Expressive Arts/Applied Drama 
in Primary Schools

I have been looking into how expressive arts and applied drama are being used in primary schools the past couple of weeks. I have been observing work in Ysgol Gymraeg Rhydaman, where I currently work as a teaching assistant, and I have read about projects that have been done in the past. I have also been reading about the effect of these two disciplines in current times.

An Investigation of the Expressive and Representational Drawing Development in National Curriculum, Steiner and Montessori Schools says that, “Drawing is an activity with many benefits, undertaken and enjoyed by most children. Learning to draw enables children to appreciate art and equips them with sufficient skill to express themselves,” (Rose, Jolley and Charman, 2012). Drawing is one of the first ways that children learn to express themselves. From my own observations, most children draw themselves, their families, how they view themselves (for example: as a superhero or a princess) or they use different colours to create a colourful collection of different things. They often show their drawings to anyone in the same room as them and want to take them home to give to their parents.

This report also says, “For instance at Key Stage One (5-7 years) the curriculum states ‘pupils should be taught to… represent observation, ideas and feelings,” (Rose, Jolley and Charman, 2012). Although this report refers to the old curriculum, as it was written in 2012, it is still relevant for children to be able to represent their ideas and feelings. The quote above relates to what the new Welsh curriculum says under the Health and Well-being Area, “Through enabling learners to manage risks, express ideas and emotions, develop and maintain healthy relationships, and take on different roles and responsibilities, the learning and experience in this Area can support learners to become enterprising, creative contributors to play a full part in life and work,” (HWB, 2020). This shows how important it is for children to be able to express their ideas and feelings.

I found Chronicling Innovating learning in Primary Classrooms: Conceptualizing a theatrical pedagogy to successfully engage young children learning science to be a very enlightening, educational and eye-opening read. This report follows an applied drama practitioner into a primary school where she uses drama to help children to understand how science experiments work. McGregor says that, “Their interactive talk explores how and what they can show and convey through their actional representations,” (McGregor, 2014). She also says, “Through drama, however, children can be offered a more active, inclusive and none traditional way to learn science,” (McGregor, 2014). This report was written in 2014, also under the old curriculum, but what McGregor says about children being given “a more active, inclusive and none traditional ways to learn” is still very true. Children love to get creative and it turns learning into something fun and for them to enjoy. Learning through being creative is also rewarding in the long term for them because they could gain something physical (like a drawing or photographs) to look back on when they get older, and it will be something that they remember years from now.

McGregor states in this report that, “Drama approaches can offer multisensory experiences that can even support children with dyslexia as well as those who use English as a second language,” (McGregor, 2014). Drama in Education would be very beneficial to schools in this day and age because Parliament have found through the Dyslexia Institute that, “Dyslexia is the most common of the learning difficulties affecting one in 10 children to some degree, an estimated 1.2 million children across the UK and an average of two to three children in every classroom,” (Parliament, 2006). An article written by Kate Griggs in 2022 on Fe news says that around 20% of children in every classroom are dyslexic. Because of this, I feel that it is important to encourage the use of drama and expressive arts in the classroom to make it a more inclusive environment for those children who may struggling to learn in the more traditional way. McGregor’s statement is also relevant in what she says about supporting those who use English as a second language, considering that most primary schools in this area are first language Welsh schools.

In 2021, Z. Moula wrote a report about the benefits of school arts therapies. She said that, “Based on the interviews with children, these activities led to emotional expression, group bonding, empowerment and optimism,” (Moula, 2021). This proves that children are benefiting from being given the opportunity to be creative, to engage with the arts and use them to their advantage. They are learning new skills and how to work together, to empower each other, to achieve the things that they want and need to. Moula also says that, “During a period where COVID-19 has disrupted academic schedules and sparked a transitional period at schools, opportunities for creativity and engagement with the arts may contribute significantly to support children’s emerging health needs,” (Moula, 2021). The COVID-19 pandemic has changed the world and even though we’ve come through it, the changes in how we do things have already been done. Children spent months in their homes, learning from home, and it could be a great thing if this “transitional period at schools” could bring out a more creative side to how children learn when they are at school.

