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Summary 

This study explores the complexities of applying drama as pedagogy in a 

performative examination-oriented education system from the perspective of teachers.  

At this point in Singapore’s progress, the key challenge of education reform is to 

cultivate an education culture that supports inquiry and self-directed learning, whilst 

maintaining the high quality of education that students and parents have come to expect 

from schools and teachers.  To fulfill the aims of the Thinking Schools, Learning Nation 

vision of education, the Teach Less, Learn More policy has introduced a new emphasis 

on the process of teaching based on constructivist principles.  However, this analysis of 

six teachers’ attempts at applying drama as an embodied pedagogy to improve teaching 

practice indicates that teachers’ capacity to implement new methods are affected by a 

complex interplay between teacher beliefs and factors external to the teachers.  The 

demands of a results-driven education system, the influence of a kiasi education culture 

that positions teachers as all-knowing authority figures, and school leaders’ approach 

towards implementation of new ideas, were surfaced in this study as forces that shaped 

teacher beliefs and affected the teachers’ response to drama.   

Teachers’ interpretation of policies filtered through their beliefs determines the 

extent to which student-centred learning can be achieved because new methods can be 

applied in old ways.  For the teachers in this inquiry who believed that the fundamental 

examination-oriented goals of education remain unchanged, drama was eventually 

reduced to a novel method that had little relevance to their teaching practice and any 

change in teaching practice could be described as a cosmetic façade.  These 

observations indicate that teachers tend to resist the demands of drama as an embodied 

approach when instrumentalist beliefs about education continue to dominate education 

discourse in Singapore.   

For the teachers who did believe in the need to improve their pedagogical skills 

and were motivated to attempt drama on their own initiative, they were limited by their 

lack of knowledge and ability to cope with the demands of employing an art form 

meaningfully as pedagogy.  Unable to create a new experience of teaching and learning 

through drama, these teachers eventually reverted to didactic teaching methods to 

prepare students for examinations.  The cognitive dissonance these teachers experienced 
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was displayed by the discrepancy between their beliefs and how they actually taught, 

which indicated that these teachers had conflicting beliefs about drama and education in 

general that were exacerbated by their lack of training in drama education.   

In contrast, the teachers in this study who were trained in drama education were 

better equipped to navigate the complexities of education reform in a competitive 

education culture.  These teachers’ ability to manage cognitive dissonance and apply 

drama pedagogically indicates that adequate drama education training and engagement 

in critical reflection is needed to support a shift in teachers’ beliefs towards more 

constructivist principles of education.  Regardless of how ambitious or detailed policies 

for reform may be, teachers are enactors of the curriculum who mediate new initiatives 

through their existing beliefs and habits of teaching.  Thus, education reform requires 

policy-makers and school leaders to be fully committed to invest in teachers’ 

professional development to support teachers to explore new models of teaching that are 

aligned to Singapore’s goals of education in the 21st Century.   
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This study is a qualitative investigation of three Primary and three Secondary school 

teachers who attempted to apply drama as pedagogy to bring about outcomes of a new 

vision of education in Singapore.  It is intended that a close study of the six teachers’ 

experience and beliefs would yield a clearer understanding of the impact of drama as an 

alternative approach to teaching from an insider’s perspective “according to their own 

intents, values and purposes” (McNiff, 2012, p. 129).  The research question driving 

this study is: “What are the factors that affect teachers’ capacity to apply drama as 

pedagogy in response to education reform in Singapore?”  As enactors of the 

curriculum, what teachers believe about drama and can do with drama during their 

lessons determine the process and outcomes of drama more than theoretical claims 

about the art form’s benefit as pedagogy.  Identifying the factors that encourage or limit 

teachers’ capacity to bring about a new experience of learning through drama can also 

surface the realities and challenges of adopting new methodologies from the perspective 

of teachers in Singapore.   

This study seeks to question the fundamental issue of how teachers perceive and 

apply drama in their classrooms to contribute to an emerging understanding of drama 

education that is contextualised and situated in Singapore.  There has been little 

academic research on drama education in Singapore, even though some students who 

are doing their Bachelor or Masters degree programme have conducted studies on 

drama education as part of graduation requirements (Wales & Gilmer, 2011).  The 

limited literature available on drama education in Singapore tends to focus on the 

outcome and efficacy of drama in the classroom.   Examples include the efficacious 

effect of Process Drama on oral literacy (Stinson, 2009) or the need for teacher artistry 

in applying drama for additional language learning (Dunn & Stinson, 2011).  Before the 

relevance and potential of drama in the Singapore context can be examined, teachers’ 

perception of drama and the factors that determine teachers’ actions must first be 

analysed.  Attempts to measure the efficacy of drama as pedagogy without first 

understanding the factors that influence teachers’ capacity can provide an incomplete 

picture of drama’s relevance in Singapore’s education system.   

 In this thesis, drama is positioned as a pedagogical approach and differentiated 

from the aesthetic learning of the art form.  The study of drama is not in the Primary 
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School curriculum in Singapore, although Secondary School students can choose to 

study drama as an examinable subject at the General Cambridge Examinations Ordinary 

level (GCE ‘O’ level) in the handful of secondary schools that offer the subject (J. Y. 

Ng, 2014).  Students who qualify to study at the only School of the Arts (SOTA) in 

Singapore for their Secondary education can also elect to study Theatre to obtain the 

International Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma.  Drama as a specific subject, is offered only 

to a minority group in Singapore (Rashith, 2016).  

In contrast to the study of drama as an art form, in this thesis, drama as 

pedagogy refers to the intentional use of drama as an instructional method within 

teachers’ repertoire of teaching techniques to achieve specific outcomes.  Drawing from 

Alexander (2001a), pedagogy is not merely the act of teaching but is embedded and 

motivated by teacher beliefs.  Pedagogy encompasses the act of teaching and teacher 

beliefs to allow both drama and the “bigger picture” (Alexander, 2008a, p. 3) behind the 

application of drama as an instructional approach to be examined.  By describing the 

application of drama in relation to pedagogy, it connotes “the combination of the act of 

teaching and the values, evidence, theories and collective histories that inform, shape 

and explain [the act of teaching]” (Alexander, 2008a, p. 173).   

