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Recapturing the Joy of Adult Education

Through a Theater Arts Perspective of Learning

Toward a Renewed Purpose of Social Change

A Revolution in Fun


Imagine yourself sitting in a classroom, waiting patiently for a lecture to finish while the minutes tick along on the clock.  You have been paying attention throughout the class, and you have dutifully taken notes and raised your hand to answer a question and make a comment or two.  You feel great because you managed to stay alert enough throughout the class to scribble down some notes, and you think that that you understand today’s topic.  Class is almost over, and already, your thoughts are beginning to turn toward the trip home.  There is bound to be a lot of traffic today, and you are supposed to stop by the grocery store...what was it that you needed to pick up?  You’ll probably remember later.  You hope that it doesn’t snow again tomorrow -- how many times have you shoveled the sidewalk this month?

“See you next week.”

The instructor’s voice trails off as just manage to return your attention back to the classroom.  At least you heard those most important last words, you think to yourself, as you spring up from your chair and direct your eyes and body toward the door as you move.  Yes!  It’s your favorite time of day and finally this last class is over and you get your freedom back.  Until tomorrow, at least.

This is not the way that adult education is supposed to work.

Rather than feeling the rush of relief as we leave the classroom, shouldn’t we feel at least the slightest twinge of disappointment?  Why can’t our learning experiences enthrall us and allow us to recapture the joy that we once felt so easily?  There is a natural sense of fun in learning that involves exploring our curiosities, playing with new ideas, discovering humor in our own knowledge (or lack thereof), and give ourselves and others permission to try, fail, succeed, become confused, and become enlightened -- often?  Children seem to “own” this sense of fun, which is then systematically stripped away as we move toward adulthood.  The secret of adult education, though, is that enjoyment in learning actually belongs to everyone -- learners of all ages, and this represents a gap between the way that adult education works today and the way that it could work.  Make no mistake though - the joy of learning is not a “game” or just a way to make us “feel good”.  As adults, we must both once again accept this joy while channeling our learning toward a purpose that might give us something more than just a credential, a job, a promotion, or a new hobby.

Consider the following sample exercise. Is it a game? Is it a learning exercise?  Is it an icebreaker? It is useful?

Exercise name: People in the Wild
Methodologies: attitudes, conflict, balancing diverse personalities
Description: In this exercise, each person in the group will write down the name of an animal on a card and put it in a pile.  Each person will then take a card and read the name of the animal silently.  The question will be posed: “What are the characteristics of your animal?”  If a person were described as having the same personality of that animal, how would might person act and sound?  For example, if an animal was “rooster”, then it might be decided that a person with those characteristics would be talkative, sometimes loud, moving around a lot, non-threatening.  After this question is considered, a dialogue would be commenced about a specific social topic, such as how to slow down automobile traffic close to a neighborhood where young children play on the street.  Each each person makes an attempt to personify the animal characteristics.  Rather than each person participating in the dialogue with their own views, they take turns, starting with the phrase “A person with [rooster] characteristics would probably respond the following way…” or “A person with [rooster] characteristics would help (or hinder) the problem-solving progress of the discussion because…” Following the dialogue, the group would return as “themselves” and discuss insights that might have surfaced about the real nature of the problem being discussed.

Although such an activity might be enjoyable and even interesting, it might also serve a purpose of helping learning to occur.  In this exercise, an analogy might be formed between the idea of animal “personalities” and the way that human personalities may complement each other in collaborative work or otherwise create conflict.  By amplifying the issue using personification of animal characteristics, we create a tool that makes it more apparent how to address the notion of interactions of personalities in dialogue and problem-solving.  Rather than address this directly from an abstract point of view and asking participants to “figure out” the problem of dealing with varied personalities, the exercise allows people to actually engage in action together and create live examples that can serve as a scaffold for later discussion.

In this way, we can draw upon the natural understanding of adults about the meaning of play and yet do it in an inviting way that exposes the intention of a serious purpose in real-life application rather than as a disconnected activity that might be viewed as “silly”.  Further, by encouraging broad participation from the group, this kind of exercise develops learning as a communal journey in which no one travels in isolation. 

Why This?  Why Now?

I believe in adult learning.  At the same time, I find myself taking a subversive attitude about the field of adult education as a whole and am fascinated with the potential that given the right opportunities, adults can see their own learning as a process beyond their education.  Rather than considering the educational process as something to complete and then surpass in order to participate in “real life” through work, education needs to be institutionalized within culture as a truly ongoing, life-long process that cannot be completed but instead must be experienced as a way to allow ourselves to continue approaching the possibility of becoming a “whole person”.  When we allow ourselves to be ignorant, we stop searching for new meaning in a quickly changing world.  This can lead to indifference as we start to ignore those parts of the world that are beyond our immediate observation.  An illusion can form that our own learning process needs no further improvement. 

