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Absract: 

This paper looks at the use of a drama as a learning medium approach, known as 
enactment of the expert, to help primary students in years five and six comprehend a difficult 
poetry text. An analysis of the students' written responses was undertaken together with an 
analysis of a video tape of the project. 

  

This article presents findings which support the claims that drama as a learning medium can 
enhance the language learning of students ( B.J. Wagner 1994). The principles underlying 
this research were explored in action, and reflected upon in writing by participants. The 
sessions were video taped and both the students' written responses and the transcripts of 
their discussions were analysed. 

Enactment is at the core of drama and is a dynamic between thought, feeling and action. 
Drama as a learning medium, and it's related field process drama (O'Neill, C. 1995), is 
active, expressive, student centred, creative and imaginative, and may involve other 
symbolic activities like drawing, movement, model-making and play (Arnold, R. 1991; 1994). 

Researchers and teachers for sometime have been exploring the relationship between 
drama as a learning medium in primary classrooms and language development (Simons, J. 
2000; Cusworth, R. and Simons, J. 1997; Carroll, J. 1988; Parsons, B. Schaffner, M. et al 
1984). This article explores the use of a drama technique, enactment of the expert, to 
enhance students' comprehension of poetic text. 

What is enactment of the expert? 

Enactment of the expert is inspired by Heathcote's concept of mantle of the expert 
(Heathcote, D. and Bolton, G. 1994.). 'The group become characters endowed with 
specialist knowledge that is relevant to the situation ... the situation is usually task-oriented 
... power and responsibility move from teacher to group; learners feel respected by having 
expert status' (Neelands, J. 1990 : 23). 



In refining, mantle of the expert we have noted that a danger exists in the implication that 
this process is a 'gift' or 'mantle' which is somehow transferred to a student. Rather the 
process, if facilitated to empower, enables the students, individually and as a group, to grow 
into the role of expert via psychodynamic resources that spring from their latent abilities 
which in interaction with the drama environment spiral to belief (Arnold, R. 1994). I prefer the 
term enactment of the expert since it reflects this personal dynamic. The teacher, by 
mirroring and scaffolding (Simons, J. 1991 : 25), both in and out of role, sets up contexts 
which allow the participants to create and sustain their own expertise 

Case Study 

This study tested the hypothesis that the use of enactment of the expert as a pre-reading 
activity would assist students in the comprehension of a complex poetic text. The validity of 
this assumption was tested by giving the same reading task to parallel groups of students: 
one group was simply given the reading task, the second group was given the reading task 
after some extracts from the text had been used as a predictive set, and the third group was 
given the reading task after the same predictive set had been undertaken in the role of 
expert. 

The twenty seven students were in years five and six at an inner-city Sydney school and the 
process was implemented by the class teacher and me. We had previously tested this 
method with students at a performing arts school who were used to role-play and it had 
proved successful (Hughes, J. 1992). The students, in the current study, had only 
undertaken limited drama work and we wanted to see how they would react. They were 
divided into three groups, each with nine students. The composition of each group was 
carefully considered by the class teacher to reflect a similar distribution of ability in English, 
and likewise the groups were balanced for boys and girls. 

The text chosen was The Twa Corbies from Beattie, W. (ed) 1952 Border ballads. As you 
will see it is a very difficult text for young children. It is Scottish and dates from the middle 
ages, and hence the editor has given translations of some archaic terms. 

  

The Twa Corbies Ravens 

As I was walking all alane, 

I heard twa corbies making a mane; 

The tane unto the t'other say, The one 

'Where sall we gang and dine to-day?' 

'In behint yon auld fail dyke, turf 

I wot there lies a new-slain knight; 

And nae body kens that he lies there, 

But his hawk, his hound, and lady fair.' 

'His hound is to the hunting gane, 



His hawk to fetch the wild-fowl hame, 

His lady's ta'en another mate, 

So we may make our dinner sweet.' 

'Ye'll sit on his white hause bane, neck 

And I'll pike out his bonny blue een: 

Wi' ae lock o' his gowden hair, 

We'll theek our nest when it grows bare.' thatch 

'Mony a one for him makes mane, 

But nane sall ken whare he is gane: 

O'er his white banes, when they are bare, 

The wind sall blaw for evermair.' 