Furthermore, a growing body of research suggests that it is necessary to study 

teacher beliefs because teachers’ actions in the classroom are determined by teachers’ 

complex sense-making system (Pajares, 1992; Meirink, Meijer, Verloop, & Bergen, 

2009).  Teacher beliefs are a key factor to understanding teacher behaviour because they 

have the greatest influence on teachers’ “pedagogical decision making” (Li, 2013, p. 

175) in the classroom.  These decisions include and are not limited to teacher and 

student roles and interactions in the classroom, communication patterns, learning 

objectives, teaching procedures and materials used (Kuzborska, 2011).  Teacher beliefs 

have been argued to be at the frontline of curriculum change because “what learners do 

is not directly determined by the syllabus but is a consequence of how the syllabus is 

methodologically mediated by the teacher in the pursuit of his own course of 

instruction” (Widdowson, 1990, p. 129).   

Thus, the positioning of drama as pedagogy is an assertion that the actions of 

teachers cannot be analysed coherently without including teachers’ beliefs.  In desiring 
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change in teaching practice in Singapore, more must be done not just to provide new 

instructional methods but also to address teacher beliefs and factors that affect teachers’ 

capacity to change teaching practice.   Regardless of what policy-makers or school 

leaders intend, policies and new initiatives are fundamentally mediated and enacted by 

teachers, and it will be argued that teaching practice affects the extent to which 

education reform can be achieved.   

 Although teachers’ actions are guided by their beliefs, teacher beliefs is only one 

factor that determines teaching practice, and other factors should be considered 

especially since the social and situated dimensions of cognition mean that teachers do 

not make sense of drama in a vacuum based solely on their prior knowledge, beliefs and 

experience  (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  In their study on teacher beliefs and teacher 

agency to bring change to scale, Bonner, Diehl and Trachtman (2019) suggest that there 

are complex combinations of internal and external factors that influence teachers’ 

actions in response to policy changes, and argue that teacher beliefs must be examined 

together with other structural and contextual conditions to understand changes in 

teaching practice.  Similarly, Y. J. Lee (2009) refers specifically to Singapore and 

argues that the impact of cultural factors on pedagogies has been “grossly under-

researched” (p. 26).  Teachers can misinterpret new information in the light of 

prevailing culture and ideas, and focus on external applications and surface-level 

change in their teaching practice while ignoring deeper conceptual changes that 

underpin new methods (Spillane, 2004).  Contextualising teacher beliefs and teaching 

practice in Singapore’s neoliberal society and performative culture of education (Ab 

Kadir, 2017) can help to understand how teacher beliefs are shaped and the extent to 

which teachers are able to apply new pedagogies, which is particularly significant as 

teachers attempt drama as a new method aligned with the aims of education reform.     

The changing education landscape in Singapore has created increasing interest 

in incorporating drama into the national curriculum as pedagogy.  Since 1997 when the 

new goals of education were introduced as the Thinking Schools, Learning Nation 

vision (C. T. Goh, 1997), initiatives such as Teach Less, Learn More have been 

introduced to improve teaching practice (S. Tharman, 2004).  To ensure school-leavers 

of Singapore’s education system continue to be relevant in a technologically advanced 
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interconnected world, new knowledge and skills have been identified to equip students 

for the future (Gopinathan, 2007).  From her tumultuous post-Independence days in the 

1950s1, the Singapore government and citizens have worked hard to make the nation 

economically viable and globally relevant to continually establish Singapore’s 

sovereignty as a nation state in the world (Gopinathan, 2012).  Based on neoliberal 

economic-rationalist principles, education has always been integrated with economic 

planning to serve desired economic, political and social outcomes (C. Tan, 2008).  

An instrumentalist education system has served Singapore well to make the 

nation economically viable and globally relevant, and build social stability and cohesion 

in a largely migrant multi-ethnic society (Sharpe & Gopinathan, 2002).  Singapore has 

produced literate, hardworking and competent students who consistently outperform 

their peers from other countries in international tests, and graduate from the education 

system to become skilled and motivated workers (C. Tan, 2011).  However, the 

government has recognised that the same system of acquiring technical expertise and 

skills is insufficient for students to thrive in a globalised world and ensure Singapore’s 

continued success in the 21st Century (Gopinathan, 2007).   

An education system that seeks to nurture life-long learners must first work 

towards developing students’ innate desire to learn and stir students’ sense of curiosity 

by choosing learning activities that provide such opportunities (Rshaid, 2016).  

Consequently, teaching practice and students’ experience of education are identified as 

essential aspects of education reform emphasising constructivist learning principles in 

pedagogy, which has caused policy-makers and educators to source for alternative 

methods of instruction such as drama (Y. J. Lee, 2009).  It is anticipated that this 

research study can contribute to the landscape of how drama is applied as pedagogy in 

Singapore public schools, and generate discussion on how teachers perceive the 

relevance and efficacy of drama as an alternative teaching approach in Singapore’s new 

vision of education.    

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Singapore was a British colony from 1819 until 1959 when it was granted self-governance but not full 
independence by the British. In 1963, Singapore participated in a “merger experiment” (Kam & 
Gopinathan, 1999) with Malaya to form Malaysia.  However, the merger ended after two years due to 
severe disagreements between Singapore and Malaysian leaders over policy matters and implementation, 
and Singapore became an independent nation state in 1965. 
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This study also seeks to analyse how drama education training and realities 

created by the Singapore culture of teaching and learning can influence and determine 

the type of drama practiced in our classrooms to support teachers’ use of drama as 

pedagogy in response to the new goals of education.  It will be argued in this thesis that 

a shift in teacher beliefs must first occur through adequate training in drama education, 

and teachers must have the support of school leaders to overcome the pressures of an 

examination-oriented education culture before any sustainable change in teaching 

practice can be observed.  Based on the analysis of six teachers’ experience of applying 

drama, their unique teaching contexts and backgrounds, the findings call for significant 

training and exposure to drama education with support from various stakeholders of 

education to increase teachers’ capacity to apply drama appropriately to support the 

aims of education reform in Singapore.   

