Religious education through drama   

With Emma Vane

(Note: in the workshop Emma used the biblical story of Zaccheus as example, and this story can be found on the last page of these notes.)

Why use drama

· Stories

· Human content

· Human necessities

· Connection with characters/figures on a very physical, emotional, sensory level

· Emotional memory and physical body memory

· A sharpness of vision, an immediacy of experience; an intensity of emotion and an intimacy of connection

· The business of making REAL what maybe un-tenable, intangible, beyond physical grasp

· Collaborative, involvement

· Boldness – initiating activity and often leading it ‘in role’

· Rarely right or wrongs…only possibilities

· Set up a contract
· Developing empathy

Little tips for working with drama in school
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Designate an ‘acting area’. 
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Create a ‘perfect circle’.
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Get the ‘audience’ in a prime viewing position.  
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Have a signal for silence. 
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Have a countdown to action.  
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Create a ritual for the beginning of the class. 
The drama tools

1. Teacher ‘in role’

Be immediately involved and committed

Create a new identity without losing authority

Within your new role you can do the following so much more effectively: 

· define a problem; 

· present a possibility; 

· engineer a moment within the drama where a choice must be made; 

· point a direction…initiate a debate; 

· control a balance of power within the group and steer away from inappropriate comments or directions of conversation.

Go into your new role with a back-story in mind, i.e. who is your character?

Use costume/props and change of voice/tone/atmosphere

2. Using the narrative: finding the story

Comic strip/story-board: set out a series of pictures that tell the story (maybe groups of pupils can each produce one of the pictures). 

Sequence mime: tell the story defined in the comic strip with mime

Frozen pictures: set up each of the elements of the story

Use teacher in role

Choose particular moments to bring alive: activate one of the frozen tableaux

Create a ‘before and after’ scene of Zaccheaus’ life

Phone conversations: bring the story into the present and act out a phone conversation between two participants/observers.

Chat show (role-play and debate) Forum Theatre

3. Character

Physically build the character in the space

Thought tracking: thought processes made visible.

Hot-seating

Finding places of dramatic tension

Outcomes

The spectrum of choice

Conscience alley

4. Props

Props are used: 

· as a stimuli for creating story

· to physicalise character

· to create a physical sense of place.

Setting the scene with props

Build a character

Representation

Comparison and discussion

Treasure Chest

Using symbols

Objects to form a story sequence.

5. Stylisation/physical theatre

Another way of seeing – realising – revealing – understanding

Aims: Using physicality/dance/puppetry to: 

· explore themes and events 

· represent artistically and imaginatively what may be tricky intellectual ideas; 

· create something theatrical which is imbued with the spirit of what they are exploring, e.g. festivals, dances, masks, prayer.  

Using body and space creatively. In groups of up to six, the children use their bodies to create shapes of objects and pictures. For example, a font…Noah’s Ark… For the Zaccheaus story, tree, angry crowd Zaccheaus’s house etc

Make me a picture of a special event, e.g. the moment when Zaccheaus is up the tree or Zaccheaus giving his money away. 

This is especially useful for more abstract themes such as forgiveness; faith; love. It is interesting to see how they show this physically in a clear picture.

Physicalise the character’s features
For the Zaccheaus text you could use the following: greedy/miserly/lonely/no friends as stimuli. Then, following the transformation, create pictures for: generous/forgiving/loving.

Museum/Gallery 

Freeze the picture.

Teacher in role as museum guide.

Lead others in the group to look at the object/picture and comment on what this is and why they have represented it in this way. 

Discuss with the ‘artists’ why they have chosen to represent their art in this way…what it means to them…what statement are they making.

Using vocal and musical effects

Soundtracking – use vocal sound effects to add to the atmosphere of a scene. This is great to do at the beginning of a class to set the scene and atmosphere.)

Create the sounds of the crowd waiting to see Jesus on the streets of Jericho. 

Discuss what you might hear…be imaginative.  

You can conduct the different sounds made…children can work in pairs if they are shy. 

Eventually you have a montage of sounds that create the atmosphere for the story to unfold.

Get them to close their eyes and imagine they are there.

Use for: religious events; festivals; other crowd scenes.