. 

The Method 

Group A. These nine students were given a copy of the poem and listened to a reading of it. 
The students were then asked to write down what they thought the text was about using the 
peer writing technique. That is, the student writes to an imaginary friend who is absent from 
the session and explains what the text is about. (Arnold, R. 1991 : 12). 

Group B. This group of students was given a predictive set before listening to and reading 
the text. They were given the following extracts from the poem and asked to predict the full 
story. 

The Twa Corbies 

... As I was walking 

... twa corbies making a mane 

... where sall we gang. 

... new slain knight 

... lady's ta'en another mate 

... pike out his bonny blue een 

After offering their predictions to the whole class and the reading of the complete text, 
students in group B undertook the same written task as group A. 



Group C. This group was facilitated into the drama activity, enactment of the expert. The 
students were helped to adopt the role of expert professors of English and their first task 
was to draw a map of their university, locate the English department and tell the teacher, in 
the role of a reporter, why their university was the best in the world. (For more information on 
teacher in role see Morgan, N. and Saxton, J. 1987 : Chapter 3, and Cusworth, R. and 
Simons, J. 1997: chapter 4). The 'professors' then undertook the same predictive set as 
group B and the same written task as groups A and B. 

Analysis of the Students' Written Responses 

Each student's piece of writing was analysed to ascertain how much she/he had 
comprehended, that is, was the student able to comprehend that there is a human narrator, 
a crow/raven speaker, an interlocutor (another crow) and certain events, for example, 
plucking out the eye of the knight? We were generous in our interpretation of the young 
students' comprehension with all groups. For example, if the student wrote 'There is a dead 
man' we granted this as a narrative unit and did not insist on the use of the term 'knight'; 
otherwise group A's results would have been almost nil. 

The following tables indicate the narrative units recalled by students in group A, B and C. 

Table 1 

Group A 

Student 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Narrative units: 

Human Speaker 1 . 1 . . 1 . 1 1 

Crow Speaker . 1 . 1 . . . . . 

Interlocutor . 1 1 1 . . 1 . . 

Events 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 . 

Total 3 2 4 2 1 2 2 2 1 

 

Table 2 

Group B 

Student 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Human Speaker 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Crow Speaker . . . 1 . . . . 1 1 

Interlocutor 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Events 3 2 . . 1 2 1 2 . 



Total 5 4 3 2 3 4 3 5 3 

 

Table 3 

Group C 

Student 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Human Speaker 1 1 1 . 1 1 1 1 1 

Crow Speaker 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Interlocutor 1 . 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Events 5 3 5 3 2 1 1 3 3 

Total 8 5 8 5 5 4 4 6 6 

 

Table 4 

Total Narrative Units Comprehended by Group 

Group A Total 19 

Group B Total 32 

Group C Total 52 

Table 4 suggests strong support of the hypothesis that, for this group of students, predictive 
sets assisted readers in the comprehension of poetic text and that the role-play, enactment 
of the expert, assisted even more. The students in the group which undertook enactment of 
the expert were better able to comprehend narrative elements when compared to those 
exposed to predictive set alone and those given no pre-reading task. 

For example only two students in group A identified the main speaker as a crow whereas all 
of the nine students in the drama group were able to understand that a bird is speaking. 
Similarly group C were much better able to understand the events described in the ballad. 
What the figures don't show is that the drama group (C) displayed a more confident written 
style in their recalls of meaning and wrote with more clarity and detail. For example: 

"I think it's about two crows who want to have food to eat and a knight has been killed and 
the crows decide to eat him. The knight is all alone and nobody cares about him, his hound 
has run off and so has his lady. At the end only the wind blows. I thought it was very sad and 
someone was watching all this happen" 

"A man is walking in the countryside when he hears two ravens talking. A man was killed 
and nobody knows or cares. One raven say lets eat him and peck out his eyes. They also 
peck his hair to make their nest... The man has white bones and blue eyes...." 