Additionally, I observe that the general mention of “education” in the media and general discussion often refers to school-aged education, and thus a focus of funding, efforts, attention, and reward are attributed to education at that level.  As long as we are not fully including broader adult and lifelong learning as part of that label, I believe that our community is fighting an uphill battle.  No matter how well our children are educated, they may still see the adults in the world as people who finally “got past” their education and have been able to move on to what is more important.  If adult learning is modeled as a standard part of adult life, then this may provide an orthogonal source of encouragement to children that education does not have to represent an source of struggle imposed by an external force but rather actually makes life easier by providing a framework for what we do most naturally, and that is to learn. 

I believe that it is possible to consider how some simple concepts may help adult learning to take shape more effectively.  The pure, natural fun of learning is often obscured by the process and mediums of education, but the theater arts provide a relief to those inhibitors and remind us that fun is not a child’s concept but rather available to all.  Further, I believe that adult education must transform the individual in such a way that individual talents and unique experiences are used not only for the self but also in complementary ways with the experiences of others in order to improve our social environment.  This involves learning that allows us to see how are connections with others are a strong starting point to addressing social issues in ways that are representative of the needs of all in the community.  This journey is an exploration of how I may find and use the key relationships between these concepts and consider what actions may energize their intertwined evolution.

Consider the leading scenario once again.  Imagine yourself in a new type of learning experience.  Instead of waiting for the final moments of class and then racing to the door, you regret having to stop what you are doing, and you actually plan on thinking about today’s experience and even telling other people about it.  Instead of sitting in chairs aligned in a row listening to lecture for the past few hours, you have done the following instead during your experience:

· you spoke with everyone else in the group through the course of the experience

· you stood up, you sat on a chair, you sat on a floor, you moved around

· you read something that another person wrote, and other read something that you wrote

· you received help from other people in making today’s experience relevant to your own life

· you laughed

· you influenced someone else to learn and enjoy the experience as well

My Process of Becoming Dedicated to New Directions
Throughout my 10-year career, I have been involved in adult education in several ways, both formally and informally.  These experiences have included work in different kinds of settings as well as represented a broad range of formal roles that I have taken: teacher, student, instructor, intern, instructional designer, volunteer, tutor, trainer, and facilitator.

My particular interest in adult education has been initiated and shaped by highly influential conditions of my years in primary and secondary school.  During that time, I became aware that I was engaged in a learning process that was supposed to help me gain the kinds of skills that would be necessary as an adult to establish and maintain a standard of living, contribute to the community, and promote achievement within my professional life.  At the same time, I identified key moments during my learning in which I realized that my education was important beyond the learning of skills and fundamental principles; that is, the experience of school might help me to determine how to use my learning and become more sensitive to the specific situations toward which my actions should be oriented.  Further, I assumed that I could easily find additional ways to continue my learning in this respect through adulthood.

After the completion of my undergraduate university experience, I began to work and started to feel a lack of purpose, other than to serve as an interchangeable human placeholder in a corporate slot most commonly known as a “job”.  I was able to use my skills in the work environment, but I felt that my learning support system had vanished and that learning took the form of doing my work more precisely and accurately rather than continuing to find internal growth and change.  At this point, my perspective started to take a new direction, and I started to consider the possibilities for adult learning in a new way. 

Certainly, adult/continuing learning was established in formal settings, such as university continuing education programs, adult education centers, and training workshops.  In these cases, I found that the focus of learning was relatively individualistic – these situations sought to enhance the development of professional skills or provide communal environments for sharing common interests with others.  I considered that adult learning was in need of another element that seemed to be lacking - that one’s learning not only must enhance the individual but also must prepare the individual to be able to address the social needs of the community. 

A person who is making the most of learning is become more skilled, more aware, and more interdependent with the broader community and uses what has been learned to join with others to improve the greater social environment.  In this type of learning, I thought, adults would learn to both enhance their own knowledge and more greatly understand how their own experiences could complement the experiences of others in order to create change that could only be enacted through community, rather than individual, efforts.  

Key Elements of Progress: Adult Education, Social Change, and the Theater Arts

In my research, I have considered one way to establish the kind of adult learning environment that does encourage adults to engage in “lifelong learning” with respect to improving their communities and addressing social issues.  In more recent experiences in theater arts classes, workshops, and discussion groups, I have come to appreciate that some of the methodologies of the theater arts seem to be a natural way to promote the kind of learning that can do the following:

1) engage adults in enjoyable ways that provide an alternative to the kinds of schemas of “school” that may be held as a result of traditional primary/secondary education systems

2) support collaborative learning that may directly reflect the way that adults can collaborate in real-life settings to address social challenges, and

3) involve learning tools and approaches that can be understood by adults without any formal understanding, or even appreciation, for theater performance.  My research has involved a process of examining the three key elements of adult education, social change, and the theater arts and finding a greater understanding of ways in which I may support existing relationships between them or work to develop relationships that may be unfulfilled.  In the following discussion, I will develop a refined meaning of the three key elements toward a new direction in adult learning.