An article written by David Farmer in 2011 on the website Drama Resource says that, “Dramatic activity is already a natural part of most children’s lives before they start school in the form of make-believe play, enabling them to make sense of their own identity by exploring meaningful fictional situations that have parallels in the real world,” (Farmer, 2011). What Farmer says is very true and relevant to children in school in recent times, I have witnessed the children at play times acting as families, superheroes and even teachers. This helps him or her gain their own understanding of how different situations, fictional and non-fictional, work and how individuals involved in said situation reacts. Teachers could use this to their advantage in their classrooms as a way to introduce the children to drama and a new way of learning.

According to Farmer, learning through drama helps children develop skills such as communication, empathy, leadership and negotiation. This links back to Moula’s report on school arts therapies, where she talks about the children learning new skills. Drama approaches in the classroom have been proven to provide children with a new form of learning, which, in turn, provides the children with an opportunity to learn new skills. It also provides them with the chance to develop the skills that they already have such as, literacy, listening and teamwork. 

The Welsh Government states that the key areas of expressive arts that schools should be exploring, and connecting to the main areas of the curriculum, are dance, drama, music, art and film and digital media. The main areas of the curriculum that those expressive arts disciplines should be connected to are Science and Technology, Health and Well-being, Mathematics and Numeracy, Humanities and Languages, literacy and Communication.

After careful observations of what takes place in the school and conversations with the school’s staff, I have noticed that a lot is taking places in terms of the expressive arts. The children are encouraged to take part in dance lessons and to represent the school in dance competitions. They also enter in the annual Urdd Eisteddfod in a variety of different competitions. They compete in Urdd competitions such as solo dancing, group dancing, choir, instrumental competitions and recitation. They mostly perform very well every year at the Eisteddfod. The children in year two (6-7 years old) were given the opportunity to act out a fictional wedding with every individual child being given a role to play as well as a script and costumes. The teachers and teaching assistants even dressed up for the wedding. The children thoroughly enjoyed this experience and have continued to share their experiences and thoughts with the other children in the school, teachers and teaching assistants. Drawing and painting is highly encouraged as a daily activity and as a form of expression in every classroom, especially in the reception classes (3-5 years old).

Every year group takes part in occasional yoga sessions during physical education lessons. This is a way for teachers to promote and support well-being in their students. This also becomes a time for the children to completely relax and focus on themselves.

Teachers often engage in singing traditional Welsh children songs in the classroom and ask the children to join in. This is for everyone to enjoy a fun activity and to come together to do something that everyone knows and loves. Recently, the three reception classes collaborated to make short film that focused on children’s rights. The main focuses of the short film were the right to be happy, healthy and to feel safe. The film was made of us the children taking part in many drawing, colouring, painting, singing and speaking and listening activities that were filmed by the teacher and a teaching assistant. They all thoroughly loved the experience of creating the film and the other children and staff in the school enjoyed watching what they had created. 

I have found that children, especially those in early years (reception) and Key Stage One education, seek the approval of adults on nearly everything they do. They need to, and want to, receive positive feedback in order to be able to grow. Positive feedback also raises their confidence, self-esteem and motivation towards completing academic and creative tasks in the classroom.

The older children in the school, those in years five and six, engage in sessions held by Mess Up The Mess. Mess Up The Mess is an applied drama group based in Ammanford that works with children and young adults to create drama. It was very refreshing for me, an applied drama student, to see primary school being given the opportunity to take part in drama games and to have an introduction to applied drama.

The school is also visited by a group of elderly people who perform short scenes of stories from the children’s bible. The children thoroughly enjoy watching the scenes and the elderly group has fun performing for the children. This group visits the school every couple of weeks within the academic year and provides them with an education on the stories that are in the children’s bible and the lessons that these stories provide them with.

Thursday mornings in the school are reserved for every year group to have singing lessons with an external teacher. This provides the children to develop their singing ability, listening skills and to learn new songs. This also gives teachers a chance to prepare their classrooms for the next session of the day and to see the children enhancing their musical abilities. Children are also encouraged to take part in musical instrument lessons from the time that they enter year two. They are given the opportunity to learn how to play instruments ranging from the clarinet to the harp. The broad selection of options of musical instruments to learn to play gives the children a chance to find the instrument that works best for them and to find one that they enjoy having lessons with.

From my observations, I can clearly see that Ysgol Gymraeg Rhydaman is a very creative school that works to develop the children’s creativity and imagination. They have adapted very well to the new addition of expressive arts in the Welsh curriculum and it flows through everything that school does with its students.
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