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Abstract 

 

Perspectives through Play: 
Playbuilding as Participatory Action Research in  

Arts-Based Professional Development 

 

Noah James Martin, M.F.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

 

Supervisor:  Kathryn M. Dawson 

 
This thesis document presents a case study of a professional development playbuilding 

process at a public elementary school located in Austin, Texas. The study argues that 

playbuilding is a form of participatory action arts-based research particularly when 

positioned within the professional development setting. This qualitative study uses a 

narrative thematic analysis of the playbuilding process and workshop performance to 

examine how reflective and reflexive practice is situated within playbuilding as 

professional development. The document concludes with a discussion of the limitations 

and transformative potential of playbuilding and argues for the creation of critical 

pedagogical professional learning communities for teachers in school settings. 
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Chapter 1 

The classroom is buzzing with energy as a group of elementary teachers playfully 

use newspaper and other craft supplies to construct art installations that activate their 

classroom agreements. A teacher dashes across the room to grab more newspaper. He 

works diligently with his group to cut out picture frames of various shapes and sizes. 

Meanwhile, across the classroom, a teacher in another group climbs atop a chair to string 

a piece of orange yarn from one wall to the other. She drapes strips of newspaper across 

the yarn to create a curtain. This acts as an entryway into a protected space where 

newspaper place-markers form a circle on the floor. There is a sign above the curtain 

constructed from words clipped from headlines and advertisements that reads, “Come 

inside for community connections.” I move from group to group to see their creations and 

step back to take in the flurry of artistic ingenuity. The energy has shifted dramatically 

from our earlier seated discussion about how to structure a role-play lesson. The teachers 

are up, active, and passionately invested in investigating classroom culture through an 

artistic process. Their enthusiasm and investment for this process makes me wonder, 

what is the role of the artistic process in professional development in the arts?  

In the fall of 2010, my desire to explore how drama can make a sustainable 

impact on teaching and learning lead me to graduate school at The University of Texas at 

Austin. I was hired to work with Drama for Schools (DFS), a collaborative, research-

based professional development program run out of the Department of Theatre and 

Dance. The art installation activity occurred during a Drama for Schools professional 
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development teacher training. At the training, I invited the teachers to think like artists 

and create “interactive installations” that brought the collaborative classroom agreements 

to life. The activity was inspired by Red Moon, a site-specific theatre company based in 

Chicago. Jim Lasko, the artistic director of Red Moon describes the philosophy of their 

site-specific spectacles in relation to architecture:  

Just as architects design their built environments conscious of the impact they will 
have on the human activity in and around them, I design ephemeral events to 
affect the use and perception of the space in which they take place. (Lasko)   
 
The activity put teachers in the role of architect. They used simple materials to 

reflect on classroom culture and to create new learning interaction using the space. It was 

moments like this one, where I saw the transformative potential of art making within 

professional development, that inspired me to imagine a project that would foreground 

teacher reflection and learning through a collaborative artistic process.  

In this thesis document, I present a case study of a playbuilding process 

positioned as professional development for elementary school teachers. I analyze the 

process and experiences of the participating teachers to assess the impact of this model in 

a small elementary school in Austin, Texas. My research and analysis of our exploration 

are guided by the following research questions:  

1. What can a playbuilding research methodology and process offer collaborative, 

arts-based professional development models? 

2. How does playbuilding as a qualitative research design support participatory 

action research?  
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In the remainder of this chapter, I introduce the project model and playbuilding as 

the underlying methodology of my research and practical process. Next, I share the 

theoretical perspectives that I will use to explore playbuilding and professional 

development. Then, I explain the significance and background of the project by 

expanding on its relationship to the Drama for Schools professional development model 

and national conversations around arts integration. Finally, I conclude with an overview 

of the remaining chapters within this MFA thesis.  

Project Summary 
My practice-based research took place at Bryant Elementary1, a small public 

school located on the Eastside of Austin, Texas. Over the course of three months, I 

facilitated six playbuilding workshops with an ensemble of seven teachers. In these 

workshops, teachers were asked to draw from their own experiences and embody stories 

and ideas through theatre activities. The activities engaged the participants in dialogue 

around the question, “What is education at Bryant?” The process culminated with a 

sharing of interactive theatre exercises and brief scenes by the ensemble of teachers for 

their peers at a faculty meeting. 

Theoretical Framework  
According to educational researcher Richard Sagor, collaborative action research is 

“a process that enables teachers to improve the teaching-learning process while also 

contributing to the development of their own profession” (3). Building on the 
                                                
1 The name of the school has been changed to ensure the privacy of the participants.  
2 According to the Texas Education Association, the “recognized” ranking indicates that 75% of the 
school’s students passed the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills examination and 85% of the students 
completed it. The school must also have a 0.7 or lower dropout rate (“Accountability Rating System”).  
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collaborative dialogic professional development model of Drama for Schools, the 

playbuilding model at Bryant was designed to strengthen the teachers’ knowledge and 

confidence in using arts-based tools, while investigating how the arts might function 

within their educational context. 

The dialogic approach to learning and constructing knowledge that underpins Drama 

for Schools and playbuilding as a participatory research methodology can be attributed to 

educational philosopher Paulo Freire. In Freire’s seminal text, Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed, he describes the difference between a “banking” approach to education that 

positions the teacher as the sole purveyor of knowledge and “problem posing education.” 

Freire argues that within problem posing education, “Knowledge emerges only through 

invention and re-invention, through the restless, impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry 

human beings pursue in the world, with the world, and with each other” (72). A dialogic 

approach to research within professional development acknowledges teachers as 

researchers actively engaged in the pursuit of understanding teaching and learning within 

their own contexts.  

The theatre process within the workshops was based on the research methodology of 

playbuilding. Joe Norris, a Canadian theatre practitioner and arts based researcher, 

positions playbuilding as a form of participatory arts-based research that involves three 

steps: data generation, interpretation, and dissemination (22). As a form of participatory 

research, playbuilding blurs the line between researcher and participant. Participants are 

actively engaged as co-researchers in every step of the research act (24). As co-

researchers, the teacher participants “generated data” through a series of exploratory 
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workshops that invited them to share opinions and stories. Through our collective 

process, we learned from one another, simultaneously building on our arts-based practice, 

while constructing a performance experience that invited colleagues into a dialogue 

around perceptions in education. The culminating event asked the teacher participants to 

engage in the steps of data interpretation and dissemination. While it was a culmination 

to our process, the performance was not viewed as a conclusion, but an invitation to an 

audience of colleagues to engage in an interactive experience that would further 

“generate data.” The goal was not to find direct answers, but to “shape experience and 

enlarge understanding” (Eisner 8). 

While Joe Norris distinguishes playbuilding as a form of participatory research, I 

have chosen to distinguish the collaborative research in this process as participatory 

action research (“Participatory Action Research” 601-604). Positioning playbuilding as a 

form of participatory action research in a professional development context challenges 

the notion of the professional development provider or facilitator as an expert. In this 

process, I started with a broad question and looked to the participants to shape the 

direction of our inquiry. We privileged the relationship between theory and practice, as 

the participants engaged in dialogue to co-construct knowledge. The political focus of our 

inquiry around perspectives in education provoked dialogue around the systems of power 

within education, which embodies the activist commitment to equity and social 

transformation within a participatory action research methodology.  

My own research around the process was guided by a social constructivist 

worldview where I started with broad questions and allowed for the participants to shape 
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the experience and collectively create meaning. This worldview places an emphasis on 

the historical and cultural context of the participants, as well as acknowledges that my 

interpretations as a researcher will be shaped by my own beliefs (Cresswell 8). My goal 

within the process was to construct an understanding of education at Bryant with the 

participants that put their individual and collective interpretations of education in 

conversation with one another. I designed and facilitated this process; I recognize that my 

identity as a white non-Spanish speaking male and outsider to the school community had 

an influence on the overall creation and interpretation of meaning.  

As I share and analyze my research findings, I will privilege the reflections and 

narratives of the teacher participants. My choice to construct knowledge through the 

multiple perspectives of the participants reflects the methodology and philosophy of 

neonarratives. According to Robyn Stewart, an associate professor in visual art at the 

University of South Queensland and expert in practitioner-based research methods, 

neonarratives are “a process for analyzing what actually happened according to the 

people involved” (225). Like playbuilding, this approach acknowledges the collaborative 

relationship between the researcher and participants, and privileges the epistemological 

truth that can be found through analyzing stories (225). In this document, I use an 

interdisciplinary qualitative approach to interpreting and coding the neonarratives 

generated through the process.  

 The line of inquiry within the project and research is also in conversation with the 

critical pedagogical approach to professional development explored in Teachers Act Up! 
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by Melisa Cahnmann-Taylor and Mariana Souto-Manning. They articulate the goals of 

their teacher centered model, arguing: 

We sought to reframe our preparation programs so that participating teachers had 
more opportunities to examine the way power and ideology operated in their own 
lives and in the lives of their students, thereby impacting the potential for teaching 
and learning. (13) 
 

Taylor and Manning’s reflective process was adapted from Augusto Boal’s Theatre of the 

Oppressed (TO), a collection of theatre techniques aimed at generating dialogue about 

systems of oppression. Taylor and Manning’s process used TO techniques to address the 

daily social and political struggles that teachers face in their classrooms and school 

communities. The teachers within the workshop reenacted their stories to collectively 

imagine new solutions to conflicts with co-workers and struggles of power within the 

education system. 

Similar to Teachers Act Up!, the workshops within my playbuilding process 

scaffolded activities to have teachers explore and reflect on power and ideology within 

their classrooms and the education system. However, my process focused on teachers 

within a single school community and used a playbuilding process that worked towards a 

culminating experience constructed by the teachers for their colleagues instead of the 

open workshop model from Teachers Act Up!, which incorporated teachers from many 

different schools. The context of my project also prompted professional development that 

shared focus between the teachers exploring perspectives of education and their 

continuing development of drama-based pedagogical tools.  
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My research explores the potential of playbuilding as professional development 

and as a model for participatory action research. I position teachers as artists and 

researchers within my practice, engaging them in reflective as well as reflexive practice. 

Donald Schӧn and Chris Argyris define the relationship between reflection and reflexive 

practice as “triple loop learning” (Organizational Learning 2). In this thesis, I will 

explore how triple loop learning was activated in multiple levels of the playbuilding 

professional development process.   

In examining the project’s impact, I also consider transformative learning as an 

emergent theme in teacher participation and reflection. Transformative learning theory 

examines how perspective taking allows for the potential to evaluate not just what we 

know, but the way that we know (Kegan 17). This shift from reflective to reflexive 

practice is in conversation with the looped learning cycle. The participants within the 

process engaged in reflection and dialogue that questioned personal, local, and societal 

assumptions about education, which put them in a position to evaluate their own 

pedagogical beliefs. Teachers moved through the levels of the looped learning cycle as 

they moved from questioning actions, to examining their assumptions, and finally to 

making meaning of their questions within a larger context.  

Project Significance  
Nationally there is an interest in improving student engagement and academic 

achievement through programs focused on arts integration and enrichment. In May 2011, 

The President’s Committee on the Arts and Humanities (PCAH) released the report, 

“Reinvesting in Arts Education: Winning America’s Future through Creative Schools.” 
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The report argues for improved access to quality arts-based instruction through the 

synthesis of a number of significant qualitative and quantitative studies. For example, the 

report cites a 1998 Shirley Brice Heath student achievement study, which suggests that 

students who participate in the arts are more likely to have high academic achievement 

and attendance (PCAH 17).  

The PCAH report also discusses the benefits of collaborative teacher centered arts 

programming within school communities. Chicago Arts Partnerships in Education 

(CAPE) is championed for their research that indicates an increased level of teacher 

colleagueship and involvement in school leadership (PCAH 20). The CAPE model is 

driven by partnerships with arts organizations that offer professional development 

opportunities and collaborative research driven by inquiry. Teachers, students, and 

teaching artists engage in larger questions about learning that can be explored across 

grade levels. Findings are shared among the various stakeholders and assessed for their 

ability to impact schools (“Methodology”). The programs discussed in the PCAH report 

are teacher centered and invite teachers to collaborate with artists, rather than implement 

ideas that come from administrators and organizations working outside of their 

community. 

Finally, the PCAH report suggests collaboration between artists, teachers and all 

the stakeholders in education is not only important to building successful program models 

and curriculum, but also to “elevating the position of the arts in the eyes of education 

stakeholders, policy makers, and local school officials” (PCAH 47). The sustainability of 

“arts-rich” schools is determined by the ongoing collaborative research and advocacy 
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efforts of varied stakeholders including partners in higher education and the local artistic 

community. In Austin, Drama for Schools, a program supported by the University of 

Texas at Austin, offers research-based professional development and ongoing support to 

local schools interested in implementing drama-based instruction into their curriculum. 

Since 2011, Drama for Schools has partnered with the Austin Independent School 

District and local arts providers through Mindpop, an organization that is interested in 

bridging the gap to access to the arts for all children in the district. Together, they are 

working to establish and research replicable models for arts-based professional 

development. 

Drama for Schools as a Research-Based Professional Development Model  
This project and research builds on my practical work within the Drama for 

Schools (DFS) professional development model. DFS asserts itself as “an applied theatre 

professional development program that partners with schools and districts interested in 

shifting the learning culture of classrooms” (Dawson, Cawthon, Baker 314). The 

methodology of DFS is based on Lev Vygotsky’s theory of socio constructivism and the 

critical pedagogical epistemology of Paulo Freire  (Dawson, Cawthon, Baker 314). The 

model offers a three-phase constructivist training sequence for teachers in drama-based 

instructional strategies. First, strategies and lessons are modeled for teachers in trainings. 

Then, teachers are supported as they construct and co-teach drama-based lessons in their 

classrooms. Finally, they work towards independent construction and instruction of 

lessons supported through constructive feedback from the drama specialist. As teachers 

move through this process, they are honored as adult learners and experts of their own 
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context. The training and curriculum development asks teachers to draw on their previous 

experiences and prior knowledge. The program model considers the needs of all 

participants and creates spaces for participants to reflect on how the position of their 

identity impacts the “pedagogical act” (314).  

The findings from a study on teacher attitudes and practice done by educational 

researcher Barry Oreck in 2004 indicate the need for more collaborative professional 

development models like Drama for Schools. Oreck argues that programs need to 

generate buy-in from the administration and whole school community, while building 

teacher self-efficacy through authentic arts experiences. The study consisted of a survey 

that examined factors that contribute to and inhibit non-arts teachers from using the arts 

in classroom instruction. Oreck’s findings show that “artistic attitudes” and “self 

confidence” weigh on a teachers likeliness of incorporating the arts into instruction far 

more than a background in the arts (65).  Based on these findings, Oreck makes the 

recommendation that within arts-based professional development:  

Teachers need ongoing support for their own creative and artistic development. 
The predominance of self and personal issues throughout the study strongly 
supports a concentration on teachers’ own creative and artistic skills, attitudes, 
and behaviors. (Oreck 66)  
 

Oreck encourages that teacher motivation is also tied to the culture of the school. For 

many schools, the “open ended” learning that occurs through the arts is a departure from 

the test-driven curriculum (66). The likeliness of a teacher implementing arts-based 

practices is then also dependent on encouragement and external support from 

administration to explore the alternative pedagogies of arts-based instruction. Inspired by 
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Oreck’s recommendations for professional development, the playbuilding project aimed 

to support teacher efficacy in arts-based instruction through the development of the 

teachers’ identity as artistic individuals.  

Organization of Thesis  
Through this thesis document, I tell the story of a playbuilding process positioned 

as professional development. I define this process using the experiences and reflections 

of the participants as co-researchers and collaborators. The document is structured to tell 

the story of their learning and discoveries, while acknowledging my own positionality as 

the storyteller. In chapter two, I present an ethnographic portrait of the location and 

community of Bryant Elementary. I position my project and research within the context 

of the neighborhood, school, and the Drama for Schools professional development model. 

In chapter three I analyze the playbuilding process as professional development, 

presenting the spaces where the teacher ensemble engaged in single, double, and triple 

loop reflective and reflexive practice. In chapter four, I analyze the creation and reception 

of the workshop event that the teachers shared with their colleagues as participatory 

action research. Finally, in chapter five, I examine the reflections of the teachers 

throughout the process, positioning playbuilding as a model for professional learning 

communities that embraces critical pedagogy and transformative learning. I examine the 

practical limitations of playbuilding in educational research and professional 

development. I conclude by making recommendations for the use of teacher-centered 

arts-based processes within professional development in the arts. 
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Marked as Artists  
As I walked through the room, at the conclusion of the installation workshop, I 

saw how teachers had used their newspaper creations to transform and think about their 

classrooms in a new way. The teachers moved through an artistic process where they had 

the space to think, act, and respond to each other’s work as artists. The process offered an 

artistic lens to think critically about classroom culture, while helping the teachers to 

recognize their creative potential as individuals and educators. The transformation of the 

classroom was ephemeral, but the experience offered “new cognitive processes and 

thought patterns” that had the potential to “mark” the teachers’ perceptions of teaching 

and learning and identity as artists (Thompson 61). Applied Theatre Practitioner James 

Thompson interprets the lasting impact that applied theatre processes can have on 

participants as a type of “marking.” Thompson argues that we are “marked” by our past 

experiences and that applied theatre can work to reveal those marks, as well as “offer a 

powerful set of experiences that provide a positive marking moment” (62). In my 

practice-based research of playbuilding, I facilitated an extended artistic process focused 

on the creative and artistic skills, behavior, and attitudes of teachers. In the playbuilding 

workshops they translated their experiences and stories of education into a workshop and 

performance for their colleagues. Through this thesis document, I explore the potential 

markings left by playbuilding as professional development and participatory action 

research on the participating teachers, their school community, and myself.  
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Chapter 2 

To study, you enter into a situation with your whole being, you listen and then 
begin to move around inside it with your imagination. You can study every 
situation you are in. You can learn to read life while life is happening. (Bogart 1) 

 
On a hot Saturday morning, I pull up to Bryant Elementary on my bike. Teachers 

and volunteers are spread across the blacktop, each with a paintbrush hunched over a 

large plastic stencil. Lisa, the art teacher wears a blue apron. Like a mother hen, she 

wanders from person to person checking that everyone is firmly pressing down on the 

plastic to ensure the paint stays inside the stenciled lines. I walk by a large group of 

volunteers from a University of Texas sorority. They are painting a map of the United 

States. I join Melony, the special education teacher, to paint the outline of a 

multiplication chart. We laugh as we check the picture on the directions to make sure our 

math is right. As we pull up our stencils to see our completed masterpieces on the freshly 

washed blacktop, I am surprised to see NFL and national dairy logos on our work. These 

stencils were donated to the district along with a grant to pay for the paint. Across the 

country, schools are branding their blacktops with advertisements.  

The logos on the blacktop are a continued reminder of the encroaching 

privatization and commodification of education. Applied theatre practitioner and 

researcher Helen Nicholson argues that even creativity is being commodified within the 

education system. Nicholson equates creativity to one of the “skills” being taught in 

school purely for its value to the globalized economy. “The twenty-first century emphasis 

on an education for skills has led to policies that are informed by theories of management 

rather than theories of learning” (Nicholson 96). The children’s play on the blacktop and 
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imagined thoughts in the classroom are equally owned and structured by a corporate 

economy.  

Nevertheless, the blacktop painting brought the school together as a community. 

At the end of the day, Betsy the principal, calls everyone to the front walkway. One by 

one, we dip our hands into the paint and make our handprints on the sidewalk. Later, as I 

walk my bike towards the front gate, I look down to see my orange handprint standing 

out as the only one facing the opposite direction.  

 Theatre director Anne Bogart creates performance through a rigorous 

playbuilding process of research and play. In talking about this process, she describes the 

initial research phase as a living study. She immerses herself in the source material, 

listening to what it has to offer, and then by “moving around inside it” (1). For Bogart, 

rehearsal is an extension of this process. “In rehearsal we try to find shapes and forms to 

contain the living question, in the present, on the stage” (4). In this chapter, I present a 

mix of thick description and interviews intertwined to tell the story of this context. In the 

way that Bogart uses rehearsal to “find shapes and forms to contain the living questions” 

I revisit the stories of this context, looking to get tangled up in their threads, and find 

meaning in their words.  

Bryant Elementary School 
Bryant Elementary School is located on the East side of Austin, Texas about a 

mile from the center of downtown. The school serves a total of 232 students, 97% of 

whom are classified as economically disadvantaged. Seventy-five percent of the students 

are Hispanic, 24% are African American, and 1% are Caucasian. Forty-one percent of the 
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students are English language learners whose primary language is Spanish (Bryant Grant 

Application).  

The school opened in 1891 to serve the African-American community of the 

neighborhood. It originally went under a different name, which was changed in 1936 

when the school moved to its current location. The current name was given to 

commemorate a well-known African-American administrator in education (Clark-

Madison).  

Bryant remains ethnically diverse, but like its central East Austin neighborhood, 

the demographics have shifted. In just the last decade there has been a twenty seven 

percent decrease in the amount of African-American residents (Castillo). With the rise in 

housing taxes, many African American families have left, Hispanic families have 

remained, and the neighborhood has had an influx of white residents wanting to live 

closer to downtown. Even with the influx of residents, Bryant continues to be under 

enrolled. The school, with capacity for five hundred students has only two hundred and 

fifty, which makes it a target for closure during lean fiscal years. In an article from the 

Austin American Statesman, Rudy Williams, an African-American resident who has 

lived in Central East Austin for 30 years, reflects on the ongoing discussion about his 

neighborhood saying, “Neighborhoods are valuable. The people in them are valuable 

even if they’re poor” (Castillo).   

Getting to Bryant 
To get to Bryant Elementary from UT, I ride my bike South through downtown 

Austin and East underneath the freeway. At night, light fixtures that are encapsulated 



 17 

within large dinosaur like vertebrae illuminate the path. A few years ago this art 

installation was constructed both as a practical solution to make the parking underneath 

the freeway safer and to act as an artistic bridge between the East and West sides of town. 