In Chapter One, teacher beliefs will be examined as the primary factor 

influencing teachers’ capacity to apply drama as an alternative teaching approach 

because teacher beliefs and teachers’ preferred instructional approaches influence how 

they design new learning environments and apply new pedagogies (Hong, Lin, & Lee, 

2019).  The notion of cognitive dissonance and how teachers resolve the contradiction 

between their beliefs and actions will be applied to understand how the Teach Less, 

Learn More policy introduced in 2004 and the subsequent shift towards constructivist 

principles of education in Singapore has caused teachers to experience cognitive 

dissonance.  Teachers in Singapore may know about and agree with constructivist 

approaches but these are not always applied in their teaching practice (Ab Kadir, 2017). 

Chapter One will also present how the desire to create engaged learners in 

Singapore has resulted in a growing interest in drama as an imaginative medium for 

learning (Ministry of Education [MOE], 2010) in a fictional yet realistic world to think, 

work and collaborate with their peers.  Similar to Singapore’s Asian counterparts in 

recent years such as China (Zeng, 2019), Hong Kong (To, Chan, Lam, & Tsang, 2011), 

Korea (Kim, 2017) and Taiwan (Jung, 2000), drama as pedagogy is becoming 

increasingly popular as a form of embodied and experiential learning that can develop 

the newly sought-after social and emotional skills in Singapore’s education reform (Sin, 

2016; Wales & Gilmer, 2011).  Drama can also help students make sense of information 
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and apply newly constructed knowledge to make meaningful connections between facts 

through cognitive and affective processes, signaling a conceptual change in knowledge 

creation in the classroom (Andersen, 2004), consistent with the aims of the new vision 

of education.   

Chapter Two will unpack the challenges teachers face in applying drama as 

pedagogy in the move away from didactic teaching in Singapore.   It will be argued that 

the multiple ways the art form can be harnessed for pedagogical aims can be confusing 

for teachers who are untrained in drama education (Wales & Gilmer, 2011).  In 

particular, teachers have to negotiate the demands of drama and manage the different 

roles a teacher must play within a drama lesson to effectively create a deep experience 

of learning through drama (Dunn & Stinson, 2011).  Furthermore, as implementers of 

education reform, teachers in Singapore have to negotiate between the expectations of 

ensuring student achievement in examinations and non-academic outcomes in an 

instrumentalist education system.  A contextual understanding of the general culture of 

education in Singapore, and the demands teachers face in the shift towards cultivating 

constructivist teaching approaches will provide a backdrop to the larger context the 

participants of this study are situated in.  It will be argued that teachers struggle to adapt 

to new teaching approaches because teacher beliefs and actions are shaped by their 

immersion in a neoliberal performance-driven society (Herbel-Eisenmann, Lubienski, & 

Id-Deen, 2006).  Despite the revised vision of education in Singapore, the societal 

impulse to avoid risk and change, and the vestiges of a competitive results-oriented 

education system affect teachers’ willingness to try out new teaching methods (C. Tan, 

2011), which contributes to the complexity of changing teaching practice through 

applying drama as pedagogy.   

Chapter Three will describe the case study methodology used in this qualitative 

research study that provided scope for detail and description of the six teachers’ 

experience of applying drama, and their beliefs about drama and education.  Attention 

was carefully paid to particularity and complexity to gather and interpret the multiple 

realities of the different participants and the effect of differing levels of interest and skill 

in drama education.  Based on a social constructivist framework, these inductive 

methods of collecting data privileged the views of the teacher participants and 
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acknowledged the participants’ “values and self-interpretation and representation of 

their experiences” (Opie, 2004, p. 9).  The data was collected through the use of 

individual semi-structured interviews and lesson observations with the researcher as a 

non-participant observer of each teacher’s drama-based lesson over a ten-week period.  

Concept mapping (Simons, 2009) was applied to identify key vignettes to be transcribed 

from the audio taped interviews, and also applied to analyse the field notes from 

informal interviews and the lesson observations.   

“Thick descriptions” (Geertz, 2008) of the six teachers’ teaching context and 

professional background will also be provided in Chapter Three.  It is intended that the 

individual profile of the teachers and the information of how they came to participate in 

the research study would give readers an impression of the individuals that they are, and 

not just as data sources.  The background of the researcher and the context of the 

research study are also described in this chapter to acknowledge the influence of the 

researcher.  As a qualitative researcher, I am not an objective observer but am an active 

participant in collecting and (re-)presenting the data (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). 

 Chapter Four is the first of the three analysis chapters and will focus on May2 

and Taufiq who were applying drama as pedagogy in their Primary Three Mathematics 

classrooms.  The teachers from Marine Grove Primary School (MGPS)3 had been 

appointed by school leaders to participate in the Teaching Through the Arts Programme 

(TTAP), a collaboration with the National Arts Council (NAC).  These teachers who 

were untrained in drama education were assigned a drama practitioner, Sue, as a 

‘teaching artist’ to support them to design and conduct a drama-based Mathematics 

lesson.   

In this chapter, the challenge of education reform through top-down impositions 

will be identified as a systemic factor that reduces teacher buy-in and ownership of 

drama as a constructivist pedagogy.  It will be shown that school leaders offered May 

and Taufiq little help to navigate the complexities of working with an art form as 

pedagogy, even as the school leadership introduced new initiatives and invited external 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Pseudonyms are used to identify the six teachers, the teaching artist and the TTAP coordinator in this 
study. 
 
3 The schools are identified by invented names.   
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experts to provide drama expertise and support for teachers.  May and Taufiq’s 

instrumentalist beliefs about education will be examined in their struggle with the 

demands of drama as an embodied approach to learning, which requires teachers to 

apply constructivist principles of pedagogy.  The chapter will argue that teacher buy-in 

and training in drama education are necessary to equip teachers with new knowledge 

and experiences to shift existing beliefs and teaching practice.  Otherwise, any attempts 

at incorporating drama will be cursory, as evidenced through May and Taufiq who were 

not motivated to change or adapt their Mathematics teaching approach.  

Chapter Five will examine the impact of interest and motivation on teacher 

beliefs and actions, and analyse the realities of Rachel and Vicki who experienced 

cognitive dissonance in their attempts at applying drama as pedagogy.  Even though 

Rachel and Vicki believed that engagement in drama as pedagogy could create deeper 

learning connections for students in their study of English Literature, their attempts at 

drama contradicted Rachel and Vicki’s professed beliefs about education and drama’s 

benefits as pedagogy.  The observed cognitive dissonance will be attributed to the 

teachers’ having a different set of beliefs that eventually guided their actions, which will 

show that teachers’ good intentions are inadequate to sustain change in teaching 

practice.  Although both teachers had attended a five-day Teaching Shakespeare 

through Drama workshop equipping them with basic drama techniques and a positive 

experience of learning through the dramatic medium, the brief exposure to drama 

education was unable to overcome habitual approaches to teaching.   