Adult Education: 
For this discussion, the domain of “Adult Education” refers to all areas of adult learning such that an adult engages in group exercises, discussion, classes, or other efforts for the purpose of gaining knowledge, skills, behavior, or understanding in any form; further, this learning process must be both intentional and driven by goals that are under the control of the individual adult rather than originating from an external influence, even though these goals may be defined vaguely.  This means that the process of adult education may take place within a continuum of formality in terms of its presentation and implementation.  Additionally, I suggest that adult education means that a person is engaged in such learning activities over an extended time rather simply a series of discrete situations that stop at the end of a well-defined period.

Why focus on “adult” education?  Although parts of my discussion will draw upon research that has addressed educational structures relevant to both children and adults, I choose to limit my own involvement and attention to future work in this area to adults specifically. Because my academic and work experiences have focused on the adult in education, my experience lies in the ways that adult learning presents unique challenges, and I have an appreciation for the distinctions that are made in the field of andragogy, which regards adult learners as having particular needs that are not necessarily common to people of all ages. 

Further, I make reference to the “institutions” of adult learning that are more prevalent in western and North American culture, which can take more specific forms such as training, continuing education, and adult basic education.  These provide a point of reference to other cultures in which other views of adult education are recognized and seen to have varied purposes beyond those mentioned.  Next, I observe that attention to adult education is less formal and consistent than attention to “education” in general, which typically refers to the more highly structured systems such as public school systems and universities.

Finally, because I believe that education for adults provides flexibility in subject matter such that previous experiences can help orient individual adults toward more effective learning, I suggest that the boundary separating “teacher” and “student” needs to be needs to be broken.  By allowing individuals to associate themselves with either label flexibly and interchangeably at different times through the course of their learning, I feel that all involved will take more responsibility in the learning process by participating in different ways as appropriate for their own perspectives.  Further, this attitude permits that no one person or small group of people need to serve as experts in the areas of social change, theater methodology, or adult education teaching.  Instead, distributed knowledge of these areas can recognized and integrated with some well-structured but simple facilitation techniques.

Social Change

The process of social change involves addresses social issues in order to find shared goals and the actions needed in order to benefit the community, and therefore the individuals within it.  With this in mind, I consider social change to be that change which may involve any types of social issues, such as prevalence of crime and violence, fairness and justice in community practices, responsible government, environmental protection, health and safety, creating strong neighborhoods, and eliminating oppression. 

For the purposes of this discussion, I allow that any type of social change can be relevant such that it involves solving a social problem that requires participation from multiple people in a community - this is assumed because social change necessarily requires the input of several points of view and allow for distributed ownership and empowerment across a community.  Consequently, this process of social change may involve anyone who is part of a community that seeks change, and this means that community members without a formal leadership role are equally important to the process.

Theater Arts

The theater arts are those endeavors in which variations of “character”, voice, and bodily movement form an essence of creating an alternative reality.  I make one important distinction in the case for my purposes.  Theater in its most familiar form involves two main subcomponents:

1) the methodologies and behaviors that are used to develop understandings of “character”, dialogue, and emotional states, and

2) the performance to an audience as a creative act and manifestation of those methodologies and behaviors. 

I believe that most references to theater are intuitively assumed to include both of these parts.  In my perspective, I would like to highly emphasize the methodologies/behaviors and in many ways disregard the notion of “performance”.  In fact, I believe that the methodologies and behaviors used as a foundation of performance are much more generic to the human experience and have just as much place in education as they do in theater.  To that end, I suggest that it may be useful to occasionally reject the notion of “performance” altogether, since that may impose a type of pressure regarding the need for people to entertain others, be funny, be believable, or be skilled at acting in any sense.  Instead, I view the theater methodologies and behaviors as simply a tool for experimenting with the self and as forming a basis for learning.

Within the contexts discussed here, successful use of these methodologies means that an individual has gained some additional self-awareness and insight about the collaborative process toward social change because the individual has been able to become temporarily separated from his or her specific reality and has been allowed to accept another in a supportive environment.  Therefore, the notion of theater arts here involves processes and activities that are participatory and are not intended to result in a single creative product but instead serve as a method of direct personal engagement in learning.  The methods fundamentally provide a way for individuals to experiment with notions that may be useful for learning that drives social change, including point-of-view, empathy, methodological believing, teamwork, humor, interpersonal dialogue, role-playing, establishing common ground with others, physical movement, and acting/reacting.