The freeway was erected in the 1950’s and reinforced the dividing line between the 

wealthier predominantly white West side of Austin and poorer ethnically diverse East 

side. Although, the segregation goes back even further to Austin’s 1928 master plan, 

which created a “negro district” on the East side. Today, the neighborhood maintains a 

relatively high population of black and Hispanic residents, but the rapid growth of the 

city has caused a shift in the demographic and begun to change its cultural landscape 

(Castillo). 

I ride down a corridor of artisan boutiques, restaurants, and modern lofts, 

populated by a mix of young professionals and hipster artists. Most of them moved to the 

East side of Austin for school, work, or the local arts and music scene. In the midst of all 

the development stands the historic Victory Grill. This Austin music establishment was 

opened in 1945 as a bar for black soldiers returning home from the war. The vibrant 

murals on the side of the building depict the venue’s history of jazz and blues concerts. 

Next door, an African American Culture and Heritage center nears completion. The 

completion of this building marks another effort to keep a foothold in the neighborhood’s 

roots. Many fear that Bryant Elementary will be swallowed up by the neighborhood 

gentrification, but I am told that like the Victory Grill, the school’s roots in the local 

African American history and culture will help it persevere. There is a marker in front of 
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the school building for Austin’s registry of historically significant places, which could 

help to ensure the longtime survival of the building.  

I often stop at a coffee shop down the block from the school to prepare lessons 

and pickup extra coffee for the teachers who have already had a long day. Over time, I 

have learned that coffee and chocolate are the way to a teacher’s heart, especially when 

you are asking them to spend extra hours after school. When the clock strikes three, 

students file out of the school to walk home on their own. One of the teachers explains 

that most of the students walk to school, as they live just up the street in a housing project 

that was built in the 1930’s. This past year, the city of Austin was awarded a $300,000 

planning grant to develop mixed income housing in its place. Most see the development 

as an improvement to the neighborhood, but I was also told that the demolition of the 

housing project could mean the relocation of its residents and potentially the closure of 

the school.  

On a Tour of Bryant 
  “If you ask anybody and they say Bryant isn’t old, it’s old,” a fifth grade student 

comments as I follow her down the hallway. Her interview is part of an after-school 

audio documentary project exploring Bryant through the eyes of its students (“A Day at 

Bryant”). On our tour, we encounter a banner near the front entrance of the school that 

boldly displays the text, “We are College Bound.” There are flags for each of the 

universities in Texas, including Texas State, The University of Texas at Austin, and 

Huston-Tillotson, a historically black college located just one block away from Bryant. 

We look at the banner and I ask her which college she hopes to attend. “Howard,” she 
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tells me with a vibrant smile. “That’s where my Mom went to school in Washington 

D.C.” I ask her what she hopes to be when she grows up. “A singer,” she says. She then 

tells me that she has all ready made a number of blues recordings with her uncle.  

 On our tour, we make our way upstairs and walk through an entire hallway lined 

with large empty unused classrooms. I peer through the windows to see that the only 

occupants are empty cubicles and boxes. I later learn that this floor has been taken over 

by the district and is used primarily for office spaces. The abundant space is another 

reminder of the school’s enrollment struggles.  

We complete our interview and the student walks out of school and crosses the 

street to her grandmother’s home. Her grandmother, like many of the students’ parents 

and grandparents at Bryant is a longtime East Austin neighborhood resident. The 

comment about Bryant being old probably rings true to Eastside residents like this 

student’s grandmother, but to an outsider, the school’s pristine appearance suggests a 

different story. Her words, however, are not tied to the building, but to the long and 

complicated history of the neighborhood and school.  

The Shifting Currents of Bryant’s History 
In an articled titled “Loving and Fighting” reporter Mike Clark-Madison digs into 

the Bryant’s past, taking us to 1894 when Bryant existed as a grammar school for 

“colored youth.” In 1933 it was finally rebuilt in a new location when the conditions were 

reported “deplorable” with eleven instructors responsible for four hundred and fifty 

students. From the thirties to the seventies the school was lead by a notable progressive 

educator and principal. During his leadership, he collaborated with social service 
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agencies and employed the first hot lunch program in the district. He is best known for 

building the first library in a black school in the southwest. He was influential in the 

school and community, helping a lot of under-resourced youth successfully navigate 

through the school system. Into the eighties there were attempts to integrate the school 

through bussing and the nineties brought a streak of unsuccessful and fluctuating 

principals. Ultimately, Madison attributes the ongoing struggles of the school to the 

inconsistency of leadership and support.   

Madison elaborates on the school’s more recent past describing some of the 

“tough love” Bryant received as a “Blueprint Campus.” In addition to Bryant, five other 

schools were selected in 2002 to take part in the “Austin Blueprint to Leave No Child 

Left Behind” initiative. According to the AISD superintendent at the time, this initiative 

was about providing low performing schools with “new approaches to instruction” and 

“new and higher expectations for students, teachers, and parents” (Austin Blueprint). 

Madison reports that the staff was frustrated with the principal and regulations. They 

were poised to leave, when the school unexpectedly received test scores that showed 

dramatic improvement. Unfortunately, the principal had altered the tests in an attempt to 

shift his reputation. This is just one account of how the transient administration at the 

school looked for quick solutions to the challenges of supporting this school and 

community. A parent during the time comments: “The constant changes… always made 

me feel like the kids were the reason people weren’t staying around, that they were un-

teachable, and that’s so untrue” (Madison). Madison intertwines Bryant’s struggle with 



 21 

the neighborhood, asking whether it’s worth it to put up so much fight for just one 

campus. What’s at stake?  

No school in Austin has a history like Bryant, which embodies all too clearly and 
powerfully the fluctuating fortunes of Central East Austin -- once black, now 
Latino, never wealthy, but once vital, then blighted, and now something else 
again. (Madison) 

 
 Bryant’s complicated history of shifting administration and outsiders trying to 

find quick solutions drives my desire to make this a dialogic process that privileges the 

voices of those who historically may not have been heard. I recognize my positionality as 

a white middle-class male and my inability to speak Spanish in a school where the 

majority of the teachers and students are bi-lingual. I feel the weight of responsibility to 

avoid being an echo of the past. I don’t want be a part of the cycle of white folks coming 

in from the outside and telling this community I know how to solve their problems. How 

can I be conscious of community history and my positionality throughout my project?  

Bryant through the Eyes of its Teachers 
Melony is a special education teacher at Bryant and was one of the ensemble 

members in the playbuilding project. I sat down with her for an interview in the spring 

before we began working on the project. We talked a bit about the changes in 

administration and new initiatives the school was adopting, including the push to bring 

more arts to the school. She said that she had seen a lot of changes at the school in her 

relatively short time on faculty. Bryant was the first of six schools in the district to 

become a “blueprint” campus. A product of No Child Left Behind, this status meant that 

the school received more funding, but had to abide by more strict regulations. Melony 
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started subbing at Bryant when it still had “Blueprint” status and stayed to see the campus 

achieve a “recognized” status2.  

This is a school that’s gone through lots of changes as far as administration and 
other things. They were academically unacceptable at one point, when I came in, 
and a couple of years ago we were recognized. We took it from bottom to top. 
(Personal Interview) 

 
Melony tells me she started her teaching career as a temp job. She subbed around 

the district, but frequented Bryant as a sort of home base. Eventually they hired her on as 

a teacher’s assistant and substitute for special education. She laughs, telling me,  “They 

thought I had a connection with ‘those’ kinds of kids.” Four years later, she is still 

teaching special education at Bryant with a para-professional certification. Even though 

Melony is quick to brush it off or make a joke, it’s evident that she cares deeply for her 

students and her job as an educator. Her determination is reflected when she says, “I feel 

that kids can do way more than we think they can. Even when we know them really 

well.”  

 Emilio, a fifth grade bilingual teacher, reflects this same investment in the 

students and community at Bryant. He sees the students and their experiences at Bryant 

reflected in his past. Like many of the teachers at Bryant, he is in an alternative 

certification program where he teaches in a classroom with a probationary certification, 

while simultaneously doing the outside tests and course work to get certified. As a 

teacher and a person, Emilio is a storyteller. He has held a lot of jobs, including work as 

                                                
2 According to the Texas Education Association, the “recognized” ranking indicates that 75% of the 
school’s students passed the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills examination and 85% of the students 
completed it. The school must also have a 0.7 or lower dropout rate (“Accountability Rating System”).  
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an actor with a local theatre company. I met him for an interview over iced coffee at an 

old Austin bar and café prior to beginning the project. Like teaching, Emilio got into 

theatre in a roundabout way. He tells me the story: 

When I moved to Austin, I met a girl and I told her that I was into Shakespeare, so 
then I started reading Shakespeare to her over the phone. So she said let’s go see a 
play and I went to go see a play and it was the first [Shakespeare] play that I had 
seen. I was just sittin there and I said ‘I could do that.’ (Personal Interview) 

 
Emilio attributes many of the successes in his life to the theatre. Moving through 

the public education system had never been easy for him as a bilingual student that had 

difficulty staying engaged. He had used performance as a sort of coping mechanism 

growing up. This wasn’t performance in the sense of a formal play, but the everyday 

“performance” of various identities. He tells me about the split life he led, using 

performance to constantly switch identities between an “inner city Mexican kid” and 

“white hippie kid.” He tells me, “I was always playing characters. I think when I started 

acting I became myself. All of those were just roles.”   

For Emilio, going back to school as an adult and participating in the theatre have 

been part of a journey to understanding his past experiences with the education system. I 

asked Emilio how his experiences translated to the way he taught now. He responded: 

My experience as a Mexican American who knew Spanish first, who remembers 
being utterly confused between the ages of seven and fifteen. Who didn’t start 
understanding things until he was fifteen. Until I dropped out of school and 
started reading on my own. It makes sense now. I started doing the research right 
after. I wanted to understand why when I was in school I was low or had trouble 
and then when I go and take entrance exams to get into college I was high. 
(Personal Interview)  
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Emilio will tell you that he is first and foremost a bilingual educator. He attributes many 

of the problems in the education system to the lack of bilingual education. He believes in 

the success of his students, especially if they are taught in ways that are relevant to their 

language, culture, and lives. He told me a story about some of the boys that were having 

difficulty in his class.  

I pulled the four Sped [special education] boys. They didn’t turn in any of their 
homework. I took them outside in the hall and I told them, ‘I was in the same sort 
of boat that you guys are in when I was your age. I know that you can do the 
homework. I’m not asking you to do it perfectly. I’m asking you to do your best. 
That’s all that’s important. (Personal Interview) 

 
Emilio hadn’t been around as long as Melony, but his life experiences provided 

insight into the lives of the students and school community. As the school went through 

constant changes in administration and initiatives, both of these teachers put student 

learning as their priority. Bryant was a home and the people there, especially the students, 

were like family.  

Melony and Emilio both cared deeply about the success of the students. With this 

in mind, I was curious to find out how the teachers viewed a sudden shift in focus to 

incorporating the arts. I asked Melony what the teachers thought about the principal’s 

proposal to invest in arts programming. She responded:  

When the idea first came up at the end of last semester, our first thought was 
Fame. Is it gonna be like [the movie] Fame? We weren’t really sure what that 
meant. We talked about integrating arts into the academic core curriculum. It 
seemed like one of those things… There are skeptics of it. That sounds good in 
theory, but really is this gonna help them succeed, help them pass the old STAAR 
test. It all comes down to the testing. I think were starting to get more believers. 
People who see that it can work. Were not sacrificing academics for the arts. We 
want to join them together. (Personal Interview) 
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As Melony mentions, success in integrating the arts at Bryant cannot be separated 

from how the students perform on tests. This is a theme that I encounter talking to 

teachers throughout the school. From their remarks, I derive that there is a binary culture 

of success and failure at Bryant that is fueled by academic performance. For these 

students and community, performing well academically equates directly to better 

opportunities in life.  

Building a Vocabulary for “Arts-Rich” 
 “Arts-rich” is language that was introduced to the district by Mindpop. This 

Austin based organization was established in 2009 with the intention of bridging the gap 

to access in the arts by pooling resources and opening the channel of communication 

between stakeholders in the schools and arts community (“Any Given Child Initiative”). 

Mindpop partnered with leaders and researchers from the Austin Independent School 

District, higher education, the City of Austin, the local arts and cultural community, and 

the local funding community through the Kennedy Center for the Arts “Any Given Child 

Initiative” with the goal of “creating a long range arts education plan for students in 

grades K-8” (“Any Given Child Initiative”). Mindpop, in consultation with the Kennedy 

Center, conducted a survey throughout the district, to better understand the conditions for 

equity and access to the arts. Simultaneously, they met with community leaders, artists, 

and teachers from the fields of arts and education to engage in dialogue around “arts-

rich” practices. The result of these efforts led to a ten-year plan that outlines the needs, 

conditions, and recommendations for making every school in the Austin Independent 

School district “arts-rich.” It includes suggestions for developing partnerships with local 
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arts organizations to lead professional development, as well as ensuring that schools have 

access to field trips and full time arts instructors.  

Mindpop’s work dovetails with the Austin Independent School District’s pilot 

program to create models for “arts rich” campuses. AISD established a series of schools 

as “fine arts academies.” The vertical alignment is formed by six elementary schools that 

feed into a middle school and then high school. Progression through the vertical 

alignment includes increased opportunities to engage with the arts inside and outside of 

the curriculum. 

In the spring of 2012, Dr. Brent Hasty, the executive director of Mindpop called 

together stakeholders from both the arts and education community to announce,  “An 

anonymous donor who is a leader in the creative industries has donated $1 million to 

support arts-rich schools in the Austin Independent School District” (Culpepper). In 

addition to funding the middle and high school in the fine arts vertical alignment, the 

funding would be allotted to “any elementary school in the district with 60% lower 

income students.” These schools could use the funds to establish partnerships and 

projects with outside arts organizations. I attended another gathering primarily populated 

by arts educators from the community where Dr. Hasty outlined the plan of action for 

distributing the grants. These grants came in the form of smaller sums to fund individual 

projects and a larger Austin Creative Classroom Fund grant to employ large-scale 

projects and visions for arts implementation.  

Bryant applied for but didn’t receive the $100,000 grant from Mindpop, but the 

principal’s leadership and commitment to increasing opportunities for her faculty and 
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students, put the school in a position to build partnerships and work towards their own 

vision of becoming the first elementary fine arts academy. The Drama for Schools (DFS) 

professional development program at UT was looking for a new school partnership and 

Bryant Elementary fit the DFS program funder’s profile. The school agreed to send six 

teachers to the DFS Summer Institute and engage in a year-long partnership with DFS. 

The Summer Institute is an intensive two-week full day training where teachers learn and 

practice facilitating drama-based instructional strategies. The year-long partnership 

program between Bryant and Drama for Schools included three all school trainings and 

four trainings for a smaller cadre of ten teachers. The cadre teachers also worked with 

“drama specialists,” graduate student teaching artists, to create and implement arts-

integrated lessons based on their curriculum.  

I came to Bryant to pitch my research project only a few months after Betsy Jones 

had taken over as principal of the campus. The AISD fine arts director had been in 

contact with her and pointed me towards Bryant, knowing the principal had a vested 

interest in bringing more arts programming to the school. In our first meeting, I was 

surprised at how eager the principal was to begin a partnership with Drama for Schools 

and hear about my research project. She returned all of my emails and quickly set up 

meetings and opportunities for me to observe the teachers. In our early talks, I discovered 

that the DFS partnership and my research fit into Betsy’s larger vision of Bryant 

becoming an “arts-rich” campus and hopefully receiving recognition from the district as a 

“Fine Arts Academy.” It was evident that Betsy already had a vocabulary for the arts in 

schools movement that was surfacing in Austin. In addition to my research and DFS 
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professional development, the principal instituted “enrichment Fridays” where they used 

their internal staff and hired outside arts organization to offer enrichment activities to 

every student on every Friday afternoon. The activities ranged from drama, to folk 

dancing, to yoga. 

All of the stakeholders involved with arts programming at Bryant wanted to know 

the answer to the same question, “What does it mean to be arts-rich?” Drama for Schools 

had previously done the majority of its work outside of the Austin district, but Mindpop 

and the Kennedy Center’s Any Given Child Initiative had paved the way for a large-scale 

commitment to arts integration in AISD. Bryant offered DFS an opportunity to pilot and 

research a model for the new Mindpop professional development partnership that could 

be replicated by other schools and arts organizations across the district. My initial 

research was informed by the investment of Mindpop, Drama for Schools, and the 

principal at Bryant. “Arts-rich” was being designed on paper, in meetings, and through 

action plans, but I entered Bryant Elementary looking to explore its meaning through a 

research and professional development process that positioned teachers in the roles of 

artist and researcher. 

Defining “Arts-Rich” at Bryant 
Bryant’s investment in the question, “What does it mean to be arts-rich” is rooted 

in the mission of the principal who came into the school with a strong vision. A vision 

that is entangled both in the history and culture of the school, as well as Betsy’s own 

complicated relationship to the arts. Betsy sat down with me for an interview to discuss 

her thoughts on the arts and vision for Bryant as an “arts-rich campus.” While anxious to 
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get started, she admitted to being nervous. She had no previous experience in theatre. Her 

long career in education goes back to her years as a counselor and elementary teacher, but 

her relationship to the arts and investment in arts education spring from the relationship 

she has with her daughter. In our interview, Betsy recalled:  

She was a top scholar. And when she decided to go into theatre arts my heart was 
broken. I hated it. I wanted her to do anything else. You know as parents when 
you come from a low SES background parents are telling kids you need to go out. 
You need to be a doctor. Be a lawyer. Do something that’s going to bring in 
money. We’re kind of raised with that frame of mind. I wanted her to do 
something different. (Personal Interview) 

 
It was difficult for Betsy to see her daughter in a field without a definitive future. 

She herself had worked hard to move to Austin and improve upon the life she had 

growing up in El Paso. For Betsy, education was a “break.” It was a way to escape her 

previous life and see new possibilities. She sees the students at Bryant in a similar cycle 

and views education as a way for the students to break with their cycle.  

To break our cycle we had to leave El Paso. Otherwise we would still be in that 
same cycle. Where your living in that neighborhood or housing project where 
your grandmother lived there, your great grandparents lived there. Now you’re 
having your own children and you’re living there. And it continues just because 
your not exposed to how differently things can be. (Personal Interview) 

 
Betsy’s words are reflected in an interview I conducted with a student about his 

thoughts on school. I asked him what he wanted to be when he grew up. He told me, “I 

want to learn to pass school. To go on and not be in the streets. To help people to get out 

of jail.” His teacher helped to clarify and translate the question into Spanish. The student 

struggled to find the words for his answer in English. He said, “El abogado” in spanish; 

his teacher translated, telling me “He wants be a lawyer.” The student went on to explain, 
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“You know, not working in the sun outside. Just being in the office right there… like 

bring me coffee. Bring me papers…. a good job.” This particular student’s story went on 

to be discussed and represented in our playbuilding workshops. Through the teachers’ 

stories, I came to understand his thoughts as emblematic of many migrant Spanish-

speaking students making their way through Bryant and through the Texas education 

system. Education was a “break,” a way to escape a life of hard labor jobs where you 

work in the sun all day.  

Applied theatre practitioner James Thompson discusses the idea of a “break,” in 

relation to the theatre. “Success in gaining work in theatre is called a ‘break.’ A ‘lucky 

break,’ a ‘well-earned break’-- but a break all the same. It isn’t called a mend” 

(Thompson 25). For Thompson, there is a sense of violence in using this term to describe 

a form of success. One leaves something behind while forcefully entering the unknown. 

Thompson equates the “break” to “bewilderment” describing it as “both the disruptions 

faced by various populations or communities as they shift in place and time, and the 

questions that emerge from the re-location of theatre forms to new arenas” (Thompson 

25). For most at Bryant, success in education is viewed as an opportunity for students to 

break from their cycle of previous experiences. At the same time, the education system 

enforces policies that equate to a different kind of “break,” one more akin to Thompson’s 

notion of a break as a type of “dislocation.”  The education system in Texas often 

neglects the prior knowledge and needs of the diverse student population in favor of a 

standardized approach to learning and assessment that has perpetuated a cycle of 

academic failure and in turn poverty for these students. I wonder: How can theatre 
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support a positive break for this community? Theatre has a long tradition in the schools, 

but what questions arise as we seek to make theatre part of a system driven by prescribed 

curriculum and standardized testing?  

I encountered many different interpretations of the “break” in the interactions I 

had with the Bryant Community leading up to our research project. In the Summer 

Institute where I first worked with the Bryant teachers, I facilitated an activity where the 

Bryant teachers were asked to create three-dimensional models of their individual 

teaching philosophies. Lisa, the art teacher, crafted an intricate grouping of roses with 

thorny tangled stems reaching outward. After the group attempted to process out her 

metaphor, she described her project saying:  

I became a teacher because when I was young we were super poor, bad family 
situation, low socio-economic circumstances. My way out of that was education. I 
always feel like there is a kid somewhere just like me. It’s like the kids that we 
teach, who are from that low SES circumstance and one of the only ways they are 
going to get out of it is to become educated. It’s the ‘way out of the thorns’ the 
way to get them out of their situations. (Personal Interview)  

 
The fifth grade teacher made an island with a volcano rising out of the middle. 

Surrounding the volcano is a web.  The group analyzed the work, comparing the volcano 

to knowledge in the classroom. She agreed with their analysis, but emphasized the 

importance of the web as a link to the outside world. 

In my classroom I was really big on making connections. To other texts, to their 
lives, to the world. I want them to see themselves in a world larger than the 
community that they reside or live in. (Personal Interview)  

 
Betsy, as principal, saw her position at Bryant as an opportunity for a “break.” 

After seeing her daughter’s work as a teaching artist at a theatre in Austin, she was 
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inspired and saw the potential for theatre as an educational tool. She heard about the 

opening for a principal position at Bryant and saw it as an opportunity to explore this 

potential and connect with her daughter.  

