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Exploring the impact of Theatre in Education (TIE) strategies on engagement and critical thinking in post- 16 education.

Introduction
Post-16 education presents a unique challenge for educators, as learners at this stage are expected to demonstrate increased independence, critical thinking, and sustained engagement with complex subject matter. However, many practitioners report declining levels of engagement, particularly in traditional, lecture-based teaching environments (Trowler, 2010). This has led to a growing interest in alternative pedagogical approaches that can better motivate learners and support the development of higher-order thinking skills (Race, 2015).
Theatre in Education (TIE) strategies offer a dynamic and interactive approach to teaching, drawing on drama-based methodologies such as role-play, improvisation, and simulation. (O’Toole, 1992; Boal, 2002). These approaches encourage active participation, emotional engagement, and reflection, enabling learners to engage with content in a more meaningful way. While TIE has traditionally been associated with younger learners, its potential within post-16 education is increasingly recognised, particularly as educators seek to diversify their teaching practice and respond to a wider range of learner needs (Heathcote and Herbert, 1985).
This action research project is situated within my own teaching practice in a post-16 setting and explores the impact of TIE strategies on student engagement and critical thinking. Specifically, I examine how these approaches influence levels of participation, the extent to which they support the development of higher-order thinking skills, and how they are perceived by learners as a teaching and learning method.
The rationale for undertaking this study is informed by my own teaching experience, where I have observed inconsistent levels of engagement, particularly during more traditional, teacher-led activities (Entwistle, 2018). This has prompted me to reflect critically on my current practice and consider how more interactive approaches could better support learner involvement and understanding.
By implementing TIE strategies within my classroom, I aim to evaluate their effectiveness in creating a more active and inclusive learning environment. In doing so, I seek to explore whether these approaches can move beyond surface-level participation to encourage deeper thinking, including analysis, evaluation, and reflection (Biggs and Tang, 2011).
Engaging in this action research process also provides an opportunity to develop my practice through structured reflection and evidence-informed decision-making (Kemmis and McTaggart, 1988). The findings will be used to adapt and refine my teaching approaches, with the intention of supporting more effective learning experiences within the post-16 sector.
Literature review.
Engagement and critical thinking are widely recognised as essential components of effective learning, particularly within the post‑16 educational context (Entwistle, 2018). Engagement refers to the level of interest, motivation, and active participation that students demonstrate during the learning process, which has been linked to improved retention, achievement, and learner satisfaction (Fredricks, Blumenfeld & Paris, 2004). Critical thinking, by contrast, involves the ability to analyse, evaluate, and synthesize information in a reflective and reasoned manner, supporting informed decision‑making and autonomous learning (Brookfield, 2012). Although these constructs are often treated separately in the literature, they are interdependent. Learners who are more engaged are also more likely to exercise cognitive effort and vice versa (Trowler, 2010). Despite this theoretical consensus, traditional didactic teaching methods, such as lecture‑based instruction, have been criticised for their limited capacity to foster deep engagement and higher‑order thinking (Biggs & Tang, 2011).
Critics of traditional pedagogy argue that passive reception of information inhibits learner agency and reduces opportunities for meaningful interaction with content (Race, 2015). This has led to a renewed interest in more interactive, student‑centered pedagogies, including drama‑based approaches such as Theatre in Education (TIE). TIE is rooted in experiential learning theory (Dewey, 1938; Kolb, 1984), which suggests that learners construct knowledge most effectively through active participation and reflection on experience. This theoretical lens suggests that learning must involve iterative cycles of doing, observing, reflecting, and conceptualising (Kolb, 1984). While Dewey’s early work emphasised the importance of reflective experience in learning, Kolb later translated this into a cyclical model that continues to influence contemporary pedagogical practice.