Working Examples: Forum Theater and Its Derivatives

In my research of the use of theater in endeavors that relate to social change, there are some examples that might be representative of “best practices” of this relationship. Many of these examples derive from the work of Augusto Boal, considered to be the founder of “forum theater”.  The following demonstrate a small sample of theater-based approaches to learning and social change and show some commonalities in the way that theater has been used for educational purposes in participatory ways:

	Use of the “People’s Theater” in Peru (Boal, 1979): this project sought to promote literacy in Peru in both the native first language of communities and in Spanish as well as a more standard form.  A particular challenge was that so many dialects of local languages were used, many challenges of communication were prevalent across the country.  Theater methodologies were used that included a wide range of activities, ranging from using photography to allow people of different languages to share their concepts of “home” to more direct acting activities in which adults demonstrated physical properties of animals as a way of highlighting how physical expression complements and may enhance oral communication.  Boal’s involvement of the Arena Theater in Sao Paolo shows similar patterns of participation and directly addressed political issues through presentation and analysis of theatrical demonstrations.  Further, Boal’s work directly was influenced by the writings of Paulo Freire, who addressed the need for a new approach to adult learning as a foundation of social change in Pedagogy of the Oppressed.  Best practice: allowing the meaning of “theater” to extend beyond simple staging and acting and actually use broader ideas related to imagining the point of view of others.

Popular Theater in Africa and other places(Desai, 1990 and Merriam, et. al, 2006): a number of theater-based activities have been implemented in African theater as a medium for helping adults to reflect upon a number of critical social issues ranging from nutrition to finding productive ways to address oppressive strategies of those holding political power. These activities involved such methodologies as improvisational theater, dance, singing, puppet theater, and other forms.  As the use of such theater developed further, participants discovered new ways to engage the learning community as a whole in the overall planning of the activities rather than as merely spectators. Best practice: promoting full participation in the planning and implementation of theater, including participation from those who were not necessarily experienced with theater directly.

The Minnesota Whisper Project (Cohen-Cruz, 1994): hundreds of women between the ages of 65 and 90 were joined together for several years in a project to help celebrate the perspectives and value of this particular group.  A concluding activity involved these women broadcasting a “sound collage” from dialogue that had occurred over time, while a showing of their artwork took place, where the artwork had been developed by the women over these years based on the dialogues that they had experienced together.  The audience members then joined smaller conversations among the artists. Best practice: theater methodologies that served very large groups and focused on an understanding of how to connect the personal growth of an individual to the community as a whole.

Urban Improv (Kisiel, et. al, 2006): Urban Improv is an organization in Boston that creates a program to address the issue of school violence for young students, typically in the fourth and fifth grades.  Urban Improv creates a 10-week series of workshops which directly involve the students in theater-based activities and help students to develop new points of view regarding violence, bullying, and social pressures related to school interactions.  In this study, it was found that after participation in the program, teachers observed that the students showed a reduction of aggressive behaviors and an increase of “pro-social” behaviors.  Best practices: Based on a visit to one of the Urban Improv workshops, I noticed that several key principles were in use and could easily be applied to adult settings as well: alternating between direct-theater activities and large-group/small-group dialogue, extensive use of humor as an engaging tool, involvement of the students in the planning/design of some of the theater activities in addition to simply participating in given activities, use of role-play to transition students between varying points of view within a particular exercise.




Adult Education: Possible Directions, Trends, and Needs

Within the broad existing structure of the adult education field, some emerging trends and perspectives are becoming more prevalent and represent a range of philosophical and practice ways in which adult education is being viewed as a catalyst of social change.  The following examples describe a few ways in which these perspectives might be envisioned:

	Teaching the attitudes for change (Newman, 2006): Certain kinds of attitudes and interpersonal skills can taught in structured ways and directly support the ability of adults to learn skills that lead to productive attitudes about rebellion, political defiance, negotiation, and making choices relative to morality.  Often, teaching about these kinds of attitudes involve the same tools that are described above concerning use of theater methodology, such as using dialogue to bring attention to deeper truths and using role-play to define and experiment with power structures.

Adult learning that attends to the needs and directions that are uniquely important to adults (Knowles et. al., 1998 and Merriam et. al. 2006): When adult learners form a community, they are seeking learning experiences that provide alternatives to traditional didactic teaching.  Adults need to be able to find connections between their own past experience and what they are learning, they need to understand how they will be using learning before and during the learning process, learning must be aligned with realistic life issues rather than studied as “silos” of subject-specific material, and adults have an ability to become aware of their learning biases and strengths and become more self-directed in their learning approach.  Further, adult education toward social change means that there needs to be greater awareness of the balancing of globalized and localized needs, understanding larger-scale issues such as poverty and environmental protection, and expanding the notion of “community” in a world where interconnections are more readily available and influential due to technological capability.