The principal here decided to retire. At the same time The Kennedy Center ‘Any 
Given Child’ grant came through. And we thought, ‘what a wonderful place. I 
want to go to Bryant Elementary. Make it a performing arts school’ is what we 
first said… And I can really tap into my daughter’s interests. That’s where theatre 
came into place. (Personal Interview)  
 
Betsy knew the intrinsic value of the art form and attributed it to the things she 

appreciated and admired about her daughter’s personality. Betsy told me, “I mean 

everything about her now that I just really love. The way she interacts with people. I 

know that it came from her work with theatre.” Part of the choice to pursue the position at 

Bryant and implement arts programming involved insuring access for the students in the 

community whose parent’s couldn’t afford to enroll their students in the arts. Like the 

other teachers, Betsy also held onto the idea of education and the arts as a break from 

previous cycles. 

I think, what a great opportunity for our students. Because they need exposure to 
so much. They need exposure to the rest of the world right now. Their world is 
this little environment that they’re living in and we’re just going to continue that 
cycle if we don’t expose them to more and show them [more]. (Personal 
Interview) 

 
Even with such a strong investment that sprung from her relationship to her 

daughter, Betsy questioned how theatre would function at Bryant.  “How am I going to 

justify a school that hasn’t historically done well on state assessments? How am I going 

to justify bringing in performing arts?” Looking at the history of the school, Betsy’s 

concerns are realistic. Like all Austin public schools, visibility and support are 
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intrinsically tied to how the students perform academically. She is accountable to the 

system.  

I personally struggled with James Thompson’s notion of a “break” as I tried to 

imagine a theatre process that would best serve this community. For Thompson, there is a 

sense of “bewilderment” in applied theatre that is encompassed by the “questions that 

emerge from the re-location of theatre forms to new arenas” (25). Before the project even 

began a sense of bewilderment emerged for me surrounding how I viewed my work and 

research at the school. I wondered if the arts were the “break” that this community really 

needed. Can the arts truly function as a break within this system? How much am I as an 

artist willing to break from my pedagogical beliefs and practice to support success within 

this system?   

 In crafting an ethnographic portrait of Bryant and its context, I found myself 

questioning the goals of my research and project in the context of the larger system. I 

recognized that my own beliefs around the arts and education have the potential to clash 

with an education system where the only “break” is a narrow view of learning and 

success shaped by standardized testing. I struggle with the idea of the arts being 

transformed and incorporated to serve an education system that has historically failed to 

support the needs of this diverse school and community. Lynn Fels, an educational 

researcher, describes the process of  “performative inquiry” in terms of how “tugs on the 

sleeve,” or individual moments in practice where a participant says or does something 

that catches us unaware, inform our pedagogy. These moments allow us to question our 

known knowledge base and consider alternative understandings of our participants (Fels). 
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Entering this story, engaging in dialogue with this community, caused a moment of 

performative inquiry that propelled my research in a different direction.  

In Bryant’s application for the Mindpop “Creative Classroom Initiative” grant, the 

principal asks, “What has inspired us to take this step?” The response describes the 

benefits the school has seen from the efforts their teachers have already made to expose 

students to cultural arts. It concludes with the statement: “The ‘change’ we seek is 

preservation, preservation of the rich inner city culture in the limelight for the rest of the 

world to experience it” (Application May 2012). I wonder: How do you put preservation 

in conversation with change? Educational philosopher Paulo Freire defines “vital 

knowledge” as “the knowledge that sees history as possibility and not as already 

determined. The world is not finished. It’s always in the process of becoming” (Freire 

72). In working with this population, I wonder how Freire’s concept of vital knowledge 

can frame the arts not as a “break,” but as part of a style of teaching and learning that 

embraces the “preservation” that Bryant seeks-- a type of preservation that embraces the 

“rich inner city culture” while interrogating the structures of power that inhibit its 

perseverance within education. In other words, how can an arts-based research process 

put education at Bryant “in the limelight?” 

Bryant Elementary, its teachers, principal and school community became the 

focus of this MFA thesis project and research. My original intention was to use an arts-

based research process in the context of professional development to engage teachers in 

capturing, articulating, and understanding the experiences and moments of practice that 

define “arts-rich” for their community. Instead we enacted a research process that 
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encapsulated the teachers’ need to reflect, to question, and collectively create an enlarged 

understanding of their own identities, pedagogy, and practice as educators at Bryant.  

Helen Nicholson reminds us in reference to the idea of “praxis” that “all 

knowledge is contextually bound” (Applied Drama 44).  This is based in Paulo Freire’s 

understanding of praxis as action and reflection on the world. Nicholson argues that 

praxis brings together the “how” and “why” questions in order to “establish a clear 

rationale for practice” (Applied Drama 39).  While my original research was guided by 

the investment of the district in “arts-rich” education, it shifted to a space of advocacy 

and praxis. In order to understand what “arts-rich” meant at Bryant, I saw the need to 

engage the teachers in an “arts-rich” exploration of their context. Through an authentic 

experience as artists, we would come to know one another and the school in new ways. 

Through praxis, Nicholson sees education as “the dynamic process of coming ‘face to 

face’ with other knowing subjects” (Applied Drama 55). The community at Bryant has 

historically had stakeholders from outside giving them suggestions on what was best for 

their needs. My goal was to engage in a playbuilding process that created a space for 

teachers from the school to look at their roles critically and imagine possibilities from 

new perspectives.  

In this chapter, I examined a community’s needs from multiple perspectives. I 

positioned Bryant in the context of its neighborhood, history, and Austin Independent 

School District. I provided a portrait of a community of teachers, administrators, and arts 

providers attempting to define what it means to be “arts-rich.” In exploring this context, I 

engaged in reflexive practice, questioning the motives behind my own research. In the 
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next chapter, I present the practical framework and qualitative data that resulted from my 

playbuilding project and research with the teacher participants. I analyze this data 

through the theoretical lens of Donald Schön’s looped learning cycle to explore 

playbuilding in the context of professional development and participatory action research. 
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Chapter 3 

In the Drama for Schools model teachers are asked to “wear two hats” thinking of 

themselves as both facilitators and participants. This metaphor is enacted in the way that 

teachers reflect on drama-based strategies and lessons. After they play through the 

activity, the DFS trainer facilitates a questioning sequence that begins with: “What did 

we do?” The objective is to get teachers to recall and describe their experiences as 

participants. This question is followed by analysis. The facilitator asks: “What cognitive 

skills did we use in the activity?” Finally, teachers are asked to consider applications that 

relate to their curriculum: “Where in your curriculum might you want your students to 

use these cognitive skills?” The acronym “D.A.R.” or describe, analyze, and relate is 

used to remember this questioning sequence that moves from lower to higher order 

thinking skills in Blooms Taxonomy (Artifact). When teachers use this questioning 

sequence in their classroom, we encourage them to ask “relate” questions that help 

students to think about how the activity or drama relates to their lives, connecting the 

ideas to their prior knowledge and ever developing worldview. As I consider this 

reflective process, I wonder how can professional development provide an opening for 

teachers to relate their work to their lives? 

 The Drama for Schools approach focuses on shifting the learning culture of the 

classroom through the use of drama-based instructional strategies across the curriculum. 

Although teachers participate in and learn to facilitate aesthetic activities with students 

and occasionally engage in action research projects on their own use of drama within the 

non-arts curriculum, the DFS program does not offer an extended artistic process where 
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teachers get to explore outside of the curriculum and reflect on their personal and 

professional lives. In my project, I invited teachers to wear the third hat of co-

artist/researcher. We engaged in playbuilding, a collaborative research process that asked 

teachers to simultaneously think as an artist and researcher, while collectively 

constructing knowledge about who they are and what they believe.  

 In this chapter, I examine the impact of playbuilding, a collaborative arts-based 

research methodology and process, which I apply to a professional development context. 

I describe the practical activities and research involved within the playbuilding process. I 

examine the participation of the teachers as co-researchers through the lens of reflective 

practitioner research. Using themes generated with the teacher participants, I code and 

analyze the data from the playbuilding workshops. These themes are used to unpack the 

process and trace the paths of reflection that lead to critical inquiry and reflexive practice. 

I conclude the chapter by looking at the tensions of implementing a participatory action 

research methodology in a professional development context.  

Playbuilding 
Joe Norris, a professor at Brock University in Canada and artistic director of the 

Mirror Theatre, argues that the intent of playbuilding is to “provide evocative texts that 

invite live audiences to engage in discussion for the mutual learning of all” (21). Norris’ 

methodology of playbuilding as qualitative research reimagines the traditional notion that 

there are three distinct stages of research: data collection, analysis, and dissemination. 

Instead, Norris offers the alternative stages of “data generation, interpretation, and 

dissemination” (22). Unlike other forms of arts-based research like ethnodrama, these 
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stages often occur simultaneously (22). Playbuilding as professional development 

positions teachers as artists and researchers to deepen their artistic identity and create a 

productive space for reflective as well as reflexive practice.   

Playbuilding: Participants as Researchers  
In playbuilding participants are positioned as collaborators and co-researchers. In 

other qualitative methodologies participants primarily function as a “data source,” 

contributing data to the research in the form of interviews and focus groups. Their role 

within the research often ends after the data is collected. As a collaborator, all 

participants in the playbuilding process take part in the analysis and dissemination of 

research. All are stakeholders, as the line is blurred between researcher and participant.   

 In the research that I conducted prior to the playbuilding project, the participants 

primarily served as “data sources.” The teachers participated in interviews and focus 

groups. Once we began the playbuilding process, however, they actively engaged in 

drama-based activities that allowed us to collectively “generate data.” Norris uses the 

term “data generation” in place of collection, arguing, “the data cannot be separated from 

the research act” (24). The drama activities we used in our process drew on embodied and 

imaginative knowledge co-constructed through experience. This type of knowledge 

allows for multiple perspectives and encourages participants as researchers to question 

their own knowledge base.   
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Playbuilding at Bryant Project Model  
The Drama for Schools professional development program and playbuilding 

workshops intersected with one another at Bryant. Both of these programs worked with 

teachers from the school during the fall semester of 2012. The Drama for Schools cadre 

consisted of ten teachers that committed to attending trainings and working with a 

teaching artist to plan and facilitate drama lessons in their classrooms. Five of the 

teachers that participated in the cadre also participated in the playbuilding project and 

research. The staff that attended the whole school trainings also attended the sharing that 

occurred at the end of the playbuilding process.  

The six playbuilding workshops took place between October 11 and November 

29th 2012. Each of these workshops took place after school and lasted for approximately 

three hours. My initial guiding question for the process, “What does it mean to be an arts-

rich campus?” was meant to facilitate reflection around the teachers’ experiences with 

Drama for Schools (DFS) professional development model and its place within an arts-

rich campus. The workshops were scheduled to take place the weeks following DFS 

trainings with the intent of having the teachers use their experiences in the trainings as a 

starting point for discussion. As the research and playbuilding focus shifted to “What is 

education at Bryant,” the gaps between workshops weren’t as vital to our reflective 

process. 
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 The arc of the workshops was designed to support the professional development 

of the teachers in the aesthetic tools and process of playbuilding, while also providing 

lenses to focus areas of research. The first three workshops were “process driven” with an 

emphasis on the experience of the participants and the exploration of ideas, stories, and 

themes. Participants generated data through their participation in theatre exercises and 

dialogue that explored perceptions of education at Bryant. Joe Norris calls this stage 

“data generation” rather than “collection” within the playbuilding methodology because it 

acknowledges the connection between the data and theatrical frame that produced it. For 

Norris, data can never be separated from the research act (24). Workshops four and five 

moved from “data generation” to “data interpretation,” asking participants to begin to 

synthesize our findings and translate the data we generated into scenes and activities for 

the sharing with their colleagues. In the last workshop, we finalized the scenes and 

activities for the sharing and thought about how the material could scaffold a line of 

inquiry that translated the experience and exploration the teachers had had within the 

workshops.  Figure 1 illustrates the work flow of the workshops and their connection to 

Norris’ stages of research within playbuilding.  
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Figure 1: Stages of Research  

 Each workshop had essential questions that provided focus for the research and 

development of an artistic skillset. Table 1 below lists the artistic and research focus of 

each workshop. In the first few workshops, the artistic questions helped to provide an 

anchor for the types of aesthetic activities we used to “generate data.” The artistic focus 

then shifted to reflect the process of taking what we had created and deciding how we 

wanted to share that information with our audience. The research focus for each of these 

workshops provided a frame for the content that was explored through the activities. The 

frame for the first day put a broader focus on education with activities like the “education 

machine” where participants brainstormed and enacted different parts of the education 

system. The frame for the second workshop focused in on teachers, asking the 

participants to examine how teachers are represented and how they view themselves. The 

third workshop narrowed the focus to look at how education functioned at the 

participants’ school.  The research focus in workshops four through six moved into 

interpreting the data that was generated in the first three workshops and thinking about 

how to disseminate or share that data through performance.  

Data	  Generation	  

• Workshops	  
1,2,3	  
• Artistic	  
Exploration	  and	  
Dialogue	  	  

Data	  
Interpretation	  

• Workshops	  
4,5,6	  
• Synthesizing	  
Qindings	  	  and	  
Translating	  
ideas	  for	  
performance	  	  

Data	  
Dissemination	  

• Faculty	  Event	  
• Sharing	  
Exploration	  and	  
Inquiry	  	  
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Table 1: Artistic and Research Focus for Workshops  

Playbuilding at Bryant Participants  
 The playbuilding project was part of a much larger partnership between Drama 

for Schools and Bryant. The summer prior to the playbuilding project, six teachers from 

Bryant attended the Drama for Schools Summer Institute, where they spent two full 

Workshop Stage of Research Focus Questions to Structure Workshop  
Workshop 

#1 

Data Generation  Research Focus: What is encompassed within the 
larger picture of education? 
 
Artistic Focus: How can we use images to represent 
abstract concepts and ideas? 

Workshop 

#2 

Data Generation Research Focus: How are teachers viewed within the 
education system and how do I view my role?   
 
Artistic Focus: How can we use gesture and time as 
aesthetic tools? 

Workshop 
#3 

Data Generation Research Focus: What does it mean to be a teacher at 
Bryant Elementary? 
 
Artistic Focus: How do I combine artistic elements to 
create scenes? 

Workshop 

#4 

Data Interpretation Research Focus: What themes have emerged in our 
research? 
 
Artistic Focus: How can we activate those themes 
through a workshop or performance?  

Workshop 

#5 

Data Interpretation 
 

Research Focus: Who is the audience for our 
research and what do want to share with this 
audience? 
 
Artistic Focus: What is the “heartbeat” of our 
playbuilding ensemble? 

Workshop 

#6 

Data Interpretation Research Focus: What are the underlying 
questions/goals of our activities? 
 
Artistic Focus: How can we arrange activities within 
our workshop event to create an arc that reflects the 
journey of our research? 
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weeks learning and practicing drama-based instructional strategies. In the following fall, 

these six teachers were asked to participate in the Drama for Schools Cadre. This was a 

group of ten Bryant teachers that attended professional development trainings after 

school and worked with drama specialist to co-plan and teach drama-based lessons in 

their classrooms. In addition to the cadre, there were also whole school trainings that 

brought together the entire staff for introductory level workshops in teaching through 

drama-based instruction.  

  The Bryant principal nominated seven teachers to participate in the playbuilding 

project. Prior to the nomination, I had emailed back and forth with the teachers who had 

attended the Drama for Schools Summer Institute trying to foster interest in my project. 

In my emails, I emphasized, “You will learn new strategies and be compensated for your 

time” (personal email 8/17/2012). I also tried to clarify that this would be an “arts-based 

process” where they would “come together as teachers, researchers, and artists.” I had 

four teachers write back with interest in the project. Without notification, the principal 

went ahead and nominated seven teachers. These nominations were announced at a 

faculty meeting where I wasn’t present. I was later informed by a colleague who was in 

attendance that the teachers were asked to stand up and be recognized. They awkwardly 

stood up and glanced at one another with looks of confusion. Three of these teachers had 

never spoken or emailed with me and had no prior experience with the DFS program 

model.  

The diversity of the teachers that participated in the playbuilding ensemble 

contributed to the variety of experience and perspectives that arose out of the workshops. 
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Table 2 below shows the range of teaching experience of the participants, as well as their 

participation in the Drama for Schools Summer Institute program. The teachers that 

attended the Drama for Schools Summer Institute already had exposure to some of the 

activities and artistic concepts that we used within the playbuilding workshops.  

Teacher Grade Level  Race/Ethnicity Years 
Teaching  

Attended DFS 
Summer 
Institute 

Rachel Kindergarten African 
American 

3.5  

Emilio  5th Bilingual Hispanic  1 X 
Lisa Art Specialist Caucasian  6 X 
Elena 4th Bilingual Hispanic 3 X 
Melony Special Ed.  Caucasian  7 X 
Teresa 2nd Bilingual Hispanic  2 X 
Manuel Kindergarten Bilingual Hispanic  9  

Table 2: Playbuilding Workshop Participants  

The Reflective Contract 
In the playbuilding process, the participants entered into what Donald Schön 

describes as a  “reflective contract.” Schön acknowledges the co-ownership of the 

research process and the potential value of its findings for both parties. Philip Taylor, a 

drama practitioner and researcher, uses this structure, arguing that arts education 

specialists as “outsiders” often work within a more “traditional contract” (31). When 

researchers come in as outsiders, the stakes are different for the researcher and the 

participants. The participants were engaged in a professional development context at the 

their own school. I was working on the project as my MFA thesis research.  

In order to activate the reflective contract, I used a “poster dialogue” at our first 

workshop to facilitate conversation around the interplay of artistry, research, and teaching 
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practice. Schön’s “reflective contract” illustrates the move away from teachers being in 

the “good hands” of an “all knowing” researcher to a relationship where “the talents of all 

parties inform the research act” (Taylor 31). In the activity there were three large pieces 

of paper posted on the wall with the prompts: 

Research is… 
 When I teach I am… 
 When I make art I am… 
 
The teachers were invited to respond to these prompts by taking a marker and freely 

writing words and phrases that came to mind. Table 3 below shows example responses 

for each category.   

Table 3: Example Poster Dialogue Responses  

When they were finished brainstorming and writing on the posters, we placed the 

posters alongside one another asking the teachers to make comparisons and connections. 

Looking at research and teaching, a teacher highlighted the ideas of listening and 

searching, asking, “what can I do to connect with my students?” (Field Notes 

10/11/2012) The playbuilding workshops invited teachers into an artistic process that 

provided a space where they could potentially “gain a new perspective” on their context 

and practice by looking at them through a new lens. The hope was that they could 

Research is… When I teach I am… When I make art I am… 
• Searching 
• Gaining a new 

perspective 
• A journey 

  

• Instinctively 
awake 

• Listening, making 
connections with 
my students 

• Making an 
experience for my 
students 

• Inspired 
• Creating 
• In a trance like 

state where time is 
relative 
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translate the tools and experience from the playbuilding process into their teaching 

practice.  

The teachers had to step slightly outside of their comfort zone to think of 

themselves as artists and researchers. They had to trust in me, the process, and each other 

to make discoveries. A traditional research contract puts the trust in the researcher, while 

the reflective contract invites the participants to find their own potential for discovery. 

When comparing the “When I make art I am…” and “Research is…” posters next to one 

another, the teachers saw in both a “willingness to discover something or be inspired” 

(field notes 10/11/2012). Lisa, the art teacher, talked about the trance like state that she 

fell into when making art. The other teachers equated this to the way that they got lost in 

processes where they felt confident, yet challenged navigating the task at hand. I 

recognized in their comments that my role as a facilitator was to push the group to find 

discoveries just beyond their comfort level, both artistically and within our line of inquiry 

around education.  

In a playbuilding process it is important to acknowledge the relationship between 

participants as collaborators invested in a common process and goal. Joe Norris argues 

that a playbuilding methodology implies co-ownership of the process and data through 

collaboration. For Norris, collaboration is not total group agreement, but a “fluid” 

negotiation of “offers” and meaning (Norris 63).  

Reflective Practitioner Research 
Norris’ idea of “data generation” aligns with educational philosopher Donald 

Schön’s understanding of the relationship between knowledge and power in a 
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researcher/practitioner dichotomy. Schön argues that there is a knowledge hierarchy that 

positions “general principles,” a type of knowledge that is reserved for researchers, at the 

top. At the bottom is “concrete problem solving,” a less prestigious role reserved for 

practitioners. The type of “reflection-in-action” that is associated with playbuilding blurs 

the lines between theory and practice by asking practitioners to act as “researchers in the 

practice context” (68). Reflective practitioners acknowledge the contextual nature of 

problems and enter the unknown to construct an evolving theory in practice. This 

mentality interrupts the hierarchical norms of technical rationality where “uncertainty is a 

threat” (69).   

Teachers within the playbuilding process engaged in inquiry bringing with them 

their practical knowledge from the field. They were asked to be “in conversation with the 

situation” through their participation in drama-based activities (Schön 136). While I 

structured the line of inquiry, the improvisational nature of these activities allowed for 

new questions and discoveries to arise that continually reframed the inquiry and process.  

Playbuilding: Participants as Artists 
At the end of our first session we reflected on the big ideas and images that 

emerged from the drama activities and our discussions. These ideas were recorded onto 

3x5 notecards and placed into file-folders marked: themes, images, scenes, and props. 

Norris emphasizes the importance of the card creation ritual, stating, “The act of sorting 

cards in folders acts as a review of what has taken place and as a springboard to what is 

still to be done. It provides newcomers with confidence that we are indeed getting 

somewhere” (Norris 46). The use of notecards throughout the process acted as a physical 
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representation of the teachers’ labor as artists. In the second session, I went over our 

schedule and the teachers were intimidated once they heard that we only had two more 

sessions to focus on generating material. I brought out the folders and laid the cards out 

on the floor. The teachers’ body language shifted almost immediately as they leaned in 

and moved closer to the cards. They were surprised at the amount of material and ideas 

we had already generated in just one workshop. They were able to physically maneuver 

the images and themes cards to think about how we might create scenes. Lisa, the art 

teacher reflected on the use of the cards saying:   

I like being on the inside of the process. It helped me to understand what was 
going on. Putting cards on the floor and moving them around really helped me to 
see what we were doing. (Personal Interview) 
 

Emilio added that the cards helped him to “think like a playwright.” He saw how this 

research process could be translated to writing a play or a story. Ultimately, the use of the 

cards increased the involvement and ownership of the participants in the artistic process 

and product.  

