending drama/theatre based activities gives you a whole range of relevant transferable skills, therefore the question I will be attempting to answer is:
Does attending a theatre school/drama based activities contribute to children`s confidence and learning?
Numerous researchers have emphasized the tremendous effect drama and theatre can have on children's cognitive and affective development. (Furman 2000)
In the second part of this work, I will be using qualitative data in the form of transcriptions of face to face interviews with theatre school pupils, theatre school teachers, primary school teachers and parents, to evidence my belief in my chosen research question. All participants will be anonymised and identified only by letter/number. Full permission has been received to use participants answers in this piece of work.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]A practitioner whose work I discovered during my research is Deborah Baldwin. Deborah Baldwin is a drama teacher in the St Vrain Valley School District, Colorado, United States of America. She is also an author and blog writer (dramamommaspeaks.wordpress.com) and has a website (BumblingBea.com). She wrote an article entitled 7 Reasons Drama Education is important. She talks about a parent coming to her and telling her about her child – this story resonates greatly with me. 
“My daughter is very imaginative and expressive. She plays dress up all day if I let her, but other than that I don’t know what to do with her imagination next”
So many parents say to me phrases such as – “oh he`s always singing and dancing” or “she`s always pretending to be someone else”, and I agree with Deborah Baldwin that they are looking for reassurance that this is normal, but at that point they do not know the benefits of encouraging their children further and the benefits they will gain from doing so.
Deborah Baldwin then goes on to say what she feels the parent is trying to say to her, that this is somehow a normal part of the child`s development, that it should be encouraged and that there are many strengths to being a creative human being.
She then states her top seven reasons for drama classes in a child`s life, these views I agree wholeheartedly with. Although the bullet points are Deborah Baldwin`s, the explanations are of my own thinking, research and experiences.
1. Strengthen literacy – In the second part of this work, I will show evidence from a Year 6 primary school teacher who has seen one of his pupils show real progress in literacy since attending a theatre school. 
Dramatic activities are crucial to early literacy development because children can be involved in reading and writing as a holistic and meaningful communication process. (McNamee, McLane, Cooper, & Kerwin, 1985).
In addition, researchers have discovered that the mental requirements for understanding drama are similar to those for reading.  (Schneider & Jackson, 2000)

2. Build self-esteem and self-confidence – when a child is given an opportunity to exhibit his creativity in front of a group, more often than not he is accepted as he is with like minded peers, where positivity is encouraged. This makes the child realise his own self worth which can then be applied to the mainstream classroom and the wider social circles in which he moves. This is when self-actualisation is realised and accepted.
3. Build a team spirit – I have heard it said (reference to a musical I feel) before that a cast of a show or performance can be compared to a sports team, therefore showing the crossover from sport into drama. A relative of mine who before retirement was a PE teacher remarked that she was often able to identify the pupils who attended drama classes as they quickly organised themselves into teams, recognised everyone`s individual skills and ensured that nobody was left out.
4. Encourage tolerance – When children attend drama classes, they are often put into situations which they might not normally experience. This gives them the opportunity to experience the situation from another – often fictional/imaginary character`s perspective. This in turn may give them the skills to deal with a similar situation, should they ever experience it in real life. I`m not suggesting for one moment that they may have to rescue a mermaid or suddenly be transported back to Victorian times – but real life situations are used as a stimuli/basis for devised and improvised pieces of work.
5. Provide a safe place to express one`s emotions – Drama classes give children the opportunity to express their emotions, as often in society that is not encouraged. By expressing their emotions, children make themselves vulnerable which in itself is a skill. These emotions can if necessary be transferred into a character.
6. Teach creative problem solving
“In short we have progressed from a society of farmers to a society of factory workers to a society of knowledge workers. And now we`re progressing yet again – to a society of creators and empathizers, or pattern recognizers and meaning makers”. 
To me, this quote explains how times and ways of thinking have changed, and how where once upon a time, creative arts were seen as a separate entity, they are now recognised to  have transferable skills which can be applied to all walks of life. Therefore, encouraging creative problem solving and alternative ways of doing things.
7. Fun! This statement I feel needs no explanation whatsoever!
Deborah Baldwin`s first point is with the subject of strengthening literacy. To compliment this point, I am going to use an article by Lucy Quick who is a former professional actress in the West End and across the UK and has over 20 years’ experience of working with children. She is the co-founder and Principal of Perform. She believes that by using drama based games, exercises and resources to boost child development, it is a more effective method than rigorous technique requiring a high level of memory skills. This method she believes helps children to develop confidence, concentration, co-ordination and communication skills at their own individual pace. The following section explains how Lucy Quick feels that drama can benefit children`s oracy, and I share some of her views and have used similar practices prior to researching.
When children attend school, there is an emphasis on reading and writing which is of course a fundamental skill, but in addition to this is the importance of how a child communicates verbally which again is a life skill needed at all stages. There are drama based activities which teach children how to speak clearly and project their voice with confidence, eye contact too is an important part of communication and again this can be taught through drama based games and activities . Lucy Quick mentions the use of tongue twisters and other voice exercises to encourage clear diction which is something I use in my classes at the theatre school. In addition to how the children say something, it is important for them to learn to give their opinion or feelings on a subject, whether it be something as simple as their favourite chocolate bar or how they feel about smoking in public. It is important for children to learn from an early age that their opinion and point of view is valid, and giving them the opportunity to do this in a safe space is a valuable learning tool. 
Another benefit of attending drama is learning empathy which I feel ties in with communication skills, as there are situations that may arise where without empathy, the child is unable to communicate effectively. Later on this year, the theatre school I work with will be putting on the musical “Oliver”, in order for the pupils to empathise with the characters, I will be working on how they would feel if they were without, shelter, food, family etc all elements of their lives that they take for granted.
Practice as Research is a subject of which I had no prior knowledge whatsoever and if I`m perfectly honest, I only actually “got it” completely when I saw a video illustrating a practice as research project which I had been involved in – but at the time had no idea that`s that what it was! (We`re Still Here – National Theatre Wales / Common Wealth). 
Choosing a subject and subsequently question for this piece of work was a minefield, which is why I eventually settled on a subject matter which I am very close to, work in regularly and have personal experience of. When researching the subject, the answer to the question was, put simplistically a resounding yes. I have yet to come across any research which suggests that attending a theatre school or drama based activities might have a negative effect, however this could form the basis for a subsequent piece of work.
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