Despite taking the initiative to apply drama as pedagogy, the teachers’ tendency 

to revert to didactic methods  indicates that more training in drama education is 

necessary for teachers to actualize their desires.  The complexity of changing teaching 

practice without a corresponding alignment in beliefs will be unpacked in this chapter.  

It is intended that the analysis of Rachel and Vicki’s complex sense-making system and 

ability to hold contradictory beliefs will reinforce the importance of investigating 

teacher beliefs and equipping teachers with requisite skills and capacities to unlearn 

outdated beliefs.   

  Chapter Six will examine the experience of Devi and Khairul as trained drama 

educators in their application of drama as pedagogy and it will be argued that skilled 
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teachers advance drama education work by negotiating the complexities of an 

instrumentalist examination-oriented education system in Singapore.  Analysing the 

teachers’ ability to respond to students and incorporate student ideas during the lesson 

into their original lesson plan showed that reflective practice was particularly significant 

for these teachers who were working with drama forms that were aligned to 

constructivist principles.  It was also observed that Devi and Khairul occasionally faced 

instances of cognitive dissonance in the ten-week observation period.  The teachers’ 

ability to identify and act on selected constructivist aligned beliefs when faced with 

inner conflict will be examined in relation to the teachers’ training and ability to engage 

in quadripartite thinking before and during a drama lesson.  Their respective drama 

education training programmes provided Devi and Khairul with the skills to reflect 

critically and adapt their knowledge of drama forms to different contexts and learning 

objectives in the open-ended drama lessons.   

Based on the six teachers’ experience of applying drama as pedagogy, the final 

chapter will conclude the thesis with a call for policy-makers to rethink the principles of 

education in Singapore and enact systemic change to support the desired changes in 

teaching practice to achieve the new vision of education.  Revisions in policies are 

insufficient to encourage teachers to adopt new approaches if the new goals of 

education are not coherently aligned across curriculum, pedagogy and assessment.  

Policies must also address school leaders to create schools where teachers are growing 

professionally and increasingly equipped to think and learn alongside students in an 

ethos of Thinking Schools, Learning Nation.  It will be proposed that education reform 

should also involve teacher educators because changes to pre-service and in-service 

teacher training can prepare teachers more adequately to cope with the realities of 

applying new methods in a traditionally examination-oriented education system.   

It is anticipated that this analysis of six teachers’ experience of applying drama 

as an emerging pedagogy in an examination-oriented education system can contribute to 

an understanding of the challenges the education system faces in Singapore’s quest for 

an ability-driven education that can flourish in the 21st Century.  An understanding of 

the factors that affect the application of drama as pedagogy in Singapore can have 

relevance to general teaching practice as such causes are not entirely unique to drama 
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but can be true of all new teaching methods attempted in Singapore’s education reform 

(Stinson, 2009).  In This book is not about drama . . . it’s about new ways to inspire 

students, Myra Barrs, Bob Barton and David Booth (2012) suggest the exploration and 

application of drama as pedagogy can be a catalyst for teachers to view education, the 

act of teaching, and the process of learning differently.  It is possible that the 

introduction of drama as a teaching approach in Singapore’s education system can 

provide a start for teachers to examine their beliefs about teaching and learning, to 

address the deficit in instrumentalist didactic teaching, and support teachers with a 

practical method of enacting the shift towards Teach Less, Learn More in education 

reform.   
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Introduction 

This chapter will begin the argument in this thesis that paying attention to teachers’ 

existing beliefs about teaching and learning, and how teachers perceive the aims and 

intentions of education reform is necessary to encourage teachers in using new 

pedagogical approaches such as drama.  The chapter will open with a description of 

education reform in Singapore that began with a new vision of education announced in 

1997 to nurture students capable of critical thinking and life-long learning in response to 

changes in the demands of the global economy.  With the introduction of Thinking 

Schools, Learning Nation, “Singaporeans were thus informed that nurturing a genuine 

passion for learning over a lifetime took precedence over the narrow obsession with 

exam scores and resulting certification” (Y. J. Lee, 2009, p. 18).  Recognising that 

teaching practice had to change as part of the education reform, the Teach Less, Learn 

More policy was subsequently introduced as a philosophical guide to teachers’ actions, 

which will be argued to be based on constructivist principles of education.   

In the second section of this chapter, the influence of teacher beliefs on teachers’ 

complex decision-making process will be examined to lay the foundation of the 

argument that how teachers comprehend and enact policy changes is crucial to 

education reform in Singapore.  Teachers play a key role in the successful 

implementation of education reform because teachers are the mediators of policy who 

determine actual classroom processes.  Teachers are “implementing agents” (Spillane, 

Reiser, & Reimer, 2002, p. 388) who apprehend and enact a policy based on their 

beliefs, and the context teachers and their practice are situated in.   

The final section of the chapter will examine how drama can be an appropriate 

student-centred pedagogy to bring about the new goals of education that are based on 

constructivist principles.  Previous attempts to apply drama as pedagogy in Singapore 

classrooms will be analysed to argue that adopting drama as pedagogy has the potential 

to change the role of teachers from knowledge repositories to facilitators in order to 

bring about embodied learning.   
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A New Vision of Education: Thinking Schools, Learning Nation   

The background and aims of education reform in Singapore will be described in 

this section to understand the demands currently made of teachers, and contextualise 

where teachers are now situated in Singapore’s education journey.  It will be argued that 

the introduction of a new vision of education and subsequent policies that aim to depart 

from “a traditionalist paradigm to a progressive one” (Ab Kadir, 2017, p. 238) is an 

ambitious and challenging task that requires a fundamental shift in the education 

system.   