Data Generation and Interpretation   
In the first four workshops the research phases of data generation and 

interpretation often happened simultaneously. The participants “generated data” as they 

participated and reflected on artistic activities. At the end of each workshop, we 

interpreted the data by recounting the images and ideas that emerged and categorizing 

them into larger themes. The individual images, ideas, and overarching themes were all 

recorded onto notecards. In the second half of the workshop series, our focus shifted to 

data interpretation as we thought about how to activate themes and images through 



 50 

theatrical activities and scenes. In the last workshop, we looked at all of the cards to 

generate categories that represented the bigger themes that flowed through our process. 

We thought about which activities and scenes would best represent these themes for our 

participants. The participants recognized that the five categories could be distilled down 

to three “vantage points.” In designing our final sharing, we thought about how the 

activities and scenes activated these vantage points and explored the overarching themes.   

Workshop Data Analysis  

In this section, I analyze the qualitative data from the playbuilding process based 

on coding that aligns with the “vantage points” identified by the participants. The data 

collected consists of field notes taken during the six workshops by my research assistant 

on the teachers’ responses and his observation of their participation in activities. After 

each workshop, we went through the field notes and added our own reflections. I coded 

this data by going through the field notes and looking for teacher comments and 

participation that I felt demonstrated reflection that operated from an individual vantage 

point. In this analysis, I identify how the vantage points functioned through the arts-based 

activities and within the associated reflective and reflexive thinking of the participants.  

VANTAGE POINTS FOR ANALYSIS  
1) How do we see our students? 

2) How do we see education?  

3) How are teachers seen? 
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It’s important to acknowledge that the research is framed by the perspectives of 

my research assistant and myself as mediums for data collection (Norris 24). In analyzing 

the data, I privilege the collective knowledge that emerged from their participation, but 

it’s impossible to separate this knowledge from the artistic process and my influence on 

that process and my interpretation of its results.  

TRIPLE LOOP LEARNING CYCLE  
Donald Schön and Christopher Argyris’ looped learning cycle offers a framework 

from which to understand the cognition that occurred at each of the vantage points the 

teachers discovered through the playbuilding process (Organizational Learning 2). The 

first loop, reflective practice, occurs as a summative reflection, where the practitioner 

evaluates the choices that they made. In my process, these were the moments where 

teachers reflected on their participation in the activities and playbuilding process. The 

double loop examines the assumptions that drive our actions. The participant engages in 

reflexive practice, questioning what drives their thinking. In their position as researchers, 

the teachers examined perceptions around education in their context. The triple loop 

builds on the reflexive and reflective knowledge of the first two levels. Participants 

analyze their own thinking through the act of metacognition and consider how that 

knowledge might be transferred. In our process, participants transferred their thinking 

from this process to a performance experience that they constructed and facilitated for 

their colleagues, as well as reflected on how the activities within the process could 

transfer to their classrooms. 
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 Authors Kathryn Dawson and Daniel A. Kelin’s forthcoming text The Reflective 

Teaching Artist applies Schön’s looped learning cycle as a tool for teaching artists to 

“engage in reflexivity within reflective practice” (in press). Figure 2 below illustrates the 

thinking and type of questioning that occurs within each loop. The process is a cycle 

because each level feeds back to the previous, contributing to a greater understanding of 

how actions, assumptions, and context are interconnected.  

 

Figure 2: Schön’s Looped Learning Cycle (Dawson and Kellen) 

 Figure 3 below illustrates the thinking that occurs as teachers are engaged in a 

drama-based activity within a Drama for Schools training. This thinking is both a result 

of their position as teachers and their experience with the reflective process we use within 

the Drama for Schools professional development model. As teachers, they are constantly 

thinking about how their students would react within activities. In a Drama for Schools 

training teachers are asked to reflect on both how they would adapt the activity for their 

curriculum and how they might change it to accommodate their students. After a few 

Context 
 

Assumptions 
 

Actions 
 

Results 
           

 

      

  

    Single-loop Learning 
Or, Reflection 

  Are we doing things right? 
    
Double-Loop Learning 
Or, Reflexivity 
Are we doing the right things? 

  
Triple-Loop Learning 
Or, Learning how to learn 
How do we decide what is right? 
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trainings, teachers anticipate the reflection, thinking about its application as they are 

playing. In the Drama for Schools model, teachers move into the second loop, engaging 

in reflexivity by questioning how drama-based activities fit into their pedagogical beliefs 

and context.  

 

 
Figure 3: Reflection and Reflexivity within Drama for Schools Training Activity 

Vantage Point One: How we see our students 
From this vantage point, teachers unpacked perceptions of their students. They 

examined the many ways in which they saw their students and the ways that their 

students are seen by the education system. They also examined spaces and times where 

their students can go “unseen” (Field Notes). Their reflection and reflexive processing 

occurred as a result of taking multiple perspectives on their participation within activities. 

Augusto Boal describes this ability to exist both inside and outside of an activity as 

“metaxis” (214). When we reflected on activities in earlier workshops, we often began by 

	  
How	  do	  I	  Play?	  
(Single	  Loop)	  

	  
	  

How	  would	  my	  students	  
play?	  

(Single	  Loop)	  

	  	  
	  

How	  do	  I	  adapt	  this	  activity	  to	  
play	  it	  successfully	  with	  my	  

students?	  
(Double	  Loop)	  
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first describing their experience as participants and then moving on to analyze the 

metaphor. As we got into the second and third workshop, they often jumped ahead to 

thinking about how their participation related to their practice and students.  

Figure 4 illustrates the reflexive thinking that occurred as the participants shifted 

from a focus on facilitation and curriculum to thinking about the experience of their 

participation within an activity in relation to the experience of their students. Similar to 

the Drama for Schools model, as the teachers progressed through the process, they began 

to identify and answer the questions on their own. They were able to move to reflexivity 

within reflection without the aid of my questioning or prompting. The broad questions 

displayed below encompass the questions that teachers may have asked themselves 

within the different levels of processing as they moved through a playbuilding activity 

and accompanied reflection.  

 

Figure 4: Reflection and Reflexivity within Vantage Point One  

What	  am	  I	  noticing	  
about	  myself?	  	  
The	  group?	  
(Single	  Loop)	  

How	  does	  this	  connect	  
to	  my	  students'	  
experience?	  
(Double	  Loop)	  	  

How	  does	  this	  impact	  
how	  my	  students	  are	  
viewed	  within	  the	  
education	  system?	  
(Triple	  Loop)	  
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Throughout the workshop process, there were moments where the teachers 

recognized the representation of a particular student or type of student in a gesture or 

frozen image. For Example, in an activity called “everybody do” the teachers had to 

create gestures and corresponding sounds. While the instructions suggested that they start 

with a “neutral” gesture, the participants who were observing immediately made the leap 

to think about the gestures in relation to the student population.  As they went around the 

circle sharing their gestures, the observers called out “Oh I know who that student is” or 

“I’ve had that student” (field notes 10/18/2012). There was a sense of connection and 

community in being able to recognize familiar behavior and gestures.  

As participants in an unfamiliar process, they also found moments where they 

were able to relate their own behavioral tendencies and learning within activities to 

particular students. In Cover the Space (Drama for Schools Handbook) the teachers 

moved through the space attempting to cover as much terrain as possible while staying 

evenly distributed. I encouraged them to experiment with tempo, changing how fast and 

how slow they moved through the space. I then asked them to notice and react to one 

another’s shifts in tempo. Finally, I challenged the group to stop all together without a 

specific signal. There was a moment where Lisa stomped, attempting to cue for the group 

to stop. When we reflected, she admitted that she didn’t hear the directions, which 

encouraged the group to stay away from direct signals. Emilio made an immediate 

connection to his teaching, saying, “I do stuff like that all the time [when I teach], but I 

also call people out.” They all acknowledged a particular student who had difficulty 

following directions. Emilio then mentioned, “I see myself in parts of that kid.” Manuel 
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related to this saying, “We listen, but we get our own idea of what the rules are.” He then 

commented on how these students go on to be labeled, for example “the one who doesn’t 

listen.” Emilio then offered his own label: “imaginative.”  

In this activity, the teachers began with reflection on the directions and their own 

participation within the activity. Lisa recognized the need to listen closely to the 

directions. Thinking both as a participant and a facilitator, Emilio related to Lisa’s 

response. In these moments, it could be inferred that they were making the extension to 

how they would have to facilitate the activity with specific types of students to make it 

successful in their own classrooms. As the teachers thought about whether they were 

playing the activity the “right way” their reflections aligned with Schön’s single loop. 

The extension to double loop reflection occurred when Manuel offered the thought about 

students who create their own interpretations of the directions. All of the teachers thought 

about who this kid was in their own classroom, which allowed the conversation to extend 

to student labels. Both Emilio and Manuel’s comments stepped outside of the context of 

the game to think about how students relate to different types of learning and working 

within guidelines. Emilio saw himself as a particular type of learner, recognizing the 

challenging, yet “imaginative” students that tried to test the rules. Through their thinking 

on their own participation, teachers were able to examine what drove their own 

participation and extend that out to question student motivations and how they 

approached working with those students. This cycle of thinking danced back and forth 

between Schӧn’s loops of reflection.  
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A similar shift from thinking about individual participation, to students, to how 

students are seen within the larger educational system occurred when we moved through 

an exercise called Blind Lead (Lerman). In the exercise, participants pair up with one 

partner blindfolded and guide one another around the room by one finger. The next level 

of the exercise involves the participants exchanging blindfolded partners and having the 

ability to eventually select whether they are a leader or a follower. In the reflection we 

discussed whether the teachers preferred being leaders or followers. They were quick to 

jump into thinking about the metaphor in relationship to their teaching practice. They 

commented on how they often “juggled” roles within the education system. In their 

classrooms they felt like leaders. Yet, in the larger context of the school they felt like they 

were the followers. After reflecting on their own relationship to the activity, the dialogue 

shifted to the student vantage point. Elena reflected on the idea of students as leaders, 

admitting, “As teachers we are both proud and scared when that happens.”   

Elena’s comment about the shift in power with students as leaders was another 

leap into the realm of Schön’s “double loop” or reflexive thinking. The school primarily 

functions with a didactic style of teaching where learning is teacher lead. Elena was 

connecting to the ways in which the activities in our playbuilding process and the drama 

for schools trainings privileged student lead inquiry. This idea to her was both exciting 

and challenging because it required a whole different style of instruction.   

A strong connection with the student vantage point emerged for the teachers in a 

series of activities that began with Image of the Hour from Augusto Boal’s Games for 

Actors and Non-Actors (201). In this activity, the teachers were asked to pantomime or 
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silently play out activities from their lives according to the time I called out. Ben, my 

research assistant, observed that even though their backs were turned, many of the 

teachers’ actions mirrored one another. As I called out later and later times, many acted 

out their increased exhaustion planning and prepping lessons late into the night. I moved 

from hours to days of the week and called out Friday night.  They transitioned from 

playing out scenes in their individual spaces and came together. They interacted playing 

out a scene as if they were drinking together at the local pub. Ben and I observed later 

that this was one of the only times that they came together as a group. I moved into 

prompting them to play out moments that resonated with them as teachers. I called out, 

“your worst day as a teacher,” “a time when they loved what they do,” and ended with “a 

moment as a teacher that caught you unaware or made you think.” They thought and then 

played out these moments carefully. Their focus changed from passively repeating 

familiar gestures to an internal focus. Each of them went into a trance like state, reliving 

and embodying moments that had changed the way they thought and acted. I then asked 

them to sit down and write down the narrative that was going through their heads.  

We gathered together to share and Lisa related a story about working with 

students in an after school tutoring context. She was ordered to check up on a student 

who wasn’t showing up to tutoring. When she called, she was surprised to discover that 

the student answered the phone. The student told her that she couldn’t come to tutoring 

because she had to cook and clean and care for her younger siblings. Melony recalled a 

time when she was called in to work with a student that wasn’t doing their math work. 

She tried to relate to this student saying, “Maybe you should try to work faster. Ninja’s 
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are fast right?” The student looked up at her from tracing the number 8 over and over on 

his paper and replied, “ninjas are also patient.” The boy then moved on with his math 

work. Melony commented that this was a moment where the student saw the work one 

way and she had assumed something else. Elena told the group about a student that she 

overlooked. The class spent weeks writing personal narratives and she realized she hadn’t 

checked in on this student’s work. She collected a draft to read and was emotionally 

floored by the story. The student had written about the recent death of her mother, which 

Elena didn’t know about.  

The embodiment, writing, and reflection of these stories engaged the participants 

in a cycle of reflective and reflexive practice. The image of the hour activity 

contextualized the particular moment within the participants’ lives. The reflection 

following the activity provoked analysis around misconceptions of students. Melony and 

Lisa’s story illustrated moments where they saw their students in one way and then had 

an experience that allowed them to see their students from a different perspective. Some 

students, like the one in Elena’s story, got lost in the bigger picture of education. This 

connected with an idea that emerged from the activity Cover the Space, where they 

discussed the phenomenon of “tunnel vision.” Many teachers admitted to a sort of narrow 

focus within their job that didn’t permit a view of the periphery. The expectations and 

responsibilities within their role as teacher didn’t always permit them to acknowledge 

every student. After our discussion, we titled this emerging theme from our practical 

research as “the invisible student.” From this reflexive space, teachers questioned 

practices, like simply being present in the room with students, to systemic forces, such as 
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the “complexity in education” that inhibit us from seeing the many dimensions of our 

students.   

Figure 5 below illustrates the progression of critical thinking around the student 

vantage point within the playbuilding process. Teachers moved from thinking about how 

a student impacted their lives, to identifying how that impacts teaching and learning 

within their classrooms, to positioning the idea as a theme within the larger education 

system. This process of thinking was facilitated by the artistic and research demands of 

playbuilding. The aesthetic and research activities facilitated movement from personal 

reflection, to creating meaning with others, to identifying how knowledge fits within the 

picture of research and performance.    

 

 

Figure 5: Progression of Reflection through Playbuilding Process  

Image	  of	  the	  Hour	  
Activity	  

• Teachers	  
identiQied	  a	  
moment	  in	  
their	  lives	  
where	  a	  
student	  shifted	  
their	  
perception.	  	  

Processing	  of	  
Activity	  

• Using	  the	  
examples	  
generated	  from	  
the	  activity,	  
teachers	  
identiQied	  
misconceptions	  
around	  how	  
students	  are	  
viewed.	  	  

Data	  
Interpretation	  

• Teachers	  
identiQied	  a	  
theme	  that	  
places	  stories	  in	  
bigger	  picture	  
of	  education.	  	  
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Vantage Point 2: How We See Education 
This vantage point encompassed images and themes that explored the ways in 

which teachers see their relationship to the education system. From this vantage point, 

participants evaluated how they perceived they were seen by the education system and 

the ways in which this impacted their practice. They found connection in identifying their 

“micro-level struggles and relating them to “tensions within the macro socio-political 

context” (Cahnman Taylor 13). They interrogated and questioned how power and 

ideology operated within these relationships. In examining this context through a 

playbuilding process, the participants not only interrogated their function within the 

education system, but also saw and imagined spaces for new possibilities.   

The figure below illustrates the movement in thinking from identifying 

connection within images and feelings associated with the drama activities to the 

association of those feelings and images with the larger powers and ideologies that 

operate within the education system. Activities provoked experiences, which then 

prompted reflection, and eventually lead to the formulation of larger questions around the 

context of the teachers’ practice. In this section, I provide examples of the images, 

feelings, and questions that emerged, putting them into the context of the activities that 

prompted the critical inquiry that proceeded.  
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Figure 6: Reflection and Reflexivity within Vantage Point Two   

 Certain images recycled throughout the workshop process. For example, the 

image of a clipboard showed up repeatedly as a symbol of how teacher’s felt scrutinized 

by the district. The teachers connected over the anxiety and frustration they felt being 

evaluated. This collective feeling first showed up in an activity called Come My Neighbor 

where a participant separated themselves from the group and made a statement that was 

true about themselves or their feelings. Their “neighbors” or those who could relate to 

that statement would then join them to show their association to that idea. The first 

statement, “come my neighbor if you are not from Texas” surprised many of the teachers 

as they recognized that they shared something in common from their pasts. It became 

evident that many of the teachers hadn’t engaged in extensive conversations around their 

backgrounds. As she was standing in the center of the group, Elena commented, “I’m not 

alone.” This feeling of not being alone extended into the next statement made, “Come my 

neighbor if you don’t like business from the district.” Every one of them raced over to 

join the teacher that made the statement.  

What	  am	  I	  noticing	  
about	  myself?	  The	  

group?	  
(Single	  Loop)	   Where	  have	  I	  seen	  these	  

images	  or	  felt	  these	  feelings	  
within	  education?	  	  
(Double	  Loop)	  	   How	  is	  my	  position	  impacted	  by	  

the	  situation	  of	  power	  and	  
ideology	  within	  the	  education	  
system	  and	  how	  can	  	  we	  
imagine	  it	  differently?	  	  

(Triple	  Loop)	  
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 The theme “business from the district” brought up a host of feelings and 

comments around teacher evaluation. When we reflected on this activity, Manuel 

commented on the sense of insecurity he felt when being evaluated. Inside his head he 

heard the evaluators asking, “Why should YOU be the leader of these people?” He went 

on to describe how he felt there wasn’t a space for self-reflection in the way that their 

work was being so closely scrutinized. There was no space on the evaluation form for the 

teacher to add their interpretations of their teaching performance or to reflect on personal 

and/or student growth. In this chain of reflective thinking, Manuel moved from 

examining his individual frustrations to seeing the larger problem of the system and 

context.  

 The application of Manuel’s thoughts about evaluation carried into another 

activity Real/Ideal Images that comes from Augusto Boal’s collection of exercises called 

Image Work. In this exercise the group worked together to construct an image with their 

bodies of what education looked like at Bryant, followed by an image of what education 

would “ideally” look like. The observing teachers described the first image created as 

“chaotic.” The image depicted a teacher being pulled in several different directions. The 

players acting as students in the image were described as having the least amount of 

power. This was justified by the fact that they were receiving the least amount of focus 

from the players depicting the teacher and administrator. The second image, the “ideal,” 

depicted a teacher, student, and administrator contently working together with smiles. 

While the clipboard had previously been identified as a negative image of power, an 

observer pointed out that the clipboard showed up in both the “real” and “ideal” images.  
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After creating these images, we discussed the elements that stood in the way of 

the “real” becoming the “ideal.” The teachers saw accountability as necessary, but argued 

that accountability and evaluation required support. They identified that the sense of 

scrutiny and their frustrations came from evaluation that was done by outsiders who 

didn’t understand their context and were pointing out deficiencies in their instruction 

without offering the proper resources to make improvements. Additionally, the variables 

that were being evaluated, limited what evaluators were seeing, which meant that they 

were ignoring important contextual variables, and missing the types of learning that 

aren’t necessarily being assessed in a standardized way.  

The concept of evaluation was carried into the third loop of reflection in the way 

that the participants understood its meaning and transferred it from thought to abstract 

expression using aesthetic tools. The participants all participated in an activity that asked 

them to embody their ideas of the education system by each becoming part of a physical 

machine. Each of them added on to the machine by doing a repetitive sound and gesture.  

One by one they came up to represent teachers, students, administration, parents, 

resources, and technology.  In the reflection, they thought about their individual context, 

mentioning that even one student not making it through the machine reflected highly on 

their evaluation as teachers. The small school size meant that they were even more 

accountable for each and every student’s success. Elena extended their thoughts on 

evaluation, as she imagined a scene where the education machine was created and then 

turned into a monster. She envisioned players coming in with lab coats and clipboards to 

act as scientists diagnosing the problem. The scientist evaluators attempted to diagnose 
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what had gone wrong with the machine and recognize that they were using the wrong 

evaluation tools. In this chain of reflection, Elena moved the group from reflecting on the 

idea to an artistic application, demonstrating triple loop reflective practice.   

Research Tensions  
 Next, I explore the tensions that arose within the playbuilding process. The 

tensions include the power dynamic that existed between the participants and myself, the 

influence of the varied stakeholders, and positioning a project both as participatory action 

research and professional development.   

 As an outsider facilitating on this process as research, performance, and 

professional development, there was inherently a power dynamic that influenced the 

participants’ level of authority and ownership as collaborators. The project was part of 

my MFA thesis and I needed the participation of the teachers in order to complete the 

project. As part of my thesis, I had expectations around the level of participation and 

quality of aesthetics. I came into the process with expectations around their investment in 

the research, not realizing that it would take time to get buy-in, especially within a 

process that was entirely new to most of them. I also had assumptions around the 

teachers’ ability and willingness to jump into the process as artists. Once again, I realized 

that there was a high level of risk involved with trying something new in front of 

colleagues. I was asking them to take creative leaps when they had a limited aesthetic 

vocabulary and limited time to develop that vocabulary within our process.  

The process and participants were influenced by the interests and expectations of 

the many different stakeholders involved. The school, represented by the principal, had a 
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vested interest in the ability of the project’s research and professional development to 

raise its status within the district as an arts-rich campus. This interest was manifested in 

the principal’s paying for the teachers’ time as professional development hours and her 

insistence on our process as a way to showcase the artistic work of the teachers. 

Positioned as professional development, there was an expectation that the teachers were 

going to take away tools that they could directly use in the classroom. This influence was 

reinforced by their previous participation with Drama for Schools and my own anxiety 

around wanting the teachers to feel like their time wasn’t wasted.  