TIE strategies typically incorporate drama‑based techniques such as role‑play, improvisation, hot seating, and forum theatre. These methods encourage learners to engage both cognitively and emotionally with subject matter, creating opportunities for deeper understanding (O’Toole, 1992). For example, role‑play allows learners to explore different perspectives, while forum theatre invites learners to intervene in dramatic scenarios and consider alternative outcomes (Boal, 2002). However, it is important to acknowledge that the term ‘TIE’ is not uniformly defined across studies. Some researchers situate TIE within arts education contexts, while others adopt a broader definition that encompasses any drama‑infused teaching approach. This variation in conceptualisation can present challenges when comparing research findings (Heathcote & Herbert, 1985).
The use of drama‑based methods can be grounded in constructivist theories of learning, which argue that learners actively construct knowledge through social interaction and experience (Vygotsky, 1978). Converging evidence suggests that active learning strategies, such as those employed in TIE, require learners to participate rather than passively receive information. This aligns with constructivist assumptions, which argues that learning is a collaborative process in which meaning is co‑constructed among learners and educators (Fosnot, 2013). By placing students at the center of the learning process, TIE strategies can theoretically increase motivation, attention, and participation. However, critics caution that engagement alone does not guarantee deep learning. Without intentional facilitation and reflection, active methods can become superficial or emotionally engaging yet cognitively shallow (Kahu, 2013).
Empirical research suggests that drama‑based pedagogies can enhance student engagement. For instance, Anderson (2016) found that learners in post‑compulsory courses reported higher levels of participation and enthusiasm when drama techniques were integrated into lessons. Similarly, Jackson and Furnborough (2018) observed that students involved in role‑play and simulation activities demonstrated increased behavioural and affective engagement compared to control groups taught with traditional methods. These findings align with Fredricks et al.’s (2004) multidimensional conception of engagement, which highlights the importance of emotional, behavioural, and cognitive dimensions. Nevertheless, while these studies indicate positive trends, many are limited by small sample sizes or lack control for confounding variables, such as learners prior to attainment or teacher experience with drama methods. As a result, claims of universal engagement benefits must be interpreted with caution.
In addition to promoting engagement, TIE has been associated with the development of critical thinking skills. Drama‑based activities often require learners to adopt different perspectives, analyse complex situations, and make decisions in real‑time (Winston, 2000). For example, role‑play scenarios involving ethical dilemmas can prompt learners to justify their responses and reflect on alternative courses of action. Such activities align with Bloom’s taxonomy’s higher‑order cognitive processes, such as analysis, evaluation, and creation (Bloom et al., 1956). Indeed, Rigg (2012) argues that engaging in dramatic simulations can support learner’s ability to transfer skills to new contexts because they are required to adapt, evaluate, and synthesize information.
Despite this, the evidence base for TIE’s impact on critical thinking is mixed. Some studies report significant improvements in critical analysis and problem‑solving following drama‑based interventions (e.g. Nicholson, 2018), while others find minimal effects compared to more traditional discussion‑based methods (e.g. Smith & Smith, 2017). This inconsistency may be due, in part, to variation in how critical thinking is operationalised and measured. For example, quantitative measures such as standardised critical thinking tests may fail to capture the nuanced and context‑specific ways in which learners exercise judgement within dramatic contexts (Costa & Kallick, 2008). Therefore, it is necessary to approach claims about TIE and critical thinking with a nuanced understanding of both methodological limitations and the multifaceted nature of critical thought.
Beyond cognitive and behavioural outcomes, TIE strategies can create a supportive environment for risk‑taking and exploration. Drama’s inherent fictionality can reduce social anxiety and fear of judgement, enabling learners to articulate ideas more freely within a dramatic context rather than as themselves (Warren & Davies, 2013). This distancing effect can be particularly valuable in post‑16 education, where learners may feel self‑conscious or hesitant to participate in conventional classroom discussions. By reducing affective barriers to participation, TIE can contribute to a more inclusive learning environment. However, it is important to note that this benefit is not universal. Some learners report discomfort or anxiety when required to perform or act publicly, particularly if they lack confidence or experience with drama (Jackson, 2014). As a result, educators must be sensitive to individual learner dispositions and scaffold engagement appropriately.