Using masks

Masks are very clear and effective visual tools that work brilliantly to represent particular characters.

Produce simple facemasks and decorate accordingly.

Use to represent personified forces—like temptation; greed; envy; wisdom; love…you could play out the story looking at where these concepts appear and affect the characters involved.

Using puppets

Play out the story using puppets.

In addition to proper puppets, puppets can be made simply of newspaper and/or play-dough. Whatever you use, it is important to invest them with their characteristics and they will come alive.

The set can be as simple as a rug on the floor or tablecloth on a desk.

Remember – its up to you to create and sustain the atmosphere so that immersion in the story/exercise/activity can take place. 

6. Modern framing

Using present-day media contexts to present rituals, events and practices they have learned about.  This requires structure and imagination (in that order!) from teacher and student.  Examples may include quiz shows; current TV shows like Pop Idol, Big Brother etc as models to enhance understanding of themes.

Quiz show

This is great for re-visiting facts.

Simple to do – you need power-point style slides for the different categories of the show.

Two teams. 

Teacher in role as host (think about your character and catchphrases)

Minimum three rounds: 

· Picture round: show picture and contestants describe what they see

· Mix and Match round: different faiths on one side to be matched with their partner words. Do this in categories: buildings, sacred texts, holy figures etc

· Blindfolded round: holding artefacts and identifying them by touch

But there are so many more possibilities with this. In fact the children might be able to help you devise the quiz show…each in charge of different round??

You could use the quiz show with Zaccheaus too, for example:

Use words to describe him before and after meeting Jesus.  

Ask simple recap questions like what does Jesus ask? Where is Zaccheaus? etc.

Create an advert 

For, e.g., joining a particular faith. 

Children are given specific points about different faiths and then asked to create a 60 second advert and present to the class in the designated acting area. They can use sound effects/singing/dancing in their ads.

For example, with the Zaccheaus story, there could be an ad with Zaccheaus advertising his services. Alternatively they could devise more of a warning advert….’beware this man!’ Another example would be constructing an advert for following Jesus, perhaps using the transformed Zaccheaus. This will promote discussion on what they have learnt about the right decision and right action…right consequences.

Remember: 

DRAMA as a device and an armoury of tools is a means to…

PHYSICALISE    REALISE   EMPATHISE    VISUALISE    HUMANISE

IMAGINE    CREATE   PLAY   INSPIRE   EXPLORE   INVESTIGATE SAFELY

IMMERSE

TRANSFORM THINKING AND ATTITUDE

REMEMBER PHYSICALLY, EMOTIONALLY AND SPIRITUALLY

REFLECT      REVEAL   

 REACH FULLER UNDERSTANDING

DRAMA demands EMPATHY which encourages DEBATE safely from an individual’s standpoint to arrive at RICHER UNDERSTANDING of abstract concepts and intangible universal TRUTHS as taught by world religions.

The Story of Zacchaeus 
by Gordon Lamont (based on Luke 19)

Jesus was busy teaching and healing and he came to a place called Jericho. A huge crowd came out to see him and in the crowd was a man named Zacchaeus. He wasn’t very popular in Jericho because he was a tax collector who took the people’s money and gave it to the Romans. Now Zacchaeus desperately wanted to see Jesus, to find out what all the fuss was about. But he had a problem—he was too short to see over the heads of the people in the crowd. It looked like he was going to miss out. 

Then he saw the answer—a tree, right by the spot where Jesus would pass. Quick as a flash, Zacchaeus climbed the tree. But just as he did, Jesus saw him and said, “Come on down, Zacchaeus. I need to stay in your house tonight.” 

Lucky Zacchaeus was so pleased and excited that he almost fell out of the tree in surprise. 

A lot of people in the crowd were not so pleased. They started shouting that Jesus shouldn’t be seen with a person like Zacchaeus, a tax collector! Zacchaeus heard them and dusted himself off and went straight up to Jesus. 

”I have an announcement to make,” he said. “I will give half of everything I own to the poor. And, everyone that I have ever cheated can have their money back—four times over.” 

Zacchaeus had a new friend, Jesus, and a new way of life.
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