The tension between our process and stakeholders was most evident in the fourth 

playbuilding workshop when the principal came in to observe. I had invited her at the 

beginning of the process to visit, but she hadn’t attended any of the workshops. The 

theme and image cards were placed out on the floor for an activity where the teachers 

would pair cards to generate potential scenes and activities for our sharing. The cards on 

the floor resembled all of the discussions we had had about the school system, including 

testing and administration. Everyone in the room, especially the teachers, got tense when 

the principal arrived; the cards were literally and metaphorically out on the table. The 

principal looked at all of the cards and pointed to a card that said, “testing.” She asked, 

“Do you mean testing in terms of, how do I do all of this other stuff and still pay attention 

to testing?” The school had a history of not performing well on exams and in order to get 

continued support and stay open the students had to continue to do well on standardized 

tests. The comment reflected her investment as a stakeholder. In opposition, the 
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participants looked at the data they had generated in light of how the tests sometimes 

obscured other factors within learning.  

Holding our workshops in the school and within a professional development 

context meant that there were higher stakes around taking certain perspectives. The 

participants were telling stories and asking questions that interrogated the education 

system from within the walls of their school. The cards didn’t point to an individual, but 

the participants were associated with the process that created them. Some of the questions 

raised by the cards and the dialogue associated with them are contradictory to the type of 

teaching and learning advocated by district and school initiatives.  

There is a tension in positioning participatory action research within professional 

development because the methodology of participatory action research doesn’t offer easy 

solutions or the immediate instructional change that administrators might expect from 

professional development. The methodology emphasizes working from the needs and 

questions of the participants, while professional development traditionally takes a “top 

down” approach. As a participatory action research model, the playbuilding process 

sought to ask questions and work from “generative themes” rather than providing 

answers from an outsider perspective. In the Critical Pedagogy Primer, Joe Kincheloe 

iterates,  

Deskilling of teachers and dumbing-down of the curriculum take place when 
teachers are seen as receivers, rather than producers of knowledge. A vibrant 
professional culture depends on a group of practitioners who have the freedom to 
continuously re-invent themselves via their knowledge and research production. 
(19)  
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While there were tensions in placing the playbuilding project within a 

professional development context, it emphasized the value of teachers as researchers in 

their own context. Through their collaboration they saw themselves, students, and the 

education system from new perspectives, creating the possibility for re-invention.  

Norris argues, “playbuilding is a form of transformative research and pedagogy 

for researchers and audience” (32). He doesn’t suggest that playbuilding is an indefinite 

solution or an educational panacea, but he emphasizes the transformative potential that 

exists within theatre. Specifically, a kind of theatre that, “provides opportunities through 

which people can create meanings that better serve them and their relationships with 

others and the world” (33). Nevertheless, I cannot say that this process was 

transformative for any of the participants. I believe they discovered spaces where they 

were able to view their practice from new vantage points. It opened windows, allowing 

for participants to engage in reflexive thinking about their relationships to their students 

and the education system.  

In this chapter I introduced the model and participants for the playbuilding 

workshops at Bryant Elementary. I explored how playbuilding positioned these teachers 

as both artist and researchers within a professional development context. Using data 

compiled of the teachers reflections and participation, I analyzed how different 

perspectives or vantage points engaged the teachers in reflective and reflexive thinking 

around the education system. In the next chapter, I focus on the stage of “data 

dissemination” by examining the creation and reception of the workshop event that the 

teachers shared with their colleagues.  
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Chapter 4 

Producing new work for/in the theatre does not have to only mean making new 
plays. It can mean producing new relationships, producing new forms of events 
and processes, producing new ways of crossing disciplinary and sector 
boundaries. (Michael Rohd)   
 

   The University of Texas at Austin recently hosted Australian theatre artist, Dave 

Brown who makes work for the very young. At a gathering of graduate level playwrights 

and directors, he spoke about the “provocateur” in Australian theatre. This role, 

unfamiliar to those who were present, is someone who provides an outside eye to the 

theatre making process. They ask questions that provoke the artists to think about their 

work in new ways. The creation and presentation of the workshop event that the 

participating teachers shared with their colleagues provoked new spaces of inquiry for the 

community at Bryant Elementary. Playbuilding upset the traditional power balance of 

who conducts and shares research, positioning teachers as artists and researchers, or 

“provocateurs” in education. The artistic lenses of the activities allowed for the 

participants to serve as provocateurs, inspiring their colleagues to take on and imagine 

new perspectives.  

In this chapter, I analyze the creation and reception of the workshop event that 

culminated the collaborative practical research process. In the playbuilding as research 

methodology, the performance event is considered to be a form of “data dissemination” 

(Norris 33). For my thesis we shifted from performance to a workshop event that 

combined scenes and facilitated drama-based activities.  In this chapter, I argue that a 

workshop event that exists on a spectrum between workshop and performance upholds 
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the function of Norris’ “dialogic data dissemination,” while also serving the needs of the 

co-researchers and their context (33). I examine the activities and goals within the 

workshop event placing them within the context of professional development and 

methodology of arts-based research. I conclude by positioning the interaction and 

dialogue that occurred between the stakeholders as a process of “conspiratorial 

communion” (Barone 44).  

The Workshop Event   
 In this document, I call the culmination of our playbuilding process a “workshop 

event.” I chose this title as a way to privilege the process of critical inquiry that the 

participants went through in developing the event for their colleagues. This title 

articulates the event as a continuing space of professional development. Similar to a 

“trainer of trainers” professional development model, the participants chose and re-

structured activities from the playbuilding workshops to engage their colleagues in a 

workshop experience. In order to create these activities, they had to draw on the themes 

that evolved from our collective research and their pedagogical and aesthetic 

understanding of the drama-based activities. In this section, I explore the process of 

creating the workshop event and how framing it as a workshop supported the event as a 

space of participatory action research and continued professional development.  

Playbuilding exists on a continuum of workshop and performance. 

Acknowledging this continuum within our process shifted the focus from questions of 

artistic rigor towards a focus on using the arts for individual and group discovery (Norris 

33). Playbuilding as participatory arts-based research is informed pedagogically by 
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constructivism. The participants co-construct knowledge through their collective 

experiences of participating in drama activities (Constructivism). Pedagogically, it made 

sense to make the sharing an extension of this process. The audience was invited into our 

line of inquiry in order to experience and build on what the participants had explored and 

created.  

Framing our presentation involved a conversation about the differences between 

“workshops” and “performances” that took place between the teachers and I during our 

fifth workshop together. I asked the teachers to brainstorm their associations with 

workshops and performances. After hearing these ideas, I prompted further inquiry, 

asking them to examine performances and workshops in relationship to one another. I 

asked them to think about the goals for each and how the audience interacted or 

participated. Afterwards, we went through some of the drama activities from the previous 

workshops and I asked them whether the activities would fit better in a workshop or 

performance context. Key responses from this conversation can be found in Table 4 

below. 

 Participant Ideas of a 
“Performance” 

Participant ideas of a 
“Workshop”  

Relationships Actors - Audience Facilitator – Participants  

Goal Deliver a message Give information, use 
information, apply 
information  

Characteristics Believable, involves 
emotions, “You lie to 
tell the truth”   

Less predictable, Interactive, 
hands on  

Table 4: Participant Responses in Comparing “Workshop” and “Performance”  
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The responses of the teachers reflected the prior experiences they had had with 

workshops and performances. The teachers considered prior workshops where they felt 

the primary focus was for someone to come in and give them information. They viewed a 

performance as something that had the goal of delivering a message, but did so through 

evoking an emotional response. They didn’t think about the role or participation of the 

audience until I prompted them to think along those lines.  

Using examples of activities from our process provided a framework for the 

teachers to think about how they wanted to present and explore ideas in a workshop for 

their colleagues. When we moved to think about specific activities, they began to think 

more openly about the relationship between “workshop” and “performance.” They 

described ways that activities could either be performed or shared as a workshop to 

achieve the same goal.  

Moving From Research to “Performance”  

“SCRIPTING” WITHIN A PLAYBUILDING METHODOLOGY 
As a research methodology, the act of creating and presenting performance 

ultimately intertwines the acts of “research dissemination” and “interpretation.” 

Researchers and participants make decisions about their presentation that are both based 

in the representation of the data and the aesthetics of theatre. According to Norris, the 

data interpretation phase of playbuilding can be equated to quantitative research where 

researchers choose which numerical data they want to represent and the way that they 

will display those findings. Playbuilding trades “numerical decisions” for “theatrical 
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decisions” where the researchers decide how to represent their data theatrically (Norris 

35).  

Unlike quantitative studies, where there are strict procedures for collecting data, 

playbuilding acknowledges that “Scripting is a liminal act” (Norris 30). The product 

arises from the artistic sensibilities and intuition of the collaborators.  The Mirror 

Theatre, Norris’ theatre company, presented their research in the form of “anti-model” 

scenes. This technique is borrowed from Augusto Boal’s “Forum Theatre” where the 

participation of audience members allows them to move from being spectators to “spect-

actors” (15). Norris defines these scenes as purposefully “rough” and “improvisational,” 

intending to leave them open enough that in performance audience members can step into 

the role of director and suggest alternate actions and possible endings (34).  

EXPERIENCE AND EXPECTATIONS OF PARTICIPANTS  
There were conflicting notions of playbuilding that existed between the teachers 

and myself that impacted how we thought about the creative process and product. I knew 

playbuilding as devised theatre. This name is attributed to theatre processes where 

collaborators come together to create a performance from source material, such as an 

image or idea. The highly physical process results in work that is often comprised of 

abstract movement sequences and text from a variety of sources.  I have also worked on 

devised theatre projects in both classroom and professional theater settings.  

The participants had varied backgrounds in theatre and mixed ideas about what 

playbuilding would entail. Some thought that it was going to be a more intensive version 

of the Drama for Schools program. One teacher thought that we were going to perform 
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with the students. The special education teacher had the impression that “we would 

perform a bunch of skits kind of like Saturday Night Live.” Others related to the public 

service announcements we worked on during the Summer Institute (Focus Group 

12/10/2012).  

In my experience, the devising process or the phase within collaborative forms of 

theatre where you move from ideas to “product” has never been exactly the same. The 

director, participants, and material generated inform the overall shape of what you create 

and ultimately share with an audience. This was also true for the playbuilding process 

and sharing at Bryant. The playbuilding ensemble was comprised of teachers and the way 

that they felt most successful sharing what they had explored was through a workshop 

event where they could share and perform their practice.  

USING THE NOTE CARDS TO GENERATE ACTIVITIES AND SCENES  
The playbuilding note cards we used to record our research ideas played a large 

role in generating the material that we shared at the workshop event. In addition to 

creating cards that represented the themes and images from our research, we created note 

cards to represent the different activities and performance vocabulary we had 

encountered throughout the process. The “activities” cards represented arts-based 

exercises like “poster dialogue” that were focused on generating dialogue through 

audience interaction.  The “performance vocabulary” cards represented activities like 

“flocking,” an exercise where a number of players stood in a pyramid formation to mirror 

the gestures of whoever was at the point of the pyramid.  The “performance vocabulary” 

exercises could be combined with content to create short physical scenes.  
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In order to generate material for our sharing, I asked the group to split up and 

think about how they would pair a theme or image card with an activity or performance 

vocabulary card. My research assistant and I had to guide the process, prompting the 

participants with ideas. In doing this exercise, I recognized that we had spent a lot of time 

in dialogue about the themes and ideas surrounding their experiences in education, but 

hadn’t spent a lot of time reflecting on aesthetics and how theatrical exercises translated 

to performance. Were we still acting as artists if we hadn’t put our focus on aesthetics?  

Where is the aesthetic rigor in playbuilding as arts-based research?  

I recognize now that the activities within these workshops primarily focused on 

inquiry and personal experience. Since this was a professional development experience, 

our secondary focus was exploring how the participants might adapt the activities for use 

within their classrooms. Our limited time together didn’t allow for us to spend a 

significant amount of time focusing on the aesthetics of presenting ideas theatrically. This 

lead me to question: how important aesthetics are in the dissemination phase of arts-

based research? What level of aesthetic quality is necessary for a research-based 

performance?  

I return to the thoughts of community-based theatre artist Michael Rohd, who 

advocates, “Producing new work for/in the theatre does not have to only mean making 

new plays.” The hybrid of performance and workshop that the teachers shared with their 

colleagues placed the aesthetics of drama-based activities in a faculty meeting. The form 

and aesthetics of the event served the purpose of sharing their research and inviting the 

audience into their line of inquiry through embodiment and dialogue.  
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FINDING A LINE OF INQUIRY: SELECTING ACTIVITIES AND SCENES 
The teachers used the collection of playbuilding notecards to make decisions 

about the material that we wanted to share with their colleagues. I placed all of the cards 

that represented the themes and images from our prior research on the floor and asked the 

participants to group them into categories. The participants then broke up into pairs to 

come up with titles for the card categories that emerged.  The table below shows how 

they grouped the cards and titles that they chose to give each category.  

Table 5: Notecard Categories Created by Participants   

We used this card categorizing process as a way to reflect on the big ideas that we 

had explored through the activities and dialogue from the playbuilding workshops. 

Through the activity, the teachers and I were able to identify how the ideas for scenes and  

activities that we had already created connected to the overarching themes and consider 

what activities were essential to representing our line of inquiry.  

Theme Title Cards Grouped to Create Overarching 
Themes 

Perspectives Invisible Student, Seeing Students as People, 
Eye Contact vs. Tunnel Vision, Misconception, 
My kids were swirly today 

Time Timing, Tempo, “The Flow” 

Coffee and Clipboards  Coffee is power, Clipboards, Scutiny, Being 
Watched, Administrators noticing one thing but 
not another, Parents peering in windows 

The “aha” moment  Searching Listening and Discovery, Intuition, 
Newness Apprehension and Excitement,  

Flock of Yellow Jackets  I’m not alone, Flock of Birds, Complex 
Community, Together on Friday 

Perception Reality Stereotypes, Memes 
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The structure of the activities and arc of the overall event reflected the levels of 

inquiry explored from the different vantage points taken throughout the process. Melony 

reflected on the order of the event, equating it to the cards and the process that the 

participants worked through in the workshop. Lisa also reflected this saying, “It was the 

culmination of everything we had talked about” (Focus Group 12/10/2012). 

 Table 6 lists the activities that the participants chose to share with their colleagues 

at the workshop event. They are arranged in the order that we shared them at the event. 

The “strategy” column indicates which strategy was used by the ensemble of teachers to 

create the activity. The teacher column indicates the number of teachers from the 

playbuilding ensemble that were involved in each activity and the roles that they played. 

As facilitators, they lead the group of their colleagues through an interactive drama-based 

exercise, with the intention of generating dialogue. As demonstrators, they participated 

within facilitated exercises as model participants. In the role of performer, they played 

out scenes that were created during the workshop process. The “goal” column indicates 

the objective of each activity in relation to the ideas that were explored in the workshop 

process. The ensemble identified these goals together during our final workshop. The 

final column indicates the level of interaction with the audience. Some activities invited 

the audience to physically or verbally contribute ideas, while others asked them to watch 

as audience members.    
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Activity   Strategy  Teacher 
Role/Numbers  

Goal  Interaction 
with Audience  

Tableau Memes  Stage 
Picture  

All Teachers Create 
Stage Pictures   

Explore 
perspectives of 
teachers and 
education from 
different points 
of view. 

Performers 
created series of 
images. 
Audience 
participated by 
analyzing them.  

Education 
Machine  

Machine 2 Teachers 
Facilitate 
3 Teachers 
Demonstrate 

Look at 
individual roles 
and parts of a 
whole (in 
education). 
How do they fit 
into the whole 
or how they fit 
into that 
mission? 

Performers 
modeled 
machine and 
audience created 
“education” 
machine.  

Real/Ideal 
Images of 
Students  

Image 
Work  

2 Teachers 
Facilitate  

Explore 
stereotypes of 
students  

Audience 
volunteers 
created images.   

Artifact with 
Fictional Student 
- Cumulative 
(CUM) Folder  

Artifact  2 Teachers 
Facilitate  

Explore 
stereotypes of 
students 

Audience 
analyzed 
artifacts.  

Ninja Story  Scene  4 Teachers Perform  “Humanizing 
students”  

Performers 
shared scene 
with audience.  

“Aha Moment” 
Movement 
Vignette  

Flocking  All Teachers 
Perform 

“light at the end 
of the tunnel, 
perseverance, 
multi modality 
(ways of 
reaching 
students in 
teaching)”  

Performance 
shared scene 
with audience.  

Snowball  Snowball  1 Teacher 
Facilitator  

Imagining new 
perspectives 

Audience writes 
responses to 
prompt. 

Table 6: Workshop Event Activities  
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Creation of Activities  

 Creating activities and scenes for their colleagues put teachers in a position where 

they could have conversations as artists. The initial stage of data generation provided the 

content and artistic vocabulary for these conversations. In the act of creation, teachers 

employed artistic concepts and thought about how to interpret and translate their line of 

inquiry for their colleagues. The act of translation deepened and extended initial 

conversations around actions, assumptions, and context as teachers thought about what 

ideas and stories they wanted to represent and how they would share them. They had to 

consider their audience of colleagues and question how the stories and ideas they chose to 

share would be received. Thinking about reception in the acts of interpretation and 

creation positioned teachers to move from reflection on what they did in the process to 

reflexivity about the audience, content, and purpose of the workshop event.  

In this section I outline the drama-based exercises and thought process that lead to 

the creation of the activities for the workshop event. I analyze how the creation of 

specific activities both furthered critical inquiry around the teachers’ roles within the 

school system and created opportunities for teachers to apply and take ownership over 

drama-based instructional strategies.  

TABLEAU: MEMES  
The “Tableau Memes” activity built on the image work exercise where I had the 

teachers use their bodies to construct images of different perspectives of teachers. The 

activity was inspired by “internet memes” which are a combination of images and text 

that are passed around the internet through social media. In order to scaffold risk in 

audience participation, we decided to stage this activity through a variation on image 

work called “stage picture” (Drama for Schools Handbook). The images were re-created 
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versions of the images that the teachers made in the workshop. The “staged 

improvisation” of coming up one at a time, allowed the audience to experience the 

process. In the arc of the event, it was important to scaffold participation, so that the 

audience felt invited and encouraged to participate. Having the teachers move to create 

these images modeled participation and allowed the audience to act first as observers.  

When the teachers were first creating these images, they found disparity in their 

own perceptions of the school and themselves and in how they are viewed by outsiders. 

In Austin, Bryant is perfectly situated to “play the role” of struggling eastside school. 

This image was perpetuated when I asked the teachers what they thought other people’s 

perceptions were of the school. They responded that others saw  “students of color, 

dangerous, and low performing,” This was drastically different to the answer I got when I 

asked what being at Bryant meant to them. They responded to this prompt saying, “It’s a 

smaller school, a really clean school, and there is a sense of community and closeness” 

(field notes 11/8/2012).  

ARTIFACT:  STUDENT CUMULATIVE FOLDER   
This activity was entirely conceived by a teacher taking one of the theme cards 

and applying it to her knowledge of drama-based instructional strategies. She had 

previously created a lesson where she used Artifact, a drama-based instructional strategy, 

as a hook into a novel her students were reading. In the lesson, the students examined a 

brightly colored purple diary with hello kitty prints. She then asked the students to make 

a prediction about the kind of person who might own the diary. Then she opened the 

diary and read an entry from the story. The passage was about an immigrant child leaving 
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their home to move to the United States. She asked the students to compare this 

information to their previous predictions and then create a more holistic picture of the 

character.  

Inspired by the diary lesson that she crafted for her students, the teacher designed 

an activity for the workshop event where we created a Cumulative Folder as an artifact. A 

Cumulative Folder is a file folder that contains all of the vital information on a student, 

including: contacts, grades, schools attended, and notes from teachers. The audience 

participating in the activity received a folder detailing statistics and qualitative 

information around a fictional student. They used the information to answer questions 

about how that student might function in their classrooms. The information in the folder 

pointed to a student that performed poorly on tests and had behavioral issues. It was then 

revealed the information was loosely based on the history of Isaac Newton. This teacher 

demonstrated an understanding of both the concept and the drama-based instructional 

strategy when she transposed the activity to explore the concept.  

 PERFORMANCE: “NINJA STORY” AND  “THE AHA MOMENT”  
 The teachers created two pieces that they performed for their colleagues. The 

“ninja story” came from a narrative that Melony wrote about a transformative moment 

where a student said something that made her think about teaching in a different way. 

The “aha moment” was a movement-based scene that used the “flocking” performance 

vocabulary to create a pattern of gestures and movement that celebrated a moment where 

a teacher and student made a discovery alongside one another.  
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 The creation and performance of both these stories acknowledged the importance 

of the “professional knowledge” that teachers gain through practice (Schӧn 28). This is 

knowledge that can only be obtained through experience and cannot be assessed through 

the way a teacher’s students perform on standardized tests. Teachers know their students 

and the way that they learn through daily interaction. Staging these stories placed 

importance on what teachers learn from their students, as well as emphasized how that 

knowledge contributes to the practice of teaching.  

Ethical Considerations in Performing Arts-Based Research 
The participatory nature of playbuilding as arts-based research makes it difficult 

for participants to remain anonymous. Norris reminds us “all participants are stakeholders 

who will eventually make their faces public” (25). This is a space of advocacy for the 

participants and their community, yet the audience could attach the performers’ 

characters views to opinions that might be controversial. As a co-researcher, I had an 

ethical responsibility to the cast to ensure that they were comfortable with the 

information that we shared. In rehearsal, it was agreed that we wouldn’t disclose 

information that they shared with the group unless we all agreed. As an activist and arts-

based researcher, it was important to me that we took advantage of this opportunity to 

introduce new narratives into the school community. However, I also understood that the 

room had a variety of different stakeholders. Presenting the ideas and exercises as we had 

discussed them in our workshops together attached ownership of ideas and opinions to 

the entire group. For some of the teachers, there was a level of risk in taking ownership 

over these opinions. I recognized that it was important to account for the relationship 
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between the research participants and the performance context. As a graduate student and 

an outsider to this community, I had different stakes in the project and context.  

Sharing the Workshop Event 
The event took place in the library, which was already set up for the faculty 

meeting with a circle of chairs. The lights were turned off and the room was dark except 

for the light of the projector. All of the Bryant staff sat in the circle except for the 

playbuilding group, who sat in a line of chairs positioned at the front. Betsy, the principal 

introduced the project, but then remained behind the circle for the duration of the sharing.  