Theater in Adult Learning Communities: Theater in Education in Practice

	Parallels of teaching/learning and theater tools (Sarason, 1999; Tauber and Mester, 2007; Griggs, 2001): There are numerous relationships between the nature of teaching and acting, and these suggest a number of and ways that teachers and learners are naturally equipped to use some of fundamental principles of theater methodologies generically in classroom and other settings.  Some of methodologies might be generally applicable to education across all ages, but the following might be most directly applicable to adult learning settings where issues of social change are being addressed:

· use of body animation and vocal variety to inform about meaning

· role-playing and character development to allow people appreciate each other’s point of view, approach problem-solving and decision-making with alternative frames of mind, and allow people to express alternative points of view in ways that use humor and fantasy situations that would not be appropriate in practical life situations

· use of props as an inspiration to find analogous properties between people, things and ideas and help to define a physical environment different from the immediate classroom that can be explored as part of role-play and discovery

· use of humor to create relaxed learning atmosphere and encourage adult learners to associate learning with enjoyment

· use of fictional stories and scenarios as well as dialogue to define relationships between people and allow them to adopt status levels, emotions, and forms of language that might not normally be available to them (but that may inspire insight about the communal nature of social issues)

· participation of both “students” and “teachers” where members of both hold power to construct the learning environment and make decisions collectively about the applicability of their learning

Specific theater exercises appropriate for adult learning (Boal, 1992; Rohd, 1998; and Johnstone, 1979): Some practitioners working in theater and education have developed numerous specific exercises that are designed to help learners find new forms of expression and understanding.  Although many such exercises are defined in terms of short-term involvement rather than as part of a long-term process, they may be worth exploring further in order to expand their use to more deeply address social change issues.  Some examples of these exercises include the following: Theater of the Oppressed, creating rhythm and meaning in dialogue, creating visual imagery using posed in static positions to suggest power relationships between them, role-playing with scripted dialogue while using well-defined emotions, using improvisation to explore the bizarre, ridiculous, or extreme, using masks to non-verbally symbolize attitudes and beliefs, inventing short stories about imaginary characters in order to reveal individual biases and judgment, using “bridge work” to help participants physically maintain high levels of energy so that they continue to participate and be fully engages, and using “trust work” to motivate participants to take greater risks with each other in fictional situations.


Integrating the Key Elements

As a result of my research, I have considered the relationship between the key elements and find that a starting point for future work might be to focus on the transformation of the adult education field toward an orientation in which it serves to educate adults toward social change more specifically rather than toward increasing individual professional skills and personal interests.  To this end, I envision that the development of an adult education community that encourages a direct participation in this process, and I will focus on one particular area of possible further involvement - the development of a community with an increased capacity to use theater methodologies.  I consider this to hold interesting possibilities in terms of transforming the nature of adult education more broadly.  In particular, I view this relationship to be important for several reasons:

· Use of the theater arts in adult learning provides a way to allow the learning environment to be enjoyable for adults and permit humor and play to become a natural part of learning.

· This particular approach omits many traditional elements of didactic classroom education such unidirectional lecturing from a teacher to the students, standardized evaluation in the form of tests and grades, and presentation of subject matter that covers external, worldly knowledge but ignores personal experience and perspective.

· I believe that using theater methodologies in their bare form, within the context of education, represents highly accessible and simple ways for adults to use behaviors that they already know very well and can demonstrate without any theater experience.  These include simple behaviors such as the ability to have conversations, the ability to move their bodies, and the ability to use their imagination in the interest of “pretending”.

Within the discussion of establishing the capacity of adult education communities to understand and utilize the theater methodologies, I will more specifically address the development of two related kinds of engagement that I believe will encourage adult learners to use the theater methodologies more specifically toward social change.  First, I will discuss the a model of a “Adult Learning Forum for Change”, which may be one way to engage members of the adult learning communities to physically come together and find ways to understand collectively how to use theater methodologies, practice them in a safe environment without judgment, and then be supported in finding ways to apply them to their own more familiar settings.  Second, I will suggest a way to develop specific activities that link theater methodologies to social change in learning situations and suggest how the learners can adapt them for their own use.  I consider the Adult Learning Forum for Change itself to be a way to answer the following question: “What would it take to encourage adult learning communities to participate in a process of using theater methodologies toward social change?”  The specific activities, on the other hand, might be utilized within the structure of the Forum, but they also might be used independently, such as in forming a reference guide to help to provide insight more generically about relating theater to social change in adult education.