Globalisation, advancements in technology and the ready availability of 

knowledge through ubiquitous access to the Internet have changed the way commerce 

and businesses are run and consequently, turned Singapore’s process and outcomes of 

education upside down (Gopinathan, 2001).  Where once the focus of education in 

Singapore was the possession and accumulation of expert knowledge to function in 

one’s trade, the emphasis is now on nurturing students 

with a life-long passion for learning as well as critical and creative thinking 

skills in order that they might better adapt to the needs of the knowledge-

based economy. (J. Tan, 2007, p. 308) 

To transform the outcomes of schooling from merely producing a skilled labour force to 

developing engaged learners with a new repertoire of skills, the government identified 

key changes4 that had to be made to continue to attract foreign investment and trade in 

an increasingly globalised and technologically driven world.   

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Following the financial crisis in 1984, an Economic Committee was set up the following year to study 
the situation and find ways to respond to the economic crisis, and their report, The Singapore Economy: 
New Directions, was published a year later in 1986.  Their findings and recommendations were 
incorporated into the education system and announced by the Minister of Education in the same year.  
The new directions of the economy were to be supported by the following principles of education:  

1. Education policy must keep pace with the economy and society. 
2. The basics, i.e. languages, science, mathematics, and the humanities, will be stressed to 

encourage logical thinking and life-long learning. 
3. Creativity in schools must be boosted through a ‘bottom-up’ approach whereby initiatives must 

come from principles and teachers instead of from the Ministry (K. Y. Tan, 1986, as cited in J. 
Tan & Gopinathan, 1999).   
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 The overhaul in Singapore’s education system began formally with a new vision 

of education titled Thinking Schools, Learning Nation introduced in 1997.  The 

government’s response to the demands of the global economy was to make changes to 

the emphasis of education to produce school-leavers who would be equipped to 

contribute to the workforce and thrive in the global economy (Gopinathan, 2007).  

Concerned that the existing education system was inadequate to develop workers for the 

global economy, then Prime Minister (PM) of Singapore, Goh Chok Tong explained the 

need for education reform in his National Day address to the nation in 1997.  He 

declared: 

[a] nation's wealth in the 21st Century will depend on the capacity of its 

people to learn. Their imagination, their ability to seek out new technologies 

and ideas, and to apply them in everything they do will be the key source of 

economic growth. Their collective capacity to learn will determine the well-

being of a nation. (C. T. Goh, 1997) 

PM Goh believed that the overall economic growth of the nation was dependent on the 

workforce’s continued ability to attract investors to Singapore.  To cope with the 

demands of an evolving globalised world, a new emphasis was placed on the capacity of 

the people to learn on the job so as to be able to generate ideas and solutions to manage 

novel contexts.   

Fundamental changes in the administration of the education system and 

curriculum were introduced under the Thinking Schools, Learning Nation vision to 

create a schooling environment that would produce a set of skilled thinking workers 

different from school leavers in the pre-Internet era of industrialisation and commerce 

(Gopinathan, 1999).  According to PM Goh, the task of education from the turn of the 

millennium in Singapore was to equip students with 

the core knowledge and core skills, and the habits of learning, that enable 

them to learn continuously throughout their lives. We have to equip them 

for a future that we cannot really predict. (C. T. Goh, 1997) 

No longer could the government anticipate and prepare economically viable pathways 

for students because any technical knowledge learnt during schooling years was likely 
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to be obsolete by the time students entered the workforce.  Instead, what was valuable 

was creating the ability to learn in students.  Education was now intended to develop 

students’ intrinsic motivation to learn continually so that students would be equipped to 

respond to and make use of new information, and expand existing knowledge and skills 

independently (J. Tan, 2003).   

To bring about these aims, the government was committed to investing 

resources and time to bring about change in the learning environment in schools.  First, 

a Masterplan for Information Technology (IT) in Education was to be rolled out in three 

phases to equip students with IT literacy skills by creating an IT-based teaching 

environment in all schools (MOE, 2008a).  Recognising that IT can be harnessed as a 

tool in the classroom to enhance learning, two billon Singapore dollars were allocated to 

provide one computer to every five students in the first phase (1997-2002) and 

subsequently, to achieve the aim of one computer for every two students (P. T. Ng, 

2005).  In addition to providing students with opportunities to use computers, teachers 

were expected to integrate Information and Communications Technology (ICT) into 

their lessons for up to 30% of instruction time.  To support the effective use of IT as a 

teaching tool, all trainee teachers had compulsory and elective modules during their 

teacher-training period to equip them with ICT skills (Gopinathan, 2007).   

Secondly, up to 30% of curriculum content would be reduced to free up time for 

students to develop skills instead of content mastery (MOE, 2008a).  Policy-makers 

intended for teachers to dedicate more time within the curriculum to project work and 

group discussions to encourage independent thinking and learning, instead of focusing 

on examination demands (Davie, 1998).  The reduction of content was necessary to give 

teachers more flexibility in their classroom practice, and as will be analysed 

subsequently, paved the way for students to learn more, even as teachers were supposed 

to teach less.   

J. Tan and Gopinathan (2000) have summarized the revised vision of education 

as nurturing students and school leavers to be  

literate, numerate, IT-enabled, capable of being creative and innovative, not 

afraid to take risks, able to be both an independent learner as well as work in 
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groups, be motivated to continue learning always and to be loyal and 

committed to Singapore. (p. 299) 

Loyalty to Singapore and a long-term commitment of the workforce to the continued 

success of the nation was to be created through a newly introduced National Education 

(NE) curriculum.  The compulsory subject for all Primary and Secondary students was 

intended to build a Singaporean identity, reinforce students’ sense of belonging and 

remind the future workforce to stay rooted in an increasingly interconnected world 

(Gopinathan, 1999).  Gopinathan (2007) has noted that the NE was embedded in the 

“curricular and non-curricular [curriculum] to sensitise young Singaporeans to 

Singapore’s national needs, concern and possibilities, to make Singapore their ‘best 

home’” (p. 60).   