It was important to me that the teachers opened the event because I wanted them 

to have ownership over the research and process. The workshop event opened with a 

statement written by Lisa, the art teacher and Emilio, the fifth grade teacher. They crafted 

this statement together in order to give their colleagues context for the experience.  

[Our playbuilding project provided] a time where we could reflect on the process 
of teaching, which is almost something you almost never get to do as a teacher. 
You know press the pause button and think about it. We got to think about our 
roles as individuals, as educators, and we examined ways we relate to our students 
and the larger educational system. Our first activity focuses on ourselves as 
educators and the different perspectives that entails (Performance Transcription 
12/10/2012). 

 
Lisa’s introduction “set the stage” for the workshop event, inviting the audience 

of colleagues to enter a reflexive space. The image of “pressing the pause button” 

strongly emphasized the need and value of reflective and reflexive space in professional 

development. Lisa later reflected on this speech saying:  

Teachers never get to do that. Literally during the year, the gun goes off August 
27th and then after that its non-stop. You constantly push forward and you almost 
never get to look back until maybe summer. Sometimes during the summer I’ll 
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alter things, but we actually got to stop what we were doing and focus inward. 
(Personal Interview) 
 

Lisa’s comments acknowledges the lack of space for critical inquiry in professional 

development. She makes a point to delineate between the curriculum centered reflection 

that she does in the summer and the process of “looking inward” that was present in the 

playbuilding workshops. Most professional development processes are focused on 

student learning outcomes, while this process evaluated the “what” and the “why” of 

teaching.  

Audience Reception 

In this section I examine the responses and participation of the audience to the 

workshop event. The audience consisted of the colleagues of the teachers and myself. In 

examining their reflections, I identify spaces of critical inquiry where the audience 

moved from thinking about individual images and stories to interrogating how they are 

emblematic of larger themes and power struggles within the education system.   

TABLEAU: MEMES  
As I counted the teachers in one at a time, they took their places to create a series 

of frozen images that depicted how teachers are viewed from different perspectives. The 

image “What I really do,” displayed below in illustration 2, depicts a teacher being pulled 

in several different directions. An audience member offered her interpretation of the 

image saying, “We are an octopus really because we do so many things at the same time. 

We take care of the different needs of every child.” When I asked what would make the 

image “more real” another audience member encouraged, “ I would give her more arms 

and have her actually helping children.”  
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The contrast between “What I think I do” in illustration 1 and “What I really do” 

in illustration 2, shows a disconnect between what teachers might see as their work and 

what they actually do. The comment about a lack of “actually helping children” further 

emphasizes this disconnect. Teachers may ideally see themselves as “saints” as depicted 

in illustration 1, but the reality of illustration 2, where they are being pulled in several 

different directions, keeps them from being able to connect with and help individual 

students.  In the workshop, these images and comments provoked further dialogue around 

the goals of teaching and how teachers approach their work.  

 

Illustration 1: “What I think I do…”  
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Illustration 2: “What I really do…”  

 I invited the audience to analyze the second image “What society thinks I do…” 

and the first response came quickly, “What we do is not important”. This was followed 

by a succession of quick analysis, “lazy, boredom, disengaged.” I asked, “Where do these 

perspectives come from?” The audience responded: “Lack of experience. Lack of seeing 

inside the classroom.” One teacher in the audience who became progressively more vocal 

over the course of the event opened up, saying:  

People don’t realize that the teachers are the ones that have the future of this 
country. They just don’t take us seriously and that’s one of the problems I have 
with friends and people that don’t know me. I tell them that I’m a teacher and 
they say oh you’re a teacher ok. You don’t earn money. You don’t earn money so 
it’s not important. What are you doing with your life? (Performance Transcription 
12/10/2012) 
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The images and responses that they elicited reflect what Barone calls the 

“political spectacle” that exists around education. This consists of three components: 

skewed imagery, symbolic language, and the narratives that surround the relationship 

between the two. The first, “skewed imagery” or “distorting pictures lodged in the public 

consciousness, applies to all of the images that the teachers created. These images are 

stereotypes, informed by the teacher’s thoughts around how they are perceived. Augusto 

Boal talks about stereotypes in terms of ritual or “the visual expressions of oppression to 

be found at the heart of the society” (194). The purpose of image work according to Boal 

is to uncover these visual expressions of oppression, so that we may “bring them to light 

and study them” (Boal 194). These images of education are engrained in society in the 

same way that rituals inhabit and inform our daily lives. Even the teachers portrayal of 

themselves in “What I think I do” which the audience titled “the saint” relates to a 

common media image that Eisner describes as “the isolated hero teacher, who on behalf 

of their students, combats, without a posse of colleagues, a corrupt and stifling school 

bureaucracy” (32). In Austin, Bryant is perfectly situated to “play the role” of struggling 

Eastside school. This image was perpetuated when I asked the teachers in an earlier 

workshop what they thought other people’s perceptions were of the school. They 

responded that others saw  “students of color, dangerous, low performing.” This was 

drastically different to the answer I got from them when I asked what being at Bryant 

meant to them.  
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Illustration 3: “What my friends think I do…”  

The second component of this narrative, which Eisner calls a “symbolic 

language,” refers to the language that populates conversations around education. I have 

often heard these referred to as, “buzz words” by teachers. These are words that are used 

without specific meaning or references. Barone specifically brings up “accountability” 

and “high stakes”(31). The visual representation of these ideas can be seen in the way the 

teachers depicted the prompt “what the district thinks I do…” which could be interpreted 

as a teacher working at a computer with administrators looking over their shoulder. A 

teacher in the audience responded to this image saying, “Because we are not doing our 

work, that’s why the students are failing. We’re the responsible ones. ” Someone else in 

the audience pointed out that there weren’t actually any students represented in this 

image. It’s interesting that an image of the districts perceptions of teachers that there is no 
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connection to how the teachers are relating to the students. It would seem that the district 

is only interested in the scores the teachers are reporting.  

 

Illustration 4: “What the district thinks I do…”  

 

Illustration 5: “What society thinks I do…”  
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The third component of Barone’s political spectacle is that “the words and images 

live in a mutually supportive relationship with an overarching storyline” (31). This 

narrative is one that continues to exist because of a sense of otherness and distance 

maintained by the public. The storylines are always about “other peoples children.” This 

concept is iterated through the Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup pull, a national survey that is done 

every year on the public’s opinions of the education system. Findings from the 2012 

survey continue to show a disparity between how the public sees and ranks the schools 

that their child attends and their general impressions of public schools. The survey 

indicates, “Nationally, only 19% gave schools an A or B. But, when asked to rate their 

oldest child’s school, 77% of parents gave that school an A or a B” (Bushaw and Shane 

16).  

Barone points out the problem with the master narrative of education is that it 

informs educational policy decisions. In 2011 Texas cut the educational budget by 5.4 

billion dollars. Elementary teachers spend a total of sixteen instructional days 

administering and prepping their students for standardized exams. Every year more 

public schools are being forced to shut their doors or be taken over by private 

organizations. During the event one teacher from the audience asked “Why do you we 

have those tests? They cost money” Another replied, “That’s why we have them, they 

create industry.” 

ARTIFACT: STUDENT CUMULATIVE FOLDER   
The cumulative folder artifact activity challenged teachers to interrogate how they 

view their students and how their students are viewed by the educational system. One of 
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the teachers in the audience expressed the idea that the identity of the student in the folder 

was entirely constructed on his deficiencies and not on his strengths.  

We don’t know him personally. He could really be self-motivated and just science 
and math could capture him. If we knew science and math captured him. If the 
teacher knew that in fourth grade they could pass it on the news to his fifth grade 
teacher. People will filter that. (Performance Transcription) 
 
Another teacher recognized that “boredom might cause those behavioral issues” 

and that a lack of performance might be due to a lack of engagement. In these comments, 

the teachers were reflecting on the ways that this student was being educated and also 

thinking about ways to better ways to serve the students needs. The comment “Test 

scores don’t indicate intelligence” continued to steer the conversation to a reflexive space 

where they were thinking about the function of education and how different approaches 

to evaluation have an impact on how students are viewed and navigate the school system.   

SNOWBALL 
The final activity of the workshop involved the audience in a ritual that asked 

them to imagine how students, teachers, and administrators should be seen. The first 

portion of the workshop was about exposing the master narrative and interrogating how it 

functioned within the way we view teachers and students. The teachers were then able to 

share moments where they were able to connect with their students. These were moments 

of transformation for both the teacher and students. The final activity provided a space to 

move forward from, transitioning from reflection into the beginnings of praxis. Barone 

characterizes this type of dialogue as “conspiratorial conversations” (39). He defines 

conspiratorial as “a communion of agents engaged in exploratory discussions about 
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possible and desirable worlds” (39). The word “communion” resonates with the ritualistic 

participation that was involved in our culminating activity. The room was dark and one 

by one teachers wrote responses to the prompts:  

1. Students should be seen as….  
2. Teachers should be seen as….  
3. Administrators should be seen as….  

 
When finished writing, the audience crumpled up their papers and tossed them into the 

middle of the room. Everyone was instructed to pick up a prompt at random and join 

together in a circle. The responses were read out loud in the style of a choral poem with 

no predetermined order.  

ANALYZING THE RESPONSES TO “SNOWBALL”  
The responses to the final activity connect to the perspectives that were shared 

throughout the workshop event. In total there were 27 responses collected. Table 7 below 

contains examples organized into categories that I created based on themes that emerged 

in the responses: co-learners, people, resources, and potential.  

Co-learners  People  Resources Potential 
Students should be seen as…    
Having valuable input into 
their own educational needs 
and instructional/evaluative 
methodologies. 

Human 
beings! We 
are all 
students to 
begin with! 

Contributors and our 
most important 
resource. 
 

Knowledgeable 
individuals with 
potential. 
 
  

Teachers should be seen 
as… 

   

Guides to navigate students’ 
curiosity. 

Human 
Beings and 
not robots.  

Hard working, very 
valuable, and 
important people. 

 

Table 7: Example Responses from Snowball Prompts  
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The responses within the “teachers should be seen as…” prompt illustrate similar 

values to the “student should be seen as…” prompt. They both show concern with how 

students and teachers are evaluated and treated by the education system. There is a desire 

for both to be viewed as complex individuals and as contributors to the learning process. 

The vantage points within the workshop event offered opportunities to view and 

interrogate the impact of teacher and student perceptions on daily practice. The responses 

to the snowball prompt summarize a need to push different values for teaching and 

learning within the district. This notion is in-line with recent pushback from teachers 

across the district against the “deskilling of teachers” through over evaluation and testing. 

The overall value of this activity was that it invited the many different 

stakeholders in the room to respond to the dialogue that occurred throughout the 

presentation. Barone argues the importance of this process within arts-based research:  

Individual voices of audience members may be raised in common concern… In 
these conversations, ideas and ideals may be shared for the purposes of an 
improved reality. Plots may be hatched against inadequate present conditions in 
favor of more emancipatory social arrangements in the future. (Barone 39)  

 
Snowball may not be quite as radical as what Barone describes, but it did allow 

for the potential of new perspectives to exist in the room, even if they were hanging in the 

air for just a few moments. In this gathering, there was a perspective missing. I didn’t 

categorize the responses to “administrators should be seen as…” because there was only 

one response. It read, “administrators should be seen as part of the community.” As this 

response was read, the only administrator in the room stood outside of the circle. I 
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wonder how this process might have been different and how the dialogue might have 

shifted if she was inside the circle?   

What was the impact? 
In my past experiences with theatrical productions, it was common for the cast to 

come together at the last rehearsal to put their goals or intentions for the performance into 

the room. At our final playbuilding workshop, prior to the culmination, the participants 

put out their intentions for the event. These intentions are listed in Table 8 below:  

Teacher  Intention for Performance  
Melony “Expose colleagues to the work we do in 

DFS, especially those who don’t get as 
much as us.” 

Rachel “An extension. Keep this going beyond 
DFS. Help us continue to grow.” 

Elena  “Validation of the work we’ve done 
here.” 

Manuel  “People seeing differently.” 

Emilio “I don’t stutter.” 

  
Table 8: Responses to Intentions for Performance  
 

I would like to think that in some way or form that these goals were 

accomplished. As the culmination of a professional development process, this event 

allowed for the participants to expose their colleagues to the possibilities within drama-

based instruction outside of the curriculum. As the culmination of an arts-based research 

process, it allowed the participants to share the possibility of new perspectives and new 
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ways of looking at old ones. The Educational philosopher Maxine Green attributes arts-

based research to “connecting the undertaking of education… To the making and 

remaking of public spaces” (Green). This space, a faculty meeting inside the library of a 

public school, was temporarily transformed as the facilitating teachers “pressed pause” 

and lead their colleagues through an artistic process that invited both reflective and 

reflexive thinking.  

In this chapter I analyzed the workshop event within the methodology of arts-

based research. I positioned the event on the spectrum between workshop and 

performance, arguing for the benefits of a workshop within the context of professional 

development. In the final chapter, I examine the reflections of the participants about the 

overall process. I look at the limitations in this research process and methodology, 

specifically the problems with replication. I conclude by making recommendations of 

how this research might inform future arts-based research processes within the context of 

professional development. 
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Chapter 5 

In redescribing something, new truths are created. We create truths by describing, 
or redescribing our inherited assumptions and invented fictions in order to create 
new paradigms for the future. (Richard Rorty) 
 
I stand with my bike at the foot of the Texas capital in a crowd of close to 10,000 

teachers, parents, students, and administrators from across the state. They have gathered 

for the annual Save Texas Schools Rally. People of all ages make up a sea of protest 

signs. Many carry the banner, “kids not cuts,” referring to the 5.4 billion dollar cut the 

Texas legislature made in the education budget only two years ago. A group of women 

stand together with signs that say “STAAR Wars” in protest of the inequality within the 

recently adopted standardized tests.  The crowd cheers as teenagers from an eastside high 

school marching band proudly play. Many in the crowd are there in support of these 

students and their high school. In the days leading up to the rally, the Austin Independent 

School Board debated the future of the school, threatening to close its doors or sign it 

over to a privatized charter organization. Diane Ravitch, former assistant secretary of 

education and educational policy analyst speaks about overtesting as “the vampire that 

started in Texas” encouraging the crowd that they can also be known as the state to 

overcome it.  

You can literally see the roof of the state capital from the street in front of Bryant 

Elementary. You can also see the tower that stands over The University of Texas. In 

Bryant’s application for the Mindpop School Change grant, the principal writes about the 

capital saying: 
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Although the school is practically positioned in the shadow of the state Capitol, 
the majority of Bryant students have never even climbed the Capitol steps and 
rarely leave their public housing projects or the neighborhood in general. (Bryant 
Grant Application) 
 
Positioned in-between these establishments, the university and government, I 

wonder how arts-based research can begin to permeate some of the boundaries? On my 

bike, I freely navigate these spaces, literally riding from the university to the school and 

through the grounds of the capital on a daily basis. Yet, for many, there are 

overwhelming barriers that make the free navigation of these spaces much more complex 

and difficult, even when they stand within the shadows of one another. How can the 

dialogue that starts within a small circle inside of a public school ever reach the larger 

systems of power?  

 In this chapter, I analyze the teachers’ reflections on the overall project, process, 

and research, looking at the role of arts-based research and critical reflection in 

professional development. I position the process within the literature of professional 

learning communities to argue for the importance of teacher reflective and reflexive 

practice. Using this lens, I make recommendations for arts-based research within 

professional development. I also look at the limitations within this model, specifically 

analyzing its sustainability. I conclude by returning to the significance of arts-based 

research in educational settings, looking at how to move forward with future projects.  

Collaboration in Professional Development: Drama for Schools  
 The Drama for Schools program, which my research and project accompanied, 

asserts itself as a collaborative dialogic professional development model. Within this 
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model, what does collaborative mean? Immediately following the workshop event, I 

asked the participant group to reflect on their overall participation. It was evident during 

this focus group that many of the teachers were extending their feedback to the overall 

Drama for Schools program. There was some confusion between how the projects 

separated and their blended reflection allowed me to see where the teachers were making 

connections between the two programs and how the playbuilding research project built on 

or differed from their overall DFS experiences. Elena articulated the difference between 

DFS and other professional development models, stressing the importance of 

collaboration.  

The facilitator [in other professional development] has never come to me and 
helped me create something. They have never come to my classroom and worked 
with me on planning lesson. They usually hand you something and send you off. 
(Focus Group)  

 
Elena’s reflection focuses on the lesson planning element of DFS where a DFS employed 

graduate student co-plans a lesson with the teacher using drama-based instructional 

strategies.  The graduate student then goes into her classroom to either co-facilitate the 

lesson or observes the teacher and provides constructive feedback. The relationship 

dynamic represented in this collaboration model positions DFS teaching artists alongside 

their partner teachers in pursuit of the school and teacher’s goals.  

Collaboration in Professional Development: Playbuilding  
The collaboration within the playbuilding as arts-based research model builds on 

the notion of collaboration within DFS where an artist/researcher works with the needs of 

the teachers and context. The collaboration begins from a space of mutual inquiry 



 99 

between the artist/researcher and teachers. Manuel, the kindergarten bilingual teacher, 

articulated this level of collaboration in his reflection on how our work compared to other 

professional development.  

There are two models, there is one where you come in with a problem and then 
you solve it. The second is where you ask questions and find out what the teacher 
needs. What we did was more like the second one. (Focus Group)  
 

This type of collaboration prioritizes the knowledge and interest of the group. Paulo 

Freire’s theories on “problem posing education” also see the facilitator as a co-learner 

invested in the needs of the group. The role of the facilitator is to help the participants 

formulate questions that further the level of inquiry, ultimately promoting the truth that 

evolves from co-constructed knowledge.  

The role of the problem-posing educator is to create; together with the students, 
the conditions under which knowledge at the level of the doxa is superseded by 
true knowledge, at the level of the logos. (Freire 81) 
 

For Freire, the level of logos is a “constant unveiling of reality” which strives for the 

“emergence of consciousness and critical intervention in reality” (81). Playbuilding as 

participatory action arts-based research is about using the arts to search for ways to unveil 

and critically intervene in the reality of the education system.   

Professional Learning Communities: A Model for Collaborative Dialogic 
Professional Development  

In the context of professional development, the collaborative discourse and 

critical reflection that occurs through playbuilding can be situated as a professional 

learning community (PLC). Educational researcher Laura Servage argues for these 

components in her re-imagining of professional learning communities. Servage stresses 
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that professional learning communities share qualities with a number of other 

collaborative professional development models that operate under three core beliefs: 

1. that staff professional development is critical to improved student learning;  
2. that this professional development is most effective when it is collaborative and 
collegial;  
3. that this collaborative work should involve inquiry and problem solving in        
authentic contexts of daily teaching practices. (Servage 63)  

 
These core beliefs create conditions where teachers share a collective 

responsibility for student learning. This sense of shared investment alongside 

collaborative teacher learning fosters a strong sense of community within schools 

(Servage).  However, Servage argues that in order for transformation to occur that 

collaborative professional development models need to “promote critical reflection” that 

understands schools as “complex social and political entities” (64). It is also vital to 

Servage that within critical reflection there is space for the collective imagining of new 

possibilities.   

Playbuilding as a Professional Learning Community  
The individual experiences of the teachers and their reflections on the 

playbuilding  process illustrate connections to Servage’s suggested ideals for professional 

learning communities. Servage uses two key theories to discuss how critical inquiry and 

reflexivity can occur within professional learning communities: transformative learning  

and critical pedagogy. Transformative learning theory involves a shift in worldview or 

perspective generated from “intense critical reflection that challenges previously held 

beliefs and assumptions” (65). Servage argues for the importance of individual reflection 

and transformation, emphasizing a necessity for teachers to understand their beliefs and 
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operating principles. However, for Servage, the emphasis on the individual is ultimately 

tied to the collective vision of transformation: “In this way, transformative learning 

theory locates systemic transformation in the transformed educational visions of 

individual practitioners” (68). For Servage, critical pedagogy is complimentary to 

transformative learning as it invites critical dialogue and reflection that asks teachers to 

move from conversations about the “means” to consider the “ends” of their work.  

PLAYBUILDING AND COMMUNITY 
The playbuilding project brought teachers together to critically reflect on their 

positions within the education system. The philosophy of transformative learning 

acknowledges that this type of learning can be “threatening, emotionally charged, and 

extremely difficult” as it asks participants to “lay bare their assumptions, strengths, and 

weaknesses before their colleagues” (Servage 69). The teachers within our process shared 

stories and personal insights with one another that they hadn’t ever shared. Similar to 

actors within a theatre process, the teachers created an ensemble where they took artistic 

and emotional risks.  

The communal nature and risk involved with our process addressed the social and 

emotional dimensions of learning for both teachers and students that are often ignored in 

education. There were several moments where the teachers articulated their emotional 

connection and sense of community that evolved from the process. During the fifth 

session after looking over all the cards and taking in all that we had discussed, Lisa, the 

art teacher, commented, “this is like therapy.” She followed up by saying, “Building 

community like this leads to better work.” The learning community that the teachers 
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created through playbuilding existed outside of their day-to-day interactions at the school. 

Teaching can be an isolating job and this experience asked them to connect through the 

challenges and struggles that they might not otherwise discuss.  

The reflections and journey of one teacher in particular illuminate the project’s 

potential for transformative learning.  Throughout the process, I asked teachers to explore 

and question their beliefs around their roles and representation in education through the 

use of theatrical tools that allowed them to represent and explore different perspectives. 

For Emilio this research process was intertwined with the construction of his identity and 

philosophy as a teacher. In addition to it being his first year as an instructor, Emilio was 

simultaneously getting his teacher certification. At the beginning of the process, I asked 

him how it felt to be a first year teacher. He answered: 

It’s overwhelming. I have a lot of different people to answer to. I have the 
administration and their view. I have DBI and its view. My internal administration 
and their view. I’m trying to cover them all. I think I will be able to do it all and 
still have the kids do well on assessment. I do think I will pull it off. (Personal 
Interview) 
 

Emilio points out that a lot of different stakeholders are involved in constructing his 

views of what it means to be a teacher. He prioritizes success on standardized tests 

because student achievement on those tests is tied to his job security. He is constantly 

juggling these other perspectives, trying to make everyone happy. However, he also 

suggests that his training in drama-based instruction will be a core part of his teaching in 

the future.  