The Adult Learning Forum for Change
The Adult Education Learning Forum is an emerging idea for a way to engage the adult learning community in the understanding of theater methodologies toward the learning that helps to prepare adults for taking action toward social change.  This Forum need not actually be a way to simply present adult learners with theater methodologies; instead it is an experimental laboratory for adult learners to explore the meaning of theater and social change and consider ways to make these relevant to their own, external adult learning situations of all types, with the help of others.  This is not a fixed class or workshop necessarily but instead is intended to evolve in such a way that it promotes the following kinds of interactions:

· direct participation and testing of theater-based exercises

· collaboration to identify and various meanings of “social change” and support the intentions of those participating

· community-building in the form of discussion and sharing that helps those in the adult learning community to get to know each other and also find common ground in their lifelong learning needs 

· dialogue that helps to identify applications of theater exercises to adult learning situations

· dialogue that helps to connect theater exercises in learning to applications in the teaching toward social change

The following description is further intended to serve as a starting point for the evolving nature of the forum but does not suggest that the continuing operation of the Forum depends upon maintaining these particular logistics.  Because the nature of the Forum involves in-person collaboration between interested people, I will refer to the “meeting” of the Forum to mean those organized times when the people gather together.  

The Facilitatation Team is responsible for the following:

· managing the timing and pacing of the gatherings

· helping to start and end defined exercises and dialogues that take place and ensure that the goals and follow-up needs are clear to everyone

· supporting fairness of speaking time

· noticing points of confusion or ambiguity that occur during the gathering and helping the group to find understanding in these cases

The Organizing Team is responsible for the following:

· managing the communication of details to participants

· handling the logistical preparation of the physical meeting space

· preparing materials, equipment, or props that might be used during the meeting

Core principles:

These core principles might be the basis of a type of charter for the group that serves to outline the ideals under which the group operates.

1) participation in the Forum is open to all people interested in adult learning, even if they think of themselves strictly as “students”

2) participation in a given theater exercise is always voluntary

3) theater exercises are not performances; instead, they are learning opportunities that can help to uncover key insights

4) the protocol for discussion of a particular exercise is that it should generally focus on its implications for teaching and learning regarding social issues; participants should avoid judging the exercises in terms of entertainment value

a. i.e., after a given exercise, an appropriate comment might be to suggest how the activity can help create awareness of treatment of senior citizens in urban neighborhoods.  Comments such as “that was funny” or others that might address the acting capability of the participants should be minimized / eliminated.

This particular guideline seeks to strongly distinguish theater in learning from theater towards performance.  Audience evaluation of theater often involves a judgment of the entertainment value along some scale.  In the forum, use of theater exercises are part of learning, so such evaluation is irrelevant.  I propose that any use of theater exercise in such a learning setting has innate value, even if the value is to show that the exercise is not particularly relevant to social change or is not an effective learning tool.

5) all efforts should be make to establish that the interactions of the participants are occurring in a “safe environment”

a. no personal issues are discussed outside of the group

b. there is no specific “right” or “wrong” of any outcome

c. concerns and “difficult” topics may be discussed

d. participation in any theater exercise may be considered practice that leads to insight rather than the creation of a finished product

Gathering Times / Schedule:

In order to establish a baseline structure for continuing development I would suggest that participants in the Forum meet together at least once per month for approximately 2 hours.  During the course of each gathering, the following activities might occur:

· Introductions / Recognition of new participants

· Warm-up exercise

· Open reflections of the last meeting, including brief accounts of how past theater exercises have been used in practice since then

· Presentation of 3-4 theater exercises (see next section, Theater Learning for Change Exercises):



Each exercise will include the following actions:

a. description/explanation of the exercise

b. modeling/sample run

c. full run in small groups created out of all those present

d. discussion of core principles demonstrated

e. dialogue about how exercise might be connected to social change

f. dialogue about adult learning environments/situations in which this exercise might be appropriate

· Group feedback on the day’s meeting 

The presentation section of the meeting follows a particular model to encourage participation:

explain -> model -> act interactively -> reflect

In this model, participants are able to observe a “full run” of the exercise before they are asked to participate directly, which may suggest to them how to direct their own participation later and observe specific aspects of their emotions, challenges, and insights.  Also, this modeling can help the participants to feel as though nothing unpredictable will happen to push them into an uncomfortable situation, along with supportive words during the introductory explanation of the exercise.  During the “act interactively” stage, participants may attempt the exercise themselves, and this may be divided into two substages in which participants first perform the exercise in small groups and then one small group performs the exercise again so that it may be observed by the rest of the participants.

It would seem that proper facilitation would be a key part of allowing the meetings to proceed smoothly and in a way that encourages the participants to return, especially with respect to the “reflect” parts of the presentation.  I suggest that a facilitation team might be utilized that is composed of several people willing to share the responsibility for allowing a number of facilitation styles to be used, both creating a variety of perspectives on processing the outcomes and observations of the exercises and also helping to educate the participants on why and when certain facilitation styles are useful.  Further, facilitation plays an important role in items d, e, and f above because these lend themselves to creative use of dialogue and ways of using different protocols of discussion to find alternative ways to uncover the “hidden” truths and benefits of the exercise.