The drama students responses contrast strongly with the writings of both groups A and B. 
The following extracts are typical of the higher order responses from group A. 

"In this poem, maybe there is a dog, a hound that nobody cares about and a man who has a 
fair lady. There is also an animal which has a nest, maybe. The words are very hard 
because it's written in really old words...." 

"I think the story is about birds, like crows or something and something bad has happened to 
the people like the hawk and so they are going to have a good dinner and build a nest. 
Someone has gold hair and they are talking about it to each other or something like that but I 
don't really know" 

For these particular primary students there seems evidence that drama as a learning 
medium is a strong strategy for aiding reading comprehension of narrative poetic text. It has 
been noted in earlier studies that drama enhances oracy in students (Carroll, J. 1988; 
Hughes, J. 1991; Schoenheimer, A. 1991.) and writing (Wagner B.J. 1994.) There is now 
further evidence that enactment can be a powerful learning medium which aids reading 
comprehension. 

Studies are now under way to explore further the significance of the above. It was noted 
throughout the process of this study that significant moments were occurring which needed 
more qualitative description and analysis. For example, was observed that when the 
'professors' where reporting the worth of their university to the 'TV reporter' (teacher in role), 
they presented in a higher modality of language than the non-role groups. It was also noted 
their non-verbal communication was more formal than those who only undertook non-role 
group work. This observation seems to support Vygotsky's (1988) theory that gesture 
enhances language. The very process of the drama set-up seemed to have developed an 
enhanced concept of self in the students. One example from these primary students will 
illustrate this. 

At the stage where the transcript begins the students were sitting in groups and drawing the 
map of their University and preparing the case for why it is the best university in the world. I 
(JH) was teaching the group and their teacher was video taping. 

164 Student 1 (looking towards JH) Excuse me 

165 JH Yes, professors? 

165 Student 1 Do we write our reasons for our university 

166 being the best on the same piece of paper 

167 as we draw our maps? 

168 JH Oh that's entirely up to you professors to work 

169 out. Humble reporters wouldn't know that sort 

170 of thing. I think whatever you decide...I 

171 mean, well, you have the status don't you? 

172 Student 1 (With a dismissive wave) Well be off with you, 



173 then. 

174 Student 2 Be off! 

175 Student 3 (Also gives a dismissive wave) Like this. 

176 You're lucky...thou shall get my help. 

177 ( JH moves away) 

We see in this extract the students (172-4) using higher order language, 'well be off with you' 
(line 172), the archaic 'thou' and the formal modal verb 'shall' (line 176). They use elaborate 
gestures to a superior, that is the teacher and hence gain status; a status I would suggest 
which enables them to later confidently engage with the difficult text. On viewing the tape we 
noticed the shock on the students' faces (at line 175) when they realised that they had told a 
teacher to go away. In their faces one can see the worry that they may have crossed the line 
and are going to get into trouble. However when the teacher moves away, an example of 
mirroring, (line 177), they realise they are in control and proceed to work out the task for 
themselves. 

The children are experiencing an expanded sense of self through enactment of expert, an 
enactment which need not be triggered by any overt contribution by adults, although the 
mirroring by the teacher of the child's request to go away acts as a scaffolding device 
(Simons, J. 1991). As Kathleen Warren has pointed out, children are drawn to power and 
have a psychological drive for high status and, in the enactment described above, the child 
explores a primary need: the feeling of hero. (Warren, K. 1992). 

The type of classroom interactions described above are of more use in teacher professional 
development than numbers alone (Taylor, P. 1996). Interesting though the figures above 
may be, and they do help reassure those of us in drama education that we are doing the 
right thing, it is more fascinating to explore the dynamic between teacher and students in 
language classrooms. In a dynamic and interactive learning classroom the teacher will 
encourage exploration and self-expression through reading, writing, speaking and listening 
in the belief that students have the ability and the need to make sense of their world through 
experiences in a range of discourses and expressive modes (Arnold R. 1991). Enactment, 
enthusiasm and engagement with students, so as to enhance their concepts of self, allows 
teachers and students to overcome seemingly insuperable difficulties. 
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