I’m going to use these trainings and slowly implement them over the next couple 
years… they are going to be not only a part of the way I teach… It’s gonna be #2. 
I’m bilingual and I have this. (Personal Interview) 
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At the beginning of our playbuilding process Emilio’s core values were student 

engagement and bilingual education. He saw drama-based instruction as something that 

lived alongside these core values. When I asked him “What does it mean to be an arts 

rich school?” he told me: 

I’m bias[ed] because as a first year teacher part of it might be my ability to teach 
at a pace that allows me to do both. Which one should I learn first as a first year 
teacher[…] If I’m doing everything that their telling me to do and I’m getting that 
done and the rest of that time is being spent implementing DBI and nobody minds 
it, then I would say no, then its fine. (Personal Interview) 

 
By the end of our process he began to untangle the components and pedagogy that 

live within drama-based instruction. He was questioning how these fit into his overall 

goals and identity as an educator, constructing his own philosophy of teaching. In our 

final reflections he asked the other teachers: 

 Is this student led or teacher led instruction? 
 Project based learning or direct instruction? 
 Where would you put this on the continuum? (Focus Group 12/12/2012) 
 

The other teachers responded, “It’s not one or the other. It’s both. There has to be 

a balance.” Emilio’s questions show a shift in his thinking from the beginning of the 

process to the end. He tried to articulate the answer to the question for himself, saying, 

“You value the students prior knowledge. You shape it and feed it back in a way that 

challenges.” In this statement, Emilio summarized his understanding of the constructivist 

pedagogy that underlies drama-based instruction. He carried his thinking into the realm 

of critical pedagogy when he asked, “Is this the icing on the cake or the foundation of 

what you do in the classroom?” As a first year teacher in the context of this particular 
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school, Emilio was processing what it meant to adapt to a different style of teaching. He 

questioned how this teaching style aligned with his own beliefs and with the goals of the 

school. This is representative of his transformative line of inquiry as he constructed his 

new in-service teacher identity throughout the year of training.  

 Another example from the reflection following the playbuilding process further 

illustrates the influence the teachers and the process had on shaping personal views. In 

the final reflection we discussed the use of the cards as a way of organizing our ideas and 

constructing the workshop event. Rachel reflected on the cards saying, “The cards make 

me think about how I organize perspectives.” For her, the creation and physical 

manipulation of the cards was a way of seeing how ideas were connected and grouped. 

Manuel, the other kindergarten teacher then built on this idea:   

The process gave me different perspectives. You take your reality and you 
structure it a certain way, but then you shake it up and you see things differently. 
Perspectives are how you construct your own reality. (Focus Group 12/12/2012) 

 
Both of these teachers describe their thinking and participation in terms of “re-

ordering.” Adult education theorist Stephen Brookfield sees this as an important 

component of coming to new understandings. For Brookfield, “Transformative learning 

and education entail a fundamental reordering of social relations and practices" (142). In 

addition to personal critical reflection, transformative learning also emphasizes the 

importance of “dialectic engagement” (Servage 65). Both of these teachers were referring 

to the collaborative process in which they collectively took on diverse perspectives in 

order to reflect and interrogate the construction of their own perspectives.  
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Reformation or Transformation? Project and Research Limitations 
 Are schools ready to be transformed? What does transformation look like? 

Positioning the playbuilding project in line with participatory arts-based research and the 

transformative pedagogy of Servage’s professional learning community model suggests 

that the playbuilding process and research seek to promote school change. Servage uses 

the metaphor of clay to ask: Are we simply reshaping what already exists or looking to 

create something entirely different? (Servage 64)  Reformation seeks to use the tools and 

protocols in place to make change, while transformation demands that stakeholders 

search for new possibilities outside of what already exists.  

What does transformation look like at Bryant? This project began as an attempt to 

interpret and understand what Bryant would look like as an “arts rich” campus. Before 

beginning this project I interviewed the principal. I asked her what she envisioned as a 

successful community. She replied:  

The teachers working together. Are your teachers working together and 
communicating with each other about the plans or the successes that they’ve had 
in the classroom?... Community would be measured by what teachers are talking 
about when they are together. (Personal Interview)  

 
In many ways, her comments resemble the goals of a typical professional learning 

community. Teachers come together in dialogue to address the immediate needs of 

student learning and achievement. Similar to Emilio, the principal is in a position where 

she has to make sure that the school is achieving. She took over the job knowing that the 

school had low enrollment and had traditionally not performed well in standardized 

assessments. Betsy articulated this saying, “As a principal, I always have to think about 
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scores. They’re saying it’s going to make a difference in testing scores, so how is this 

going to make a difference?”  

Betsy cared about scores, but she also cared about the potential to provide the 

community with new experiences through the arts. For her, both are vital for the  

transformation of the school and its students:  

They haven’t been exposed to anything outside of that low SES frame of mind or 
that way of thinking. I want to expose them to something different. Breaking that 
cycle of poverty. I think it’s not broken because we don’t expose the individuals 
within it to something different. (Personal Interview) 

 
Betsy’s comment circles back to the question of reformation versus 

transformation. Her goals for the students suggests an interest in transformation for the 

school. However, she often speaks of success and reformation through channels that 

already exist. Is she truly trying to create something new with the arts or is she trying to 

reform the clay that was already there? Is a school truly arts-rich if the arts are just what 

are done when testing is finished? What impact did this project have on the school’s view 

of the arts? 

The measurement of my project’s impact on the school and its view on how this 

project impacted the schools view of education, the arts, and arts in education, are limited 

to qualitative data collected from observation and teacher reflections. In privileging the 

experience and learning of the teachers, my focus on data collection suffered. Further, it’s 

difficult to truly measure or quantify individual transformation in thinking or action 

without extensive knowledge of the teachers’ backgrounds and thoughts about education. 
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I can only speculate on how this project might impact how teachers think and act in the 

future.  

In the context of professional learning communities, educational researcher Laura 

Servage questions whether individual learning can be transformative if it doesn’t lead to 

social action. However, she argues that the fundamentally social action of teaching 

presents opportunities for teachers to enact critically conscious pedagogy.  

For the educator, teaching itself is unavoidably a social act. The act of shaping 
educative experiences for others carries distinct powers and responsibilities that 
make it impossible to separate personally transformative learning experiences 
from their impacts on the social context and power dynamics of the classroom. 
(Servage)  

 
Servage’s notion of social action being activated in the classroom gives me hope that 

while the arts might be considered what Manuel called “icing on the cake” at Bryant, 

there may be spaces for teachers to continue their role as provocateurs in the classroom. 

In the semester following the project, I have continued to work with the teachers through 

the Drama for Schools model where they have been constructing and teaching lessons 

with drama-based instruction. Many of the strategies are the same or similar to what we 

used in our playbuilding workshops. These lessons are primarily focused on aligning with 

the standardized curriculum, but there are spaces within them where teachers employ a 

critical pedagogical lens by asking questions like “How do different perspectives impact 

how we understand history?” On the other hand, Drama for Schools is also scheduled to 

do a training session on how to use drama-based instructional strategies to prep students 

for the upcoming standardized test.  
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As artists, I wonder how we can maintain partnerships in educational settings if 

the pedagogical beliefs of the stakeholders contradict our own? Applied Theatre 

Researcher Michael Balfour explores this dilemma looking at how the subtle influences 

of a “donor agenda” can impact our work. He argues that “In the process of 

accommodating, adapting to, and being funded by external agencies the risk is that 

applied theatre can become too close to the powers it may want to question” (352). The 

playbuilding project wasn’t funded by a donor because it was my thesis research, but it 

was supported as professional development in a public school context. Though 

sometimes indirect, the school context had influence on the work that we were doing. The 

teachers sometimes stopped their conversations to make sure that the door was closed or 

questioned whether what they were saying was appropriate inside the walls of the school. 

They were nervous because they were engaged in an arts-based process, questioning the 

power and ideology of the school system from within it.  

As a process of arts-based research, I also wonder how we can negotiate doing 

arts-based processes with communities in the very spaces we hope to impact? Balfour 

suggests that the problem with applied theatre projects and partnerships is that they focus 

on the outcomes. Practitioners and partners focus their conversations on impact and 

change, without regards for the aesthetics or process. This problem resonates with the 

narrow focus of standardized testing and its connection to education reform. Framing our 

process and event as a workshop and research allowed for varied interpretation and 

multiple perspectives to be in conversation with one another. It didn’t promise a specific 

change in the teachers or in the learning outcomes of the students, which allowed for new 
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perspectives and narratives to be in open conversation with the systems of power in 

question.   

Limitations: The Project and Research Model  
 The model required an extensive amount of outside time from the teachers. The 

six playbuilding workshops, additional rehearsal, and workshop event totaled more than 

eighteen hours of the teachers’ time. This didn’t include any of the outside work that 

some of them did to prepare material and practice for the activities for the culminating 

workshop event. The principal agreed to compensate the teachers for the hours that they 

participated, which gave them incentive to come to the workshops. Even with the 

incentive, there were several workshops that teachers had to miss to take care of their 

children or to attend to school and outside commitments. Teachers informed me that they 

often stayed at school after our meetings for several hours to finish prepping for their 

students.  

Barry Oreck’s study on teachers’ attitudes towards using the arts in instruction 

indicates that “time” is their primary external concern (64). I was fortunate to have the 

commitment of these teachers for the amount of time that I did. However, time limited 

the amount of attention to aesthetics in the process. I chose to privilege the experience of 

the participants and their own exploration of the content over developing and applying 

performance skills. A longer time frame with workshops that occurred with more 

consistent frequency may have allowed us to rehearse and attend to the aesthetic details 

of the event.  
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Orecks’ study indicates that the second external concern for teachers is “outside 

support.” The principal supported the research by finding teachers and funding them for 

their time. She was invested in the process as part of the teachers overall professional 

development in arts-based instruction and as research on what was happening at their 

school. While she funded the project and believed in it as an opportunity for the teachers 

to come together, she wasn’t invested in the exploration of critical pedagogy. She didn’t 

say this explicitly, but it was demonstrated through her central focus on the arts as an 

academic tool within the professional development model.  

Recommendations  
I recognize that issues of time and funding are some of the many barriers to 

replicating this model as a sustainable form of professional development, but I believe 

that there is opportunity within professional development for teachers to take on artist 

and researcher roles. The “third hat” of co-researcher upsets the traditional power balance 

in a researcher/participant dichotomy and invites teachers to think critically about their 

role, context, and the purposes of education. If we truly want to advocate for an arts-

based approach within schools that honors the prior knowledge and diverse perspectives 

of individual students, we need to create opportunities for teachers to explore authentic 

arts-based learning within their own lives and contexts. According to Barry Oreck’s study 

on teacher attitudes and practice, a teacher’s artistic identity is important to their current 

and future use of arts-based teaching strategies in the classroom.  Providing authentic 

arts-based experiences for teachers, where they are acknowledged as adult learners, 
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creates an authentic connection with the art form that further develops their skills and 

understanding of the art form, while building on their identity as artists.  

Playbuilding as a qualitative research design supports participatory action 

research by repositioning teachers as co-researchers and providing them with the space to 

act as provocateurs in education. In an era of education ruled by the “metanarratives” of 

assessment and standards, with an emphasis on the “deskilling” of teachers, it’s vital to 

create opportunities for arts-based research that imagines alternatives. Educational 

researcher Tom Barone envisions this research as “educational inquirers who undertake 

the reclaiming and redirecting of history by communicating directly with the general 

public through research that is based in the arts” (Barone 35).  

Moving Forward 
 I bought copies of the book To Teach: A Journey In Comics by William Ayers for 

each of the teachers that participated in the playbuilding project. At the end of winter 

break I received an email from Melony. She wished me luck in writing my thesis and 

wrote, “I read To Teach, a Journey In Comics over the break and just wanted to thank 

you again for the gift. I found it very inspiring. I totally want every classroom in our 

school to look like his!” (Personal Email) In the book William Ayers, a school reform 

activist, partners with a graphic illustrator to tell the stories of a new teacher. Through the 

stories, he addresses larger ideas in education like “labeling students.” Reading this book 

myself, I found that Ayer’s words and pictures resonated with the themes that we 

explored in our playbuilding process. The beauty and simplicity of his views on 

education can be summarized by a quote that he attributes to a Chicago teacher.   
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Good schools are places where education is understood to be a matter of life and 
death. But they are also places where it’s okay to be goofy, to admit to children 
what one does not know, and what, often, no one on this earth can know. Then to 
join them in the great adventure of searching for a resolution of these mysteries 
together. (Ayers 101) 
 
I know from my work with Melony in Drama for Schools over the past few 

months that she regularly employs drama-based teaching strategies and has become an 

advocate for drama-based instruction on her campus. In her embracement of this text, I 

would like to think that her drama work and teaching practice have been impacted by the 

playbuilding project and that in taking on new perspectives that she is thinking not only 

about the means of education, but also the ends. It’s also exciting to me that arts-based 

literary research is influencing the way one teacher at Bryant is thinking about education 

and the arts. While this is only one teacher in one classroom and a book that is mostly 

read by teachers, I wonder how we can use the arts to share these stories in new mediums 

to engage new audiences?   

 I ride my bike by Bryant most days commuting. When I ride by in the afternoon I 

sometimes catch a glimpse of Emilio working in the garden or the fourth grade class 

carefully taking down the flag. My orange handprint is still there. Facing the opposite 

direction from the rest. I don’t know what the future holds for Bryant, but I will always 

think about the teachers, the principal, the classrooms, and the imprint they have left on 

me.  
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Appendix: Playbuilding Workshop Curriculum 

 
I. Introductions/Check-in  
Go around the circle and say what your name, what grade you teach, and what your 
theme song has been recently. This can be a song that’s stuck in your head today, a song 
that you keep with you to help the days go by, or it could be a metaphor for what your 
feeling. 
 
Transition: Hopefully we have a bit of a better understanding about our group. I would 
like to use a poster dialogue to think about our work together both in the larger sense of 
the project and the goals for today. Before we jump in, I want to invite you in all of our 
activities and throughout our time together to “make the experience new.” Does anyone 
know what I might mean by that? What does “making the experience new” offer us as 
participants?  
 
II. Poster Dialogue  
Participants are encouraged to grab markers and complete the following statements by 
writing words, phrases, or drawing images on the posters.  

• Research is… 
• When I make art I am… 
• When I teach I am… 

 
III. Processing Poster Dialogue into goals/welcome  
Gather participants in a circle around posters to process. Bring together two posters at a 
time to process in following sequence. teaching and art, art and research, teaching and 
research.  

• What do you notice? 
• What commonalities do we see between these posters? 

Bryant Playbuilding Workshop #1 

Thursday October 11, 2012 (3:30-6:00pm) 
 
Focus Questions:  

1. What is playbuilding? 
• How can it function as arts-based research? 
• How can it function as project-based learning in my classroom?  

2. How can we use images to represent abstract concepts and ideas? 
3. What does education look like at Bryant? 
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• What differences?  
• Thinking about these ideas, how would you define arts-based research? 

 
Sharing Information:  
The 6 workshops I am going to take you through over the next few months are built upon 
these ideas. In DFS, we ask you to participate with two hats. I invite you to come to this 
space with two additional hats. As teachers, participants, artists, and co-researchers. As 
we engage in the activities, I ask you to answer and add to the conversation as 
yourselves: teachers and participants. We will generate data together through thoughtful 
art making, storytelling, and dialogue. As artists and researchers, we will stop to identify 
moments that resonate with our research question. We will catalog these moments and 
return to them when we are compiling our performance.  While I ask you to bring 
yourselves and ideas to the table, I hope that this is also a process you can take back to 
your classrooms.  
 
Transition: We are going to move into an activity where we can explore the many 
different hats we wear both in and out of school. It’s a variation on the truth about me 
called come my neighbor.  
 
IV. Come my neighbor  
As we just talked about, even though we may know one another on some levels and 
within some contexts, I hope this activity opens up opportunities to know one another in 
many different ways, as well as let us know how we are represented in the room.  
Anyone can move to another space in the room and say “come my neighbor who…” and 
any other player that feels the statement is true for them, can then move to the space to 
create a circle with the player who made the statement. A player who is in that circle or 
any outside player can then move to a new space and initiate a new statement. 
(Practice moving through activity.) 
 
Now, I’m going to challenge you to increase the speed of the game. As soon as the circle 
is formed, someone else should move to make a new statement.  
 
Introduce Themes for statements: Groups inside of school, outside of school   
 
Add Family Images 
I would like this group to make a “family image” of how they feel about being a member 
of the group. You have 5 seconds to work together to do this.  
(If enough participants are outside of group, have them process image) 

• What are some of the feelings you see represented? 
• Were they represented anywhere else? How can you relate? 
• Activity Reflection 
• What did you notice about yourself? The group? 
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• What surprised you? 
• What could you say about our group after having played this activity? 

 
Transition: I invite you to move through this next activity as a participant/co-researcher, 
so we can generate some ideas that may be helpful in developing our research question. 
However, also know that it’s a great activity that could be adapted for use with your 
students.   
 
V. Machine  
What do you know about machines? How do machines function?  
We are going to create a machine together where each of you is going to be a different 
part. One at a time, I will invite you to contribute to the machine by coming up and 
adding a repetitive sound and motion. What do you think you should consider when 
creating your sound and motion?  
(Builds on to the rest of the machine, levels, simple enough to repeat over and over, etc.)  
 
I am going to invite you one by one to come up and add on to our machine.  
(Create machine by adding one at a time.) 
Experiment with the tempo of the machine, how fast or slow.  
 
Now, we are going to create a certain type of machine. We are going to create an 
“education” machine. Lets brainstorm a list of the potential parts. Your job is going to be 
to figure out how to represent the job of that part. How does it function or not function 
with the rest of the machine?  
 

1. As participants come up, freeze the machine to have the group reflect on specific 
parts. What do we see this part of the machine doing? What might that mean? 
How is it relating to the rest of the machine?  

2. Have participants come out of the machine to watch it work without them. What’s 
it like to work without this part of the machine, how does your part react? 

3. What does this machine look like on… How does it shift or change? 
• The first day of School 
• Right before holiday break 
• Before testing 
• When we incorporate the arts  

 
Reflecting on Machine 

• How did it feel to be a part of this machine? 
• What was it like to function with a missing part? What might this represent? 
• What did it feel like to speed up and slow down? What might this represent? 
• Was this machine accurate? How did our machine relate to what might be 

happening with you or in your classroom? 
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• Where might you use this in your curriculum? 
 
VI. Line Up  
I am going to ask you to create a line according to the criteria that I provide. You will 
create this line without talking to one another and I want you to do it as quickly as 
possible. While you can’t talk, I encourage you to find other ways to communicate.  
Line up according to… 

• Height 
• Birthdays 
• Years teaching 
• Years at Bryant 
• Silent focus vs. controlled chaos 
• Good questions vs right answers – Which demonstrates better understanding?  

 
Reflection (Line Up) 

• What did you notice about yourself? Others? 
• How did you create/communicate criteria? 

 
Transition: We are going to transition back to our earlier discussion and trouble out the 
picture of education that we created with our machine a little further. 
 
VII. Real/Ideal Images  
 

1. Creating the Real 
What does education look like to you? At Bryant? In your classroom?  
We are going to construct an image together of “the real”, what it actually looks like. 
This can be represented in a concrete or abstract way. I am going to assign you 
numbers. When I call your number, you are going to create a frozen image of your 
idea. As others come up, think about how you can relate to the parts of the image that 
already exist. Those who are left will help to read the image and Ben will scribe what 
we come up with.  
(Create image one player at a time with facilitator randomly calling and counting 
them in. Note: Create multiple images of real and ideal, let other players read image.  

 
 
 

Reading the image 
• What do you see? Who or what is being represented? 
• What actions are being taken?  
• How is power being represented in this image?  
• Can we agree on this reality? Should anything be shifted?  
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2. Creating the Ideal  
This is what you think the ideal future looks like in terms of education. Think about 
what it takes to educate the whole child and what that entails and looks like in action.  
I will once again count you in to create the image. (Once image is created, transition 
back and forth between real and ideal) 
 
Reading the Image 
• What do you see? Who or what is being represented? 
• How is power represented?  
• How does this image compare to the real? 

 
Gathering Ideas and Discussion  
I want to take a minute to reflect on some of the ideas that we generated today. Lets take 
a look at the posters that were scribed from our reflections from the images and machine. 

• What do you notice? 
• What are some of the connections and threads in what’s emerged? 
• How might these be encompassed by a focus or research question? 

 
VIII. Artifact – Quote  
As co-researchers, we will generate data together through self-reflection and dialogue 
inspired by arts-based activities. I also invite you to bring artifacts from outside this room 
to contribute to our exploratory process. I found this quote that I want to share with you. 
It comes from a theatre director named Anne Bogart. She helped develop a vocabulary or 
way of looking at performance called “the viewpoints” We will use some of this 
vocabulary in our playbuilding process. Take a moment to look at the quote.  
 
Artifact Quote 

“To study, you enter into a situation with your whole being, you listen and then 
begin to move around inside it with your imagination. You can study every 
situation you are in. You can learn to read life while life is happening.”  
(Anne Bogart)  

 
Reflection: 

• Which of these words or phrases resonate with you?  
• What ties can you see to the work we did today?  

 
IX. Journals 
I hope that this work finds through lines in your lives and classrooms. I am giving you 
each a journal. This is a space to reflect on the ideas we brought up today, as well as 
thoughts that emerge from what happens in your classroom. If you read a book, hear 
something on the news or radio, find an image. Feel free to write these down or bring 
them in as well.  
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You will also see a question written in each of your journals. Take this question with you 
and write down any thoughts from today that may relate from today or in your practice 
until next we meet.  
 