Possible models for facilitation might include the Focused Conversation (for example, too narrow and focus the discussion on benefits of using the particular exercise relative to specific types of social issues), or Skilled Facilitation (for example, to help rephrase and reframe comments and suggestions about the exercise as a way of providing multiple ways of clarifying a single idea in order to support various communication styles represented among the participants).  Additionally, due to my own increase in the use of technology in forms such as wikis to share and revise ideas collaboratively, these tools may serve as an appropriate support system for maintaining logs of the Forum activity and developing frameworks for the facilitation and presentation structures that are both public and which are perceived to be changeable and flexible. During the reflection stage, this may also include an evaluative process in which participants review the meeting as a whole and identify areas of strength and needed improvement.  Possible questions to be answered by each participant might include the following:

· Did I get to know some other people better? How?

· What might I say to explain the success of today’s meeting to those who did not attend?

· Did I find ways to connect today’s experiences to my own work?

· In what ways was I able to contribute?

· What will I do before the next meeting to take advantage of what I learned today?

Within the Forum meetings themselves, I would also suggest that collaborative meaning may be developed visually with tools that allow observations to be recorded and presented for all to see so that patterns may be identified in the ways that the participants demonstrate similar or different outcomes of the exercises as well as the outcomes of the meeting as a whole.  Such tools might include flipcharts, magnet or bulletin boards, post-it notes, or other items that can allow the concepts that are constructed by words or images to be arranged relatively to each other in different ways, exposing elusive connections that may not be discovered otherwise.  I would also think that collaborative development of concept maps, timelines, and rubrics might be appropriate for the post-exercise discussions.

Possible Areas of Resistance 

Based on outcomes from past use of theater exercises in the development of social change (e.g. Theater of the Oppressed), it seems clear that it is always possible that some adults are not willing to participate because of a number of reasons, and one such reason is the feeling of anxiety or inhibitions about participating in any kind of “theater” or the feeling that one has insufficient talent or confidence.  I assume that a key responsibility of the Adult Learning Forum for Change is to ensure that its activities take place in a way that is as welcoming as possible and encourages participation somehow.  By asking the question, “how can we really get adult learners to participate with fully engaged mind, body, and soul?”, we explore a more fundamental issue of what might help the Adult Learning Forum for Change to be used as a source of inspiration and action rather than just seem to be “a good idea”.


There are a number of issues to consider in helping the adult learner participants to find renewed meaning in the purpose of the Forum.  It may be helpful to discuss these issues explicitly and even include such discussions as part of the formal structure of the meeting agenda.  First, it is crucial to establish that participation in the forum depends upon foundations of personal experience and need and not on formal training in educational practices, theater performance, or social activism.  As mentioned, simple behaviors available to all adults are the minimum requirements that allow participation.  The forum is “owned” by adult learners, not by theater experts or social activists. Also, it may be useful to establish a vernacular for the Forum that stresses “learning” and “community change” rather than “theater” and “social issues”. Ironically, it may become necessary to purposely understate the role of “theater”; the exercises used in the forum are not literally theater performance and need not be regarded as so. Instead, they are related to theater such that they happen to reflect some of the same types of behaviors that have become recognized as beneficial to creating performance in theater.  Another consideration is that participation in the Forum is not a way to gain a credential as an adult education specialist; rather, it is a way to seek understanding about tools of the learning process.  Rather than present adult learners with static ways of using theater methodologies in understanding social change, it is a framework for making it easier for adult learners to explore how the tools of theater methodology may be relevant to social change in context of their own needs.  The Forum is a laboratory for experimenting with tools of theater that might be relevant to social change and then work out collaboratively how to make the best use of them in those situations.  To this end, when experimenting with a particular methodology, it is equally important to discuss why the methodology/exercise might not work, be useful, or be appropriate as a tool for teaching toward social change.  Because of this way to reflecting on the Forum, it may be the case that only those who are formal adult education instructors find benefit in participation in the Forum for some length of time.  Although it was mentioned that the Forum is open to all adult learners, it seems that the formal instructors will most readily find a way to make the outcomes of each meeting apply to their own established adult education settings.  Another key consideration of encouraging participation is to ensure that the Forum takes place in a “safe environment” as mentioned in the core principles above.  Along with the specific principles that have been mentioned, there needs to be some way for the participants to openly discuss why this particular learning is important to them, and why they choose to participate.  In some respect, the Forum must also be viewed as a support system of adult learners, completely separate from the fact that it uses theater methodologies toward teaching social change.  The operation of the Forum is inclusive and depends upon the participants to drive the direction, with the help of the Facilitator and Organizer roles.  A possibility regarding the structure of the forum may be to center each meeting around exercises that use a well-defined type theater methodology, such as body language, voice, status, or point-of-view and then be able to more cohesively discuss how the broader theme of the methodology ties to social change in addition to how the individual exercises do so.  Further, because participation is an important goal, it may be necessary to eventually develop the forum into separate chapters - the need for wide participation opportunities throughout the gathering may mean that a single forum might become too large to make that effective.  Finally, the participants should openly discuss their own understanding of the Forum’s principles; if potential adult learners believe that the forum is “about” theater, then they may be dissuaded because of the anticipation of having too little theater experience.  Therefore, the use of “theater” may need to be reframed in terms of an “interactive and fun” approach to helping adults learn.  If potential adult learners believe that the forum is “about” social change, then they may be dissuaded because of the ambiguity of how that may directly relate to their own situation.  Therefore, the reference to “social change” may need to be reframed in terms of learning that involves community change rather than individual change.