Implementation challenges also feature prominently in the literature. One recurring theme is that educators may lack confidence or specialised training in drama‑based techniques, which can limit the quality and consistency of implementation (O’Sullivan, 2005). Without adequate professional development, teachers may default to superficial or poorly integrated drama activities that fail to achieve their intended pedagogical outcomes. Time constraints and curriculum pressures can further exacerbate these challenges, particularly in contexts that prioritise content coverage over exploratory learning (Higgins, 2017). In such environments, drama‑based activities may be perceived as optional or peripheral rather than integral to learning.
Another challenge relates to learner resistance. Some students may view drama activities as irrelevant, uncomfortable, or at odds with their expectations of formal education (Burns & Kaufman, 2013). This resistance can influence participation and limit the potential benefits of TIE. Therefore, careful introduction, clear contextualisation, and explicit links to learning outcomes are essential for securing learner engagement. Without these, drama may be dismissed as entertainment rather than a tool for deep learning.
Despite these challenges, the potential benefits of TIE in enhancing engagement and critical thinking make it an important area for continued investigation. There is growing recognition that post‑16 education must move beyond repetitive learning and knowledge transmission if learners are to develop the competencies required for an increasingly complex and uncertain world (Biesta, 2015). TIE, when thoughtfully implemented, aligns with broader educational aims of fostering creativity, communication, collaboration, and critical thinking skills that are valued in both academic and professional contexts.
However, further research is needed to address limitations in the existing literature. Studies with larger, more diverse samples and rigorous designs would strengthen claims about TIE’s effectiveness. In addition, more research is required on how TIE can be adapted across different subject disciplines and learner populations. Current evidence is heavily weighted towards English and performing arts contexts, which may not easily generalise to STEM subjects or students with differing learning preferences.
This study contributes to the literature by exploring the application of TIE within a specific post‑16 context, focusing on its impact on learner engagement and critical thinking. By conducting action research within my own teaching practice, this study offers practical insight into how TIE strategies can be implemented, adapted, and evaluated in real classroom settings. This practitioner‑centred approach complements existing research by foregrounding context‑specific factors that influence implementation and outcomes.
In summary, while traditional pedagogies have dominated post‑16 education, increasing emphasis on engagement and critical thinking has redirected attention towards interactive and experiential approaches such as TIE. The literature highlights both the promising potential and the significant challenges of using drama‑based strategies. As educators seek to promote deeper learning, TIE offers a theoretically coherent and pragmatically adaptable framework, provided it is implemented with careful planning, professional support, and sensitivity to learner needs.
Methodology.
This study adopts an action research approach, which is particularly suitable within educational settings as it allows practitioners to systematically investigate and improve their own teaching practice. Action research is cyclical in nature, involving stages of planning, action, observation, and reflection (Kemmis and McTaggart, 1988). This approach was selected because it allowed me to implement Theatre in Education (TIE) strategies within my own classroom, evaluate their impact on learners, and make informed adjustments to my teaching throughout the research process.
The research was conducted at Bridgend College with a group of Level 3 Performing Arts Year Two students aged between 16 and 30. A targeted sampling approach was used, as participants were drawn directly from my teaching group. This provided a practical and context-specific study group, enabling an in-depth exploration of TIE within a real classroom environment. However, it is important to acknowledge that this may limit the generalisability of the findings, as the study group is relatively small and specific to performing arts.
A mixed-methods approach was employed to provide a comprehensive understanding of the impact of TIE strategies on engagement and critical thinking. Data collection methods included structured observations, pre- and post-intervention questionnaires, a reflective journal, and focus group discussions. Observations monitored learner behaviour during TIE activities, focusing on participation, collaboration, and enthusiasm. Questionnaires captured learner’s perceptions of their own engagement and critical thinking before and after the intervention. The reflective journal allowed me to record insights into learner responses, challenges, and my own teaching decisions, while focus group discussions provided more detailed feedback on learner's experiences and perceptions. These methods were chosen to explore both engagement and the development of critical thinking skills in response to TIE strategies.