Journal Reflection Question: What is my role as an educator?  
Think about both in the real at Bryant right now and ideal sense.  
 
X. It made me think… Closing ritual 
Go around the circle and have each participant says one word that made them think.  
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I. Review the Themes, Scenes, and Images Generated in Workshop #1 

1. Show folders and note cards of generated material. Keep thinking about this 
material as we move into new territory today 

2. Share calendar of process: generate new material today and next time, move into 
creating and rehearsing in workshops 4-6 

3. Introduce idea of bringing in material from outside sources ex. newspaper articles.  
 
II. Everybody Do   

1. We are going to go around the circle and each player is going to create a sound 
and an associated gesture. The group will then say “yes lets…” and repeat the 
sound and gesture back to them.  

2. Now, I am going to introduce a theme and we are going to do a sound and gesture 
of something we might associate with that theme. This can be a concrete 
representation or an abstract gesture about a feeling.  
• Starting a new year 
• Friday afternoon 
• Preparing your students for testing 
• Helping your students to succeed 
• Processing 
• What gestures stuck out to you? 
• What similarities did we see?  

 
Transition: We have created a vocabulary of gestures that you can draw on in the next 
activity, where we will build a sequence with gestures.  
 
III. Two, by three, by Bradford 

1. First you will count together with player A saying one and then player B saying 
“two,” and then back to player A to say “three.” Continue counting to three as 
quickly as possible, going back and forth from one player to the next.  

2. Player A replaces “one” with a gesture. Continue counting back and forth using 
the gesture in place of “one.”  

3. Replace “two” with a gesture as well. Count with the gestures in place of “one” 
and “two.” 

Bryant Playbuilding Workshop #2 

Thursday October 18, 2012 (3:30-6:00pm) 
Focus Questions:  

1. What is my role as an educator?  
2. Who are the stakeholders in education and how do they impact our practice?  
3. How can we use gesture and time as aesthetic tools?  
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4. Finally, replace “three” with a gesture and challenge yourselves to count with 
only gestures.  

5. Explore linking the gestures together to create a performance sequence. 
Experiment with tempo. Maybe one is slowed down and the others are faster.  

 
Reflection on Two, by Three, by Bradford 

• What was your experience in that activity? 
• How did you negotiate challenges?  
• Where do we see these gestures in the world? 
• What do they tell us? 

 
Transition: You had some opportunity to think about tempo and time with your gestures 
and movement in that activity. In the next activity, we are going to focus in exclusively 
on these aesthetic elements.  
 
IV. Cover the space 
In this next activity, we are going to explore time by working with tempo. As you move 
through the space, always think about moving to the open space. Be aware of those 
around you. Now, as you are moving, I want you to think about tempo.  This means how 
fast or how slow you are moving through the space. Make eye contact with those around 
you.  
 
Variations  

1. Stopping Together 
Now, I am going to ask you to find a way to stop all together as a group. My 
challenge to you is to attempt to do this with the minimal amount of signaling. 
Really truss each other.  

2. Playing with tempo 
As you are moving, experiment with tempo. Play with and against the temp of the 
other players. Find the extremes of tempo.  

 
Transition: We just worked a little bit on playing with time and now I’m going to you’re 
you through a Boal exercise where we will explore and reflect on how we spend our time. 
This is both about our repetitions and routines and the moments where we break out of 
those.  
 
V. Image of the Hour 
Find your own open space in the room. I am going to call out a time of day and you are 
going to pantomime what you might be doing during that time of day. Pantomime means 
to silently act out. Try to be specific in terms of what you are doing and how you are 
doing it. What are you thinking about? How does this activity make you feel?  
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Image of the Hour Prompts  
• Today at 6am, 7:30am, 9:30am, 11am, 2pm 
• Friday at 1:30pm, 5:00pm,  
• Saturday at 1:30pm 
• Sunday at 10am, 4pm, 6pm, 9pm 
• Monday at 11am 
• When you wake up on your birthday 
• The time you enjoy the most 
• Your first day as a teacher 
• A time when you loved what you do. 
• Your worst day as a teacher 
• A moment that made you step back or caught you unaware.  

 
Reflection on Image of the Hour  

• What did you notice about yourself during this activity? 
• What was surprising? 
• What do you notice about how you spend your time?  What’s important to you?  

 
VI. Writing Prompt Inspired by Image of the Hour  
Take a moment that we explored in the last activity and write a first person narrative of 
that moment. Try to capture the details of how it felt to be in that moment. What exactly 
was happening? Who was there? You may think of this as a “snapshot.”  
 
Share out Writing 

• What words or phrases stood out? 
• What images are you left with? 
• How could you summarize the piece in a single moment or image?  

 
Transition: We are beginning to explore perceptions of teachers: how we view 
ourselves, our role, and how others view us. In the next activity we will explore those 
perceptions further.  
 
VII. Image Work with Teacher Memes  

1. Image Work Discussion/Practice: 
What makes a dynamic or interesting image? 
We are going to create a series of quick images where I am going to ask you to create 
some pictures using those elements. I am also going to give you some prompts in 
regards to the aesthetic qualities you just discussed. 

• Create an image where ____________ is the focus. 
• Create an image where two people are the focus. 
• Create an image where every person is at a different level. 
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• Create an image where everyone has a clear relationship to another person in 
the image.  

 
2. Exploring Teacher Memes  
Has anyone ever heard of a meme? Memes are images combined with text that 
become increasingly popular as they are passed around through social media. A 
common meme going around right now plays with stereotypes of a profession. It 
consists of a series of pictures with prompts about what different groups of people 
think about them.  
 
We are going to break into groups and I am going to have each group create images 
based on two of the following prompts.  

• What my principal thinks I do… 
• What parents think I do… 
• What the district thinks I do… 
• What society thinks I do… 
• What I think I do… 
• What I strive to do… 

 
Reflection on Image Work with Teacher Memes  

• What do you see? Who is being represented and what are they doing? 
• How did the images change with different perceptions? 
• What do you think influences this perception? 

 
VIII. Data review 
We are going to write down the ideas that we explored today on notecards. These can be 
drawn from later when we go to create scenes. The idea is to create just a title and maybe 
one sentence description that will help us remember it.  
(After we write these place them up on board) 

• What do we notice? 
• Do we see any threads or connections emerging in our research? 

 
Journal Writing Prompt  
When is a moment in your classroom that caused you to shift your perspective?  
 
IX. Word at a time mantra - Closing Ritual 
We are going to stand in a circle and create a mantra one word at a time that we can think 
about as we go through the next few weeks. Think about some of the ideas that we 
tackled today and how we might move forward. 
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I. Sound and Motion Circle  
One player is in the middle and they are going to start a repetitive sound and motion. The 
rest of the group is going to imitate the sound and motion. They will pass this sound and 
motion by bringing it over to someone else in the group and making eye contact. This 
person will then come into the center of the circle and they will let the sound and motion 
transform into a new sound and motion.  
 
Transition: What did you notice about our gestures? Where do we see gestures in our 
lives? In acting we have two kinds of gestures real and abstract. Both are about 
expressing something. As we move into the next activity, think about how you can play 
with both real and abstract gestures.  
 
II. Give and Take 
What do you think of when I say the word balanced? What do you think it might mean 
for a stage to be balanced? I want you to cover the stage and find places, so that there is a 
sense or feeling of balance for the audience watching.  
 

1. Practice Give  
One player is going to move across the stage using a travelling sound and gesture 
and they are going to give their energy to another player by stopping in front of 
them. That player will then use the previous player’s energy to inspire a new 
sound and motion. They will take the new sound and motion and give it to another 
player.  
 

2. Practice Take:  
Now, instead of giving sound and gesture, you are going to take it. One player 
will start with a sound and motion and continue traveling across the stage until 
someone else takes it. 

 
 
 
 

Bryant Playbuilding Workshop #3 

Thursday November 8, 2012 (3:30-6:00pm) 
Focus Questions:  

1. What does it mean to be a teacher at Bryant Elementary? 
2. What	  tools/performance	  vocabulary	  can	  we	  use	  to	  share	  our	  research	  

with	  our	  colleagues?	  
3. How do I combine artistic elements to create scenes? 
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3. Give and Take 
Experiment with both giving and taking. Think about how you can use both to 
share the focus and balance the energy on stage. Keep your awareness of one 
another.  
 

4. Introduce Themes 
I am going to introduce a theme from our research and you are going to play with 
the theme using give and take. You can now think about words or brief phrases as 
you travel. Also, consider whether you might use a concrete or abstract gesture.  
• The Flow 
• Inquiry: Searching, Listening, Discovery 
• Scrutiny 
• The “aha” moment 
• My kids were swirly today 

 
Reflection on Give and Take  

• How did that feel? 
• What moments surprised you or made you laugh? 
• Were there any stories that started to emerge? 
• Where else could you see applying this technique? 

 
III. Review Research Note Cards  
Talk over the cards that we have and ask if anyone has any writings they want to share or 
would be interested in developing further.  
 
IV. Introduce Performance Vocabulary:  
In playbuilding, some activities are used to generate material and ideas and other 
activities are used to create a performance vocabulary. These are tools and a common 
vocabulary that we can use to help bring our stories and ideas from the generative 
activities to life. Similar to the strategies and games that we use in drama-based 
instruction, It’s helpful to first learn the strategy and think about how and where we 
might apply it.  
 
Performance Vocabulary  

• Gesture – 2x3xBradford 
• Tempo/Time 
• Machine 
• Flocking 
• Pantomime – Image of the Hour 
• Image Work – Real/Ideal Images   
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Reflection 
• What do we notice about what we have created? 
• Do you see any possible connections? 
• How about images that could be scenes?  
• Ways we could use our performance vocabulary with specific ideas or themes? 

 
Transition: I want to go back to the question “what does it mean to be a teacher at 
Bryant?” What do you personally connect with being at Bryant? What perceptions do 
other people have about Bryant? What might influence those perceptions? As we move 
through our next activity and work with the text I’m going to give you, think about how 
you can put these ideas in conversation with our pieces.  
 
V. Working with Text  
I am going to give you a piece of text and you are going to create a composition. What do 
you think of when I say the word composition? This composition has some similarities, 
but it’s not necessarily musical. You can use any of the tools that we have worked with so 
far: give and take, gesture, image and you are going to create a performance 
interpretation of the text. You can repeat phrases and take portions out, but this is the 
only text you can use. We will have two groups. I’m only going to give you seven 
minutes to work on it.  
 
Text of Bryant Fight Song 

We love our Bryant, we love our Bryant 
The one and only dear, 
We'll fight for Bryant, we'll fight for Bryant 
For we have known no fear ... 
Well, that, and the legacy -- the loving and the fighting -- are bound to go on. 
Hail blue and gold -- The Bryant colors wave 
for our alma mater dear 
They stand for victory, without the least bit fear 
We must stay up -- upon the tip-top 
And lead until the end 
Now let's cheer -- Bryant dear -- Bryant ever more. 
 

Reflection on Text Compositions 
• What did you see? 
• What stuck out or resonated with you? Why? 
• What do you think it might mean? How are they showing that idea? 
• What performance vocabulary did you see in action? 
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VI. Flocking  
One person is going to lead the group in any movement they would like. Their goal is to 
make the movement predictable enough that the rest of the group can follow. As the 
observer, it should seem like the whole group is moving in sync. What do you think we 
can do to keep the group moving together successfully?  
 
Reflection on Flocking 

• What was your experience during this activity? 
• Can you think of a theme or scene where we might use this strategy? 

 
VII. Complete the Image   

1. Two people are going to step into the middle of the circle and have shake hands to 
create a frozen image.  
• What do you see? 
• How do you think they might be related? 
• What’s the story?  

 
2. Now, someone will come in to change the image by tapping one of the partners 

out and taking a new pose.  
• What story do you see now? 
• What about their bodies and relationship is showing you that story? 

 
3. Someone else is going to step in and tag out the first player to create yet another 

story.  
• If this character had a thought bubble above their head, what might they be 

thinking? 
• What about their pose and facial expressions showed you that? 

 
4. You are now going to break into partners and do the activity in pairs. Instead of a 

new person tagging in, one of you will unfreeze and take a new position. You will 
continuously create new images together, with one person staying frozen and the 
other moving.  

 
5. In a moment, I am going to ask you to continue moving. While you are moving, I 

am going to introduce some themes. Let these themes influence the images you 
are creating.  This can happen in a concrete or abstract way. As you are moving 
through these, take note to yourself of images that stick with you or really 
resonate.  
• Introduce themes from fight song activity 
• Teaching and Learning 
• The invisible student 
• Parents and Teachers 
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6. Choose one image that you created that you would like to share with the group.  
• Who might be represented in this image?  
• What about their positions tells you that? 
• What’s the story? 
• What might this character be thinking or saying? 
• Where have we seen this image or what does it connect with in our lives? 

 
7. Think about your image as a story or scene, create an image of what may have 

come before and what came after. Think about who the characters are and their 
thoughts. Add a line of dialogue for each image.  

 
VIII. Reflection on the Day  

• What stuck out to you from today? 
• Where do you see possible themes or scenes? 
• Who do you think the audience might be for our piece? 
• Where would be the ideal location? 

 
Journal Writing Prompt  
A letter to someone or something that contributed to your experiences in education 
 
IX. Group Counting 
As a group, we will see how high we can count. There is no order and only one person 
can speak at a time. If we speak at the same time, we will start over from zero.  
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I. Blind Leading  

1. One player will start out as the leader and the other one as the follower. The 
follower closes their eyes and the leader leads them around the space only using 
their pinky. Players then switch roles. 

2. Leaders can pass their follower along to another leader by passing them from one 
pinky to another.  

3. Leaders can leave their follower. Players can then choose to be either become a 
leader or remain a follower.   

 
Blind Leading Reflection  

• What was your experience during that activity? 
• Do you like being a leader or follower better? 
• Where do we see these roles reflected in our lives? 

 
Transition: In our work, we think about these different roles and how those are always in 
flux. A lot of times we walk the line between workshop and performance, teacher and 
facilitator, performer and audience. Our next activity is going to ask some questions to 
think a bit more deeply and specifically about these roles in our lives.  
 
II. Questions from a Hat  
We are going to pass the hat around the circle. Draw a question from the hat, answer it, 
and place the question back in the hat. In the firs round, we will just go through the 
questions. In the second round, we will see how quickly we can make it around the circle.  

• A memorable story or moment from our workshops is… 
• A memory about a performance I was in…  
• My favorite activity so far has been… 
• A memory about a performance I saw… 
• The last performance I saw was… 
• My favorite snack is… 
• I wish everyone knew _______________ about teachers. 
• A facilitator’s job is to…. 
• An actors job is to… 
• A teachers job is to…. 

Bryant Playbuilding Workshop #4 

Thursday November 8, 2012 (3:30-6:00pm) 
Focus Questions:  

1. What themes have emerged in our research? 
2. How can we activate those themes through a workshop or performance? 
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• Every teacher should have ___________________ tattooed on their arm.  
 
Reflection: 

• What did you notice about our answers?  
• What are some experiences or feelings you could say that we have in common? 
• How could you categorize the questions that were asked? 

 
Transition: Our goal today is to start thinking about what we want to share and the 
possibilities of what our performance might look like. What do you do when you plan a 
lesson? How might this relate to planning a workshop or performance?  
 
III. Exploring Possible Directions for Sharing 
When we think about workshops and performance, I want you to think about the roles 
involved, the goals, and the various levels of risk for those involved.  
 

1. Workshops 
• What do we know about workshops?  
• What are the roles involved with a workshop? 
• What are the possible goals of a workshop? 
 

2. Performance  
• What do we know about performances? 
• What are the roles involved with a performance? 
• What are the possible goals of a performance? 

 
3. Workshop vs. Performance  

• What are the similarities and differences? 
 

4. Place Cards and Discussion 
Pick out a notecard representing one of the exercises we have done and discuss 
whether you might use the exercise in a workshop or a performance. Discuss how 
cards may fit into either category.   
 

IV. Work through Creation of Performance Moment Together 
1. Choose a theme or an image notecard that could be explored by translating it into 

performance.  
• What have we talked about in relation to this theme? 
• Where else do you see it represented in your work and life? 

2. Choose the performance vocabulary that could accommodate exploring the theme. 
This could be a combination of cards or ideas. For example, we might play with 
tempo in a pantomime scene to illustrate a concept.  
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• What do we know about this performance vocabulary from trying it out in an 
exercise? 

• How can we use the performance vocabulary to draw out the theme or image? 
 

V. Work through Creation of a Facilitated Activity Together  
1. Choose a theme you think we could explore with the audience through a 

facilitated activity.  
• What have we talked about related to this theme? 
• What important questions or tensions does this theme bring up for us and 

the Bryant community? 
 

2. Choose a strategy that could work to explore the theme or idea.  
• What are we doing in the strategy? 
• How can we use the strategy to unpack the theme? 

 
Reflection on Performance and Facilitated Activities  

• What stuck out for you? 
• What questions do you still have? 

 
Moving Forward and Assigning Responsibilities  
Ask for volunteers to take the material we generated and further script or write out the 
specific facilitation.  
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Intro 
We have spent four afternoons together discussing what it means to be a teacher at 
Bryant. Our focus today is to take a look back at the scenes and facilitation we have 
created to decide on the workshop/performance that you want share with your colleagues.   
 
I. Check-in  
As we get closer to the holiday break, it gets difficult to stay focused and on task. The 
kids can be a lot more difficult to handle. What is a thought that keeps you going? What 
is your happy thought? In our work, we also need to have that thought or moment that 
keeps you going. What is your personal mantra?  
 
II. Heartbeat Ball  
The most important part of this game is that we keep the heartbeat going. The heartbeat 
will be represented by a playground ball that is passed around the circle in rhythm. Once 
we have the “heartbeat,” we will pass around a series of other objects. The most 
important thing to remember is to keep the heartbeat going.  
  
Reflection  

• What do you notice about yourself? The ensemble? 
• When are we successful? What can we do to be more successful? 
• What would you say the heartbeat is in your work as a teacher? The school? 

 
Transition: As we come to the end of our process, we are thinking about the heartbeat of 
our workshop.  
 
III. Dialogue about Material and Audience  
In playbuilding, a director often starts with a question or angle of research, but they are 
also willing to go where the work takes them. It often takes us into unexpected territory, 
as it has in our process. 

• Take a moment to look over the cards, what stands out to you? 
• Where do you see connections? 
• What could you say has been an underlying thread or threads through our work 

and conversations?  

Bryant Playbuilding Workshop #5 

Thursday November 27, 2012 (3:30-6:00pm) 
Focus Questions:  

1. What do we want to share and who is our intended audience? 
2. What is the “heartbeat” of our work together? 
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Possible Scenes  

• Bryant Fight Song 
• “Aha” moment flocking piece 
• Memes about Perception (What others think of me) 
• Times of day tableau  
• Education machine  

 
Possible Facilitation Activities  

• Poster Dialogue on Testing 
• Student Folder as Artifact 

 
Our Audience 
Keep these ideas in mind: Our message, underlying questions, themes, and what we have 
created. We have three potential audiences for this work and I think the conversations we 
have started could be productive with a few different audiences. How might we choose 
activities or structure our event based on these audiences? 

• Teachers and Staff at Bryant 
• Teachers and Staff plus Drama for Schools group (outsiders) 
• Mindpop/AISD administrators 

 
III. Staging Text Exercise  

1. Choose a story or piece of text that was generated within our workshops. Read the 
story and pick 3 -5 moments that stick out or are essential to the story. Create 
tableaus to represent these moments. Think about the feeling or essence rather 
than exactly what is happening.   

2. Create an image of the feeling rather than exactly what is happening.  
3. Break up the text and decide who will say each part.  

 
Existing Text/Stories/Ideas  

• Word at a time mantra “In our school, hope for the better future, keep the 
momentum going, always think about those who need. sparkle.” 

• Stories from Image of the Hour Exercise  
• Bryant Fight Song  
• Machine, Monster, Diagnosis  

 
Other Ideas to Workshop  

• Come my neighbor focusing on the idea “I am not alone” 
• Searching, Listening, Discovery 
• Word at a time mantra done by the whole group to close 
• Real/Ideal images 
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Share and Respond to Material Created  
 

• What stuck out for you? 
• What questions do you still have? 
• How might we move forward with staging and/or scripting the material? 
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I. Warm Up 
 

1. Zip, Zap, Zop 
Participants will stand in a circle and pass the “energy” from one person to 
another by saying zip, zap, in sequence.  

2. Word and Gesture 
Create a word and gesture to let everyone know how you are feeling in this 
moment. After you share your word and gesture, the rest of the group will copy it.  

 
II. Review  

1. Review the grouping the cards to find overarching themes of our workshop.   
2. Look at the architecture of the piece. Name out goal/function for each activity 

with whole group. 
• Memes 
• CUM folders 
• Ninja Story 
• Education Machine 
• The “A-ha” Moment 

 
III. Work in Small Groups  
Analyze whether activities are meeting goals and finalize any scripting or facilitation.  
Specific Tasks 

• Write opening address to audience 
• Create props for Cumulative Folder activity  
• Write the facilitation for Machine 
• Plan and write facilitation for Snowball 
• Work on blocking and rehearse Ninja Story  
• Discuss and create transitions 
 

IV. Rehearse Whole Group Scenes 
• The Aha Moment 
• Tableau Memes  

Bryant Playbuilding Workshop #6 

Thursday November 29, 2012 (3:30-6:00pm) 
Focus Questions:  

1. What are the underlying questions/goals of our activities? 
2. Artistic Focus: How can we arrange activities within our workshop event to 

create an arc that reflects the journey of our research? 
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V. Compliment Web 
Pass a ball of yarn around the circle. Participants hold on to a piece of the yarn while they 
say and complete the statement: “A hope I have for this performance is…” The 
participant then passes the ball of yarn to someone else across the circle.  
 
VI. Closing Discussion 

• Finalized order of the workshop 
• Who will be in the audience? 
• Filming for research 
• Possibility of adding extra rehearsal 
• Focus group directly following the event with pizza and discussion about the 

workshop and process 
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