As these new curriculum changes were rolled out, power was simultaneously 

redistributed from the centralized Ministry of Education (MOE) within the education 

system, indicating a structural shift that was intended to give school principals greater 

autonomy to become Thinking Schools.  Then Minister for Education Teo Chee Hean 

explained the same year Thinking Schools, Learning Nation came into effect, “schools 

can no longer be managed by a centralised top-down approach in problem-solving and 

in implementing change” (Teo, 1997).  Schools would be organised and managed in 

‘clusters’ instead, headed by a Group Senior Principal with the autonomy of making 

certain financial decisions and deployment of teachers without referring to the Ministry 

of Education.  Thinking Schools had to begin with thinking educators, school leaders 

and teachers, who have a measure of freedom to manage the school environment, adapt 

policies and apply the centralised curriculum in relevant ways to their unique school 

context (Sharpe & Gopinathan, 2002).   

Pedagogical Reform: Enacting Aims of Curriculum Change  

Despite the changes to the curriculum, learning environment and school 

management structure, it took another few years before the Singapore government could 

articulate that pedagogy was as important as updating the curriculum to equip students 

with traits needed to thrive in a global economy.  Attention soon shifted to the process 

of creating a new experience of schooling through changing teaching practice as policy-
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makers became aware that pedagogy or how teachers taught, was as important as what 

teachers taught (J. Tan, 2007).  In the same way that curriculum content had to be 

regularly revised to be relatable and relevant, teaching approaches also had to evolve 

and adapt with the times.  

To bring about the new vision of education, teachers in Singapore were required 

to move towards student-centred teaching methods and away from conventional 

pedagogies that tended towards the didactic (J. Tan, 2007).  Like other countries that 

were engaging in education reform (e.g. Brinkmann, 2019), there was increasing 

attention given to moving away from traditional rote-learning teaching practice.  

Education reformers such as Freire (1970) have critiqued didactic methods of 

instruction as characteristic of a ‘banking education’ where students are perceived as 

empty vessels or “receptacles” (p. 72) to be filled with knowledge by the teacher.  Thus, 

to create Thinking Schools so that Singapore would be a Learning Nation, a 

transformation in teaching practice was required.  This desired change in teaching 

processes was first described by PM Goh’s successor, the current PM Lee Hsien Loong 

who declared in the National Day speech in 2004,  

[w]e have got to teach less to our students so that they will learn more.  

Grades are important—don’t forget to pass your exams—but grades are not 

the only thing in life and there are other things in life which we want to 

learn in school.  (H. L. Lee, 2004)  

The paradoxical phrase, ‘teach less, learn more’, became a guiding principle thereafter 

to describe the government’s aspiration of reducing emphasis on content knowledge and 

the attendant processes of rote-learning and memorisation.  Instead, the student and 

learning were placed in the centre of education reform in the official Teach Less, Learn 

More policy, which challenged teachers to examine their conceptual understanding 

about teaching and learning (Gopinathan, 1999).   

As a policy, Teach Less, Learn More was intended to address the fundamental 

gap between the aims of Thinking School, Learning Nation and classroom practice by 

placing a new stress on the dynamics between what a teacher does and what a student 

eventually experiences and ultimately learns.  In 2004, a few months after PM Lee 
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introduced the idea of teaching less to learn more, then Minister for Education Tharman 

made explicit connections between the process of teaching and the outcomes of learning 

at the MOE Work Plan Seminar. Addressing teachers and challenging them to revise 

their teaching practice, Minister Tharman asked 

[w]hat are our goals in education?   We want to nurture young Singaporeans 

with minds that keep enquiring, and a desire to use their energies to create a 

better society.   We want to help every child find his own talents, and grow 

and emerge from school confident of his abilities.   And we want our young 

to have the toughness, the ‘adversity quotient’, to face up to life’s demands 

and inevitable setbacks, and be willing to work hard to achieve their dreams.  

(Tharman, 2004) 

The Minister for Education had to remind teachers to return to the foundations of what 

teachers do and why teachers do, to contextualise the reasons for reform in teaching 

practice.  No longer was didactic teaching or rote learning sufficient in the new aim of 

education to develop curious and intelligent life-long learners with positive attitudes 

towards learning who would leave school resilient and ready for the unforeseeable 

future.  Through updating teachers’ teaching practice and renewing educational aims, 

the government believed that successive generations of Singaporeans would continue to 

thrive in the global workforce.  

In the same speech, Minister Tharman also cautioned educators against making 

superficial changes and declared that the outworking of Teach Less, Learn More had to 

be more than “a mechanical exercise” (Tharman, 2004).  As will be discussed in the 

next chapter, teachers in Singapore are generally compliant to follow directives from the 

MOE and their superiors because of the Confucian culture of submission to authority in 

Singapore, which can mask teachers’ reluctance and lack of ownership in adopting new 

teaching methods.  Minister Tharman anticipated that teachers might perceive the 

initiative as a static set of ideas to be implemented instead of a guiding principle to 

approach teaching, which would bring about no real change in practice.   

The differentiation between the act of teaching and learning in the new policy was 

intended to highlight the responsibility of teachers to enable students to learn, which 
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brought to the fore what the process of teaching entailed.  It was no longer a given that 

what teachers taught, did or said in the classroom would equate to students’ 

understanding, as educators around the world have pointed out (e.g. Brooks & Brooks, 

1999).  Instead, teachers were expected to “customise lessons, using a variety of 

teaching and assessment methods to better meet the needs of their students” (MOE, 

2005), placing a new emphasis on the learner.   

Commenting on the aims of Teach Less, Learn More, P. T. Ng (2008) has called 

this emphasis from teaching to learning a move “from quantity to quality” (p. 5) in 

instructional content and teaching practice.  To teach less implied that teachers’ 

responsibility was not to perceive the act of teaching as comprising of only teacher talk 

but to create conditions of learning.  More time was given to teachers through a 

“judicious content reduction across subjects so that 10-20% of curriculum time can be 

freed up as ‘white space’” (P. T. Ng, 2008, p. 5) to allow teachers to pay attention to 

students’ learning ability and needs to customise their teaching strategies and employ 

new pedagogies. 

As part of the Teach Less, Learn More policy, schools were also encouraged to 

design School-based Curriculum Innovations (SCI) as ground-up initiatives to cater to 

different students’ learning needs and increase student engagement.  Schools could 

autonomously carry out SCI that included curriculum customisation, curriculum 

integration, differentiated instruction, inquiry-based learning and problem-based 

learning with resource support from the MOE (MOE, 2006).  29 schools’ involvement 

in SCI were documented as a collection of possible prototypes of how Teach Less, 

Learn More could be interpreted in the initial years of policy implementation (O. S Tan, 

Ee, Lee, & Kam, 2007).   