The intervention involved a series of lessons using role-play, group improvisation, and structured drama activities designed to encourage discussion and critical reflection. Data analysis involved identifying key themes and trends in the written and spoken responses, alongside comparing questionnaire results to assess changes over time. Using multiple types of data increased the reliability of the findings, as information could be cross-checked and supported from different sources.
Results and Discussion.
The findings of this study indicate that Theatre in Education (TIE) strategies had a significant and positive impact on both student engagement and the development of critical thinking skills within the post-16 classroom. Data collected through structured observations, questionnaires, reflective journals, and focus group discussions revealed several key themes, which are discussed below in detail. Each theme is critically interpreted and linked to existing literature to provide both theoretical and practical insights. The discussion reflects my teaching experience with Level 3 Performing Arts Year Two students at Bridgend College, aged 16–30, providing context-specific examples of how TIE can transform learning experiences in post-16 settings.

Increased Engagement.
One of the most consistent findings across all data sources was the increase in student engagement during lessons that incorporated TIE strategies. Observational data indicated that learners were more active, attentive, and participative compared to lessons delivered via traditional lecture-based approaches. Students who were typically quiet or hesitant to contribute demonstrated a notable increase in willingness to participate, particularly during role-play exercises, structured improvisation, and collaborative group activities. This aligns with Fredricks, Blumenfeld, and Paris (2004), who suggest that engagement is maximised when learners are emotionally, behaviourally, and cognitively involved in learning.
Questionnaire responses further reinforced these observations. A large proportion of students reported that TIE lessons were “fun,” “stimulating,” and “more interesting” than conventional methods. Many learners highlighted that interactive, collaborative exercises were more effective in maintaining their focus and motivation than lecture-based approaches. This finding supports constructivist learning theories, which argue that knowledge is actively constructed through experience and reflection rather than passively received (Fosnot, 2013).
Focus group discussions provided qualitative depth to these findings. Students frequently described TIE activities as “different,” “dynamic,” and “more engaging,” noting that the immersive nature of drama encouraged active participation and made learning more memorable. One learner commented, “When we acted out the scenarios, I actually remembered the theory behind it because I was part of the experience, not just reading notes.” This anecdote illustrates the affective dimension of TIE, which helps to embed learning in ways that purely cognitive approaches may not.
Observational notes highlighted that peer interaction played a key role in engagement. Learners actively collaborated during exercises, negotiated roles, and provided feedback to one another, demonstrating behaviours aligned with behavioural engagement, including effort, persistence, and cooperation (Fredricks, Blumenfeld & Paris, 2004). In performing arts education, these collaborative behaviours are particularly valuable, as they also develop interpersonal and professional skills essential for the industry (Jackson & Furnborough, 2018).
It is important to note, however, that engagement was not uniform across all learners. A small proportion of students initially hesitated to participate in exercises involving performance in front of peers. This aligns with previous studies indicating that learner disposition and confidence can influence engagement with experiential learning (Warren & Davies, 2013). Gradually introducing low-risk activities, such as pair or small-group exercises before progressing to full-class role-play, proved effective in supporting these student’s participation. Over time, even initially reluctant learners demonstrated increased engagement, highlighting the role of scaffolding and trust-building in successful TIE implementation.
Furthermore, engagement was enhanced by the novelty of TIE. Several learners commented that drama-based lessons “broke the routine” and provided a refreshing alternative to traditional lectures. This suggests that novelty and variation in teaching approaches can be a motivational factor, especially for learners in post-16 education who may experience fatigue or disengagement in more conventional settings. These findings are consistent with O’Toole (1992) and Boal (2002), who argue that drama-based pedagogies enhance learner motivation by creating a dynamic and emotionally engaging environment.
Development of critical thinking skills.