Theater Learning for Change Exercises


In addition to the creating and ongoing activity of the forum, another area in which I may contribute is in the forming of the exercises that may be useful both during the meetings of the Forum and also externally as a compiled resource guide for those who wish to use theater methodologies in their adult learning environments.  In the simplest form, some of the appropriate exercises might be adapted directly from some of the resources identified.  These might include attention to some of the following concepts:

· bodily movement

· point-of-view

· character

· using different emotions

· status

In addition, it would be useful to include a number of original “starter” exercises that introduce the topic and clearly identify how they apply to social change.  One example of an exercise format and details appears below.

Exercise name: Fun Argument

Methodologies: character, emotional states, social problem-solving

Description: In this exercise, some issue of social importance will be discussed, such as “how to keep trash off of the city streets”.  Two different perspectives might be identified, such as “create a marketing campaign opposing littering” and “create jobs for teens picking up trash”.  A pair of participants will create a simple dialogue around this issue, where each participant adopts one of these two perspectives and attempts to convince the other that their strategy would be best.  A 1-2 minute dialogue would take place, and then the dialogue would be repeated a second time.  In the second dialogue though, the participants would each take on a particular emotion such as “joy” and proceed through the dialogue while maintaining that emotion through facial and vocal expressions.

Purpose: The purpose of this exercise is to serve as a starting point for discussion about how emotional states can influence progress in such a socially-oriented discussion, where there may not be a clear best answer.  By causing oneself to maintain a particular emotion during the dialogue, the participants may find new meaning to their “arguments” in addition to noticing how their own ability to guide their own emotion may be used.
In the context of the Forum, the presentation of this exercise may not be a final statement of its value, since the Forum is intended as an experimental learning group and not a practice group.  Consequently, the participants may decide that the exercise is not sufficient as stated, or that it could be made more enjoyable or accessible through some modifications, or that it does not perfectly achieve the purpose stated.

One underlying intention of the use of such theater-based exercises is to start the process of thinking about adult learning and social change and to encourage adult learners to start to more naturally see how these elements might be connected to each other and how each one may inform the ways that the others are understood and practiced.  Because the adult learners, inside or outside of the Forum, may not have theater experience, use of an exercise necessarily means accepting that it may not be perfectly applicable as given but may serve as an anchor for additional invention and discussion.

Conclusion…?

By using the tools of theater as a way to maintain a more enjoyable and personal learning experience for adults, it is possible to transform adult education into a form in which social change is one of the fundamental goals.  Further, as adults are able to recapture the joy of learning as a natural and continuing part of life, adult education can be viewed as a thread that is interwoven into the fabric of what motivates people to progress toward their own ideals and those of the community.  In addition to waking up to a new day and asking ourselves, “what will I produce today?” and “what work must I complete today?”, it will be just as obvious to ask, “what will I learn today?”  Lifelong learning can be not only a process but also an inclination and attitude which can support our decisions.  The unique and fun qualities of theater may be one way to allow the fun to be maintained in learning and encourage ongoing participation, and the orientation toward social change in learning can further inspire adults to notice that attending to social issues ultimately improves life for the individual as well. 


With respect to future work, I feel more prepared to find additional way to collect the skills and experiences that will help me to understand ways in which to facilitate the processes mentioned above.  Needs for further exploration are to more fully explore those in the adult learning community who may both be able and willing to participate in the implementation of these ideas and join with me in the continued development of how, and why these ideas might be useful.  Although I have not been able to complete this work so far, I would like to continue to develop my own web site so that my ideas and sense of history of my work are maintained more consistently from this point.  Also, I would like to provide a way to place my thoughts and ideas in more public view, because I ultimately see the value of allowing others to reconstruct, evaluate, criticize, and utilize my assumptions and conclusions, which is representative of my overall attitude about the use of theater in adult education toward social change.
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