From the SCI report, it was evident that many schools were still exploring what 

the new policy entailed in practical terms with some schools defining teaching less as 

literally reducing curriculum content by combining different subjects to facilitate non-

silo and interdisciplinary thinking such as introducing Integrated Humanities in St. 

Margaret’s Secondary School (O. S. Tan et al., 2007).  A few schools focused on 

alternative ways of assessment through action-research projects or portfolios, which 

evaluated students’ experience of learning as part of their graded outcomes.  Other 
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schools reviewed existing teaching practice to appropriate the notion of engaged 

learning for their schools.  For example, Nan Hua High School and Jurong Secondary 

School adopted problem-based learning as a new teaching approach while Hougang 

Primary School’s used weblogging in English writing as a hands-on way of learning 

and applying language skills.  As will be examined subsequently, as part of their 

curriculum innovation, four schools also explored drama as an alternative pedagogy (O. 

S. Tan et al., 2007).   

The MOE also rolled out an integrated approach towards teaching that pulled 

together different dimensions of teaching and learning to help teachers make sense of 

the changes demanded of them in education reform.  Known as the PETALS 

framework, it was an acronym introduced in 2008 to help educators consider the five 

key elements that shape a lesson, and to encourage teachers to be mindful of their roles 

and their lesson planning process.  PETALS was intended to support teachers with a 

foundation for engaged learning that teachers could build on to achieve the new vision 

of critical thinkers and lifelong learners (MOE, 2008b).  The framework proposed that 

students are engaged when teachers:  

a. select Pedagogy that considers students’ readiness to learn and their 

learning styles;  

b. design an Experience of learning that stretches thinking, promotes inter-

connectedness and develops independent learning;  

c. create a Tone of environment that is safe, stimulating and which 

engenders trust;  

d. adopt Assessment practices that provide information on how well 

students have performed and provide timely feedback to improve learning; 

and  

e. select relevant and meaningful Learning content that makes learning 

authentic for the students. (MOE, 2008b)  

Under this new framework, the experience of learning and the classroom environment 

was to be emphasised with what Bernstein (1971) considers as the bedrock of 

education: the curriculum (what counts as knowledge), pedagogy (ways of obtaining 

knowledge, and assessment (ways of evaluating students’ knowledge).   
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This integrated approach towards education reinforced the importance of teachers 

as enactors of the curriculum who would determine the extent students could and would 

learn.  Based on PETALS, teachers had the responsibility to distil the content from a 

centralised curriculum and syllabus to make concrete links between theory and real life 

applications.  These methods included formative assessments to enhance student 

progress and engineering lessons that take every student’s learning and behavioural 

profile into consideration while balancing classroom dynamics to make the classroom a 

safe space for exploration.  Teach Less, Learn More now placed a greater onus on 

teachers to critically examine their actions in the classroom and to consider the extent to 

which their teaching styles, preferences or habits can affect the quality of a child’s 

education.    

Although the seeds of education reform had been sown in various ways since 

1997, it took another decade for policy-makers to formally articulate the aims of the 

new vision of education.  The Desired Outcomes of Education (DOE) in Singapore was 

released in 2009 to establish the fundamental principles that were to guide educators 

and policies, and also serve as an indicator of the success of the education system 

(MOE, 2009a).  In the document, the desired school leaver is a moral individual who is 

a civic-minded citizen and loyal to Singapore in a borderless Internet age.  Confident 

and articulate about his perspectives and ability, he is a self-directed learner who takes 

responsibility for his own learning and perseveres to achieve.  He is an active 

contributor who is able to work in teams to collaborate with others, and has the ability 

to think critically, communicate effectively and be adaptable to other perspectives 

(Appendix A).   

The government also identified 21st Century Competencies (21st CC) that 

students needed to navigate a tech-savvy interconnected world, and to respond 

effectively to time-sensitive situations (MOE, 2010).  To nurture these competencies, 

students were to be equipped with the necessary social and technical skills to work with 

a variety of technologies and develop their global awareness.  Media literacy was taught 

in schools to develop students’ capacity to filter and evaluate the reliability and validity 

of sources (Ab Kadir, 2017).  The government also desired for students to form skill 

sets that would enable them to respond well to diversity through respect and empathy 
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for plurality in a shrinking world connected by cyberspace where there would be greater 

interaction between people of different cultures and backgrounds (Appendix B).  To 

achieve the DOE and 21st CC demanded a change in teachers’ roles and teaching 

practice to move away from a didactic approach of teaching that viewed education as 

passing on a static set of content knowledge to students through drill-and-practice 

methods.   

Underpinning Teach Less, Learn More: Constructivist Principles of Teaching and 

Learning  

It is argued in this thesis that the crux of education reform in Singapore is based 

on constructivist principles to move away from what P. T Ng (2008) has described as 

“traditional models of teaching and learning, where teachers provide information for 

students to memorise and regurgitate” (p. 9).  Other scholars on education in Singapore 

have also noted that Teach Less, Learn More as a policy has brought about “a 

recognition that the didactic, traditional and rote reproductive character of pedagogy 

needed to change” (Luke, Freebody, Lau, & Gopinathan, 2005, p. 11).  Ab Kadir (2017) 

explains that the new vision of education 

calls for teachers to confront and unlearn traditional didactic pedagogical 

approaches for the learning and practice of new constructivist pedagogies 

that are consistent with TSLN’s [Thinking School, Learning Nation’s] aim 

of developing ‘thinking learners’. (p. 232) 

The change desired in Singapore’s education system is best described as a shift towards 

building constructivist learning environments that encourage students to achieve the 

Desired Outcomes of Education.   

Constructivism is a theory of learning that conceives learning as an active 

internal process where students bring their prior knowledge and experiences into new 

learning situations (Mayer, 2009).  Based on Jean Piaget’s theory of cognitive and 

affective development, Wadsworth (1996) writes that constructivism privileges the 

learner and emphasises that the process of learning is not a passive reception or storage 

of new information.  In his theory, Piaget (1976) proposes all human beings are active 

and independent meaning-makers who learn by piecing together or assembling 
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information to become knowledge.  Piaget (1976) also argues that knowledge is always 

situated outside of an individual, and making meaning involves the internalisation of the 

external information in one of two possible processes.  The first is the process of 

expanding what was previously known and adding to the learner’s knowledge pool, or 

‘assimilation’ where the learner assimilates and incorporates new experiences into an 

existing set of beliefs.  The second process is when the new information is contrary to 

what the learner already knows so there is a need to modify or accommodate the 

additional input of knowledge by adapting one’s understanding and expectations, 

known as the process of ‘accommodation’.    

Having a constructivist premise to education requires teachers to conduct 

lessons that encourage students to identify existing knowledge and raise misconceptions 

in order to assimilate or accommodate new knowledge.  Believing that new knowledge 

is formed through a child’s interpretation of experiences and interactions, learning 

opportunities arise when current suppositions are challenged (Savery & Duffy, 1996).  

As a guide to teaching, constructivist approaches tend to prioritise the student’s 

individual process of learning and position teachers as the creators of educational 

experiences that enable the student to construct his own knowledge and understanding 

(Miller & Ballard, 2017).  Teachers are responsible for planning a lesson and creating 

an environment conducive for asking questions and solving problems so that students 

have the time and space to make connections between new information and what they 

already know (Tiilikainen, Karjalainen, Toom, Lepola, & Husu, 2019) 

In practical terms, when constructivist principles are applied, teaching practice 

often include problem solving and inquiry-driven approaches to allow for student 

exploration to challenge their existing knowledge and independently integrate new 

sources of information to resolve their cognitive conflict (Brooks & Brooks, 1999).  

When successfully carried out, such lessons create bridges between students’ prior 

knowledge and new information, and results in “authentic learning environments” 

(Tiilikainen et al., 2019, p. 41, italics in original) where subject content is not abstracted 

from its real world context.   

The principles of constructivist learning also emphasize the intrinsic ability of 

the child to learn and the need to respect a child’s individuality during teaching 
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(Brinkmann, 2019).  Thus, in constructivist methods, teachers seek and value students’ 

opinions, and should result in a student-centred pedagogy (Brooks & Brooks, 1993).  

By removing the simplistic assumption that all students would learn at the same pace in 

the same manner, special attention is given to each student’s existing knowledge and 

learning preferences to help all students learn the same concepts (Miller & Ballard, 

2017).  In other words, when teachers choose to teach based on constructivist principles, 

teachers have to understand and tailor one’s teaching methods to meet different needs 

by giving due consideration to the child’s specific social and educational background.  

Consequently, creating an effective constructivist lesson requires teachers to take time 

to listen to students and observe them during classroom interactions to design an 

appropriate lesson.   

Constructivism as a learning theory is often also supplemented with a social 

element, which emerged from the work of Lev Vygotsky (1962), a psychologist who 

expanded on Piaget’s theory and asserted that knowledge is constructed by and within 

society.  Roth and Jornet (2014) believe that Vygotsky viewed group interactions as a 

necessary part of constructivist learning because children construct understanding from 

cultural practices and the social groups they are or exposed to, which shape children’s 

ways of seeing the world.  Vygotsky (1962) also emphasised the role of talk as part of 

how children learn in social settings where the assistance provided by the adult should 

not take the form of ‘rote learning’, which he describes as “a parrotlike repetition of 

words by the child, simulating a knowledge of the corresponding concepts but actually 

covering up a vacuum” (p. 83).  Moore (2012) argues that Vygotsky placed a new 

emphasis on the need for students to verbally communicate their developing concepts if 

teachers seek to apply constructivist principles in student-centred pedagogical 

approaches.   

Researchers believe Vygotsky also recognised the importance of emotions and 

applied the Russian term perezhivanie to describe the “lived experience” of an 

individual, which encompassed both the affective and cognitive domains within the 

context of the social environment (Bundy, Piazzoli, & Dunn, 2015; Davis & Dolan, 

2016).  It is significant to note in this study on drama education that Vygotsky had 

specifically referred to participation in drama as a way of providing students with a 
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perezhivanie experience that could affect students’ thinking and emotions in dramatic 

tension that is socially constructed and experienced (Smagorinsky, 2011).  As will be 

discussed subsequently in this chapter, emotions and the experience of an individual are 

key aspects of embodied learning that drama can bring about.   	  

A crucial dimension in constructivist forms of instruction is the inclusion of self-

directed and collaborative activities that give students autonomy to regulate their own 

learning and to learn from their peers (Terhart, 2003).  Based on these principles, 

student discussions and other student-centred activities create an environment where 

learners practice connecting emerging ideas to a larger network of existing concepts, 

and trains students to examine the validity and relevance of new data and other 

students’ perspectives to synthesise seemingly disparate pieces of information into 

meaningful knowledge (Mahn & John-Steiner, 2002).  The application of 

constructivism to help students construct their own learning has resulted in many 

pedagogical modes such as problem-based learning and project work where learners can 

be involved in a wide array of learning activities such as brainstorming and peer 

teaching (Jones, Valdez, Nowakowski, & Rasmussen, 1994).   

Although the range of constructivist modes and activities mean that teachers 

have more options available to them, it must be observed that there is a lack of 

consensus about how constructivist learning theory should be applied to pedagogy, 

which can result in confusion for teachers seeking to apply student-centred approaches 

(Tiilikainen et al., 2019).  There is also research indicating that constructivist teaching 

practices may not be actually able to support students to actively construct their own 

knowledge because theory is not necessarily easily translated into principles and 

eventually practice (Kirschner, Sweller, & Clark, 2006; Liou & Ho, 2016).   

Despite the lack of clarity around constructivist practices and their outcomes, 

policy-makers in Singapore still prioritise constructivist approaches as a shift away 

from didactic practice and a means of engaging learners to become self-directed critical 

thinkers.  This shift was eventually encapsulated in the motto Every Student an Engaged 

Student introduced in 2012, which described both the process and product of learning 

under the Teach Less, Learn More policy (Heng, 2012).  Policy-makers defined the 

notion of engaged students as learners characterised by an intrinsic motivation to learn, 
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and equipped with the ability to source for, appropriate and apply knowledge that is 

constantly evolving in varied and new contexts (Heng, 2012).  Teaching based on 

constructivist principles offered an alternative to didactic teaching because as P. T. Ng 

(