Another major finding was that TIE strategies supported the development of critical thinking skills. Learners engaged in activities that required analysis, problem-solving, and reflection, including role-play, improvisation, and structured drama scenarios. For instance, during a role-play exercise involving an ethical dilemma in a performing arts context, students were asked to justify their choices and respond to peer challenges. Observations indicated that these discussions fostered deeper cognitive engagement and encouraged students to articulate their reasoning clearly, demonstrating higher-order thinking skills such as evaluation and synthesis.
Questionnaire responses indicated that student’s confidence in their critical thinking abilities increased following TIE interventions. Many students reported that drama-based exercises helped them to “think more critically” and “see situations from different perspectives,” suggesting that TIE encourages reflective and analytical thinking. This aligns with literature emphasising that drama encourages learners to adopt multiple viewpoints, consider the consequences of decisions, and solve problems creatively (Rigg, 2012; Winston, 2000).
The reflective journal provided additional insight into why TIE promoted critical thinking. Learners engaged more deeply with content when required to respond in real time, adapt to unexpected scenarios, and reflect on the consequences of their decisions. This iterative process mirrors Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle, which posits that knowledge is constructed through active experimentation, observation, reflection, and conceptualisation. By repeatedly engaging in this cycle, learners developed analytical skills and the ability to approach problems from multiple angles.
However, critical thinking development varied among learners. Some students required structured guidance and scaffolding to fully engage in analytical exercises. Using prompts, reflective discussion sheets, and guided questioning helped these learners articulate reasoning and strengthen analytical skills. This supports Biggs and Tang’s (2011) emphasis on the importance of scaffolding in facilitating higher-order thinking.
An additional observation was that TIE encouraged meta-cognitive reflection. Students were not only thinking critically about the scenarios but also reflecting on their own thinking processes, decisions, and group dynamics. For example, after an improvisation activity exploring performance ethics, students discussed how their assumptions and prior experiences influenced their choices. This type of meta-cognitive engagement is particularly important in post-16 education, where independent thinking and self-awareness are key learning outcomes (Brookfield, 2012).


Learner perceptions of TIE.
Learner perceptions of TIE were overwhelmingly positive. Students appreciated the opportunity to engage in creative, interactive learning, reporting that these methods helped them better understand and retain subject content. The immersive nature of drama enabled learners to make personal connections with the material, increasing the meaningfulness of learning experiences (Entwistle, 2018; Anderson, 2016).
Focus group discussions highlighted that learners valued variety, novelty, and interactivity. Several students reported that TIE activities “made the classroom feel more alive” and encouraged participation from all members. They appreciated opportunities to explore ideas collaboratively, indicating that TIE supported social and cognitive engagement simultaneously. These findings are consistent with Vygotsky’s (1978) emphasis on social interaction as a mechanism for knowledge construction.
Some challenges were noted. A few learners expressed initial anxiety when asked to perform or improvise in front of peers, illustrating the need for a supportive and inclusive learning environment. Gradual introduction of activities, linking exercises clearly to learning objectives, and providing opportunities for reflection mitigated these concerns and allowed reluctant learners to participate fully. This demonstrates the importance of structured support and scaffolding in implementing TIE effectively.
Students also reported that TIE activities enhanced retention and understanding of theoretical content. For example, learners stated that applying concepts through role-play or improvisation helped them “see the ideas in action” and remember them more clearly than through lecture-based methods. This supports research suggesting that experiential learning approaches increase depth of understanding and knowledge retention (Fosnot, 2013).
Practical Implications for teaching.
The findings of this study have several implications for teaching practice in post-16 education. First, TIE strategies can enhance engagement, particularly for learners who may struggle with traditional, lecture-based methods. Drama-based activities encourage active participation, collaboration, and emotional investment, creating a dynamic, inclusive, and student-centered classroom.
Second, TIE provides a valuable tool for developing critical thinking skills. By placing learners in complex, decision-making scenarios and prompting reflection, educators can support analysis, evaluation, and problem-solving all essential skills for academic success and employability. This aligns with post-16 education goals emphasising independent learning and transferable skills (Biesta, 2015).
Third, careful planning and scaffolding are essential. Activities must be explicitly linked to learning objectives, and learners require guidance and structured support to maximize the benefits of TIE. Professional development for educators is also recommended to build confidence and competence in delivering drama-based strategies effectively.
Fourth, TIE is particularly effective in creative disciplines such as performing arts, where learners may already possess collaboration, communication, and improvisation skills. Nevertheless, the strategies are adaptable across subject areas if lessons are carefully designed with clear objectives, structured reflection, and opportunities for participation.
Finally, the study highlights the importance of supporting learner confidence and managing anxiety. By gradually increasing the complexity and visibility of activities, and providing a safe environment for experimentation, TIE can engage all learners effectively.
Critical reflection and Limitations.
Overall, the study demonstrates that TIE is a highly effective pedagogical approach for enhancing engagement and critical thinking in post-16 education. Observations, questionnaires, reflective journals, and focus group data all support the conclusion that learners are more motivated, collaborative, and cognitively active when participating in drama-based activities.
However, the study has limitations. The sample was small and subject-specific, potentially limiting generalisability. Additionally, learner engagement and critical thinking development varied, suggesting that individual dispositions, prior experience, and confidence levels influence outcomes. Despite these limitations, the study offers valuable insights into how TIE can be applied effectively within post-16 education and provides practical guidance for educators seeking to implement experiential learning strategies
Conclusion.
This study set out to explore the impact of Theatre in Education (TIE) strategies on student engagement and the development of critical thinking skills within a post-16 context. By conducting action research with Level 3 Performing Arts Year Two students at Bridgend College, the project provided both practical and theoretical insights into the effectiveness of drama-based pedagogies in fostering active, reflective, and collaborative learning.
The findings indicate that TIE strategies had a clear positive effect on learner engagement. Students were more attentive, participative, and motivated during lessons that incorporated role-play, improvisation, and structured drama exercises compared to traditional, lecture-based approaches. Observations, questionnaires, and focus group discussions all demonstrated that even learners who were typically quiet or hesitant became more involved, suggesting that TIE can help create a more inclusive and dynamic classroom environment.
In addition to promoting engagement, TIE was shown to support the development of critical thinking skills. Activities requiring analysis, evaluation, and decision-making encouraged learners to reflect on different perspectives, justify their choices, and solve problems collaboratively. The experiential nature of TIE provided repeated opportunities for learners to cycle through active experimentation, reflection, and conceptualisation, consistent with Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory. While the development of critical thinking varied among individuals, the data suggests that structured guidance, scaffolding, and reflective discussion can significantly enhance cognitive outcomes.
Learner perceptions further underscored the value of TIE. Students consistently reported that drama-based activities made lessons more memorable, meaningful, and enjoyable, highlighting the importance of emotional engagement alongside cognitive development. Challenges such as initial performance anxiety or resistance were mitigated through careful planning, gradual progression of tasks, and the creation of a supportive classroom culture.
The study also highlights several practical implications for post-16 educators. TIE strategies can be integrated to enhance motivation, engagement, and higher-order thinking, particularly in creative disciplines like performing arts. However, successful implementation requires clear alignment with learning objectives, careful scaffolding, and appropriate professional development to ensure teachers feel confident in delivering drama-based activities. Moreover, while TIE shows considerable promise, its application should be adapted to context, learner needs, and subject areas to maximize its impact.
In conclusion, this action research demonstrates that TIE strategies are a valuable pedagogical tool for post-16 education, offering a means to foster engagement, collaboration, and critical thinking simultaneously. By moving beyond traditional didactic approaches, educators can create immersive, student-centred learning experiences that support both cognitive and affective development. Although further research with larger and more diverse populations is required to generalise these findings, the study contributes practical and context-specific insights into how TIE can enhance teaching and learning in post-16 classrooms. Ultimately, incorporating experiential and interactive methods such as TIE represents a meaningful step towards cultivating learners who are not only engaged but also reflective, analytical, and better prepared for the demands of higher education and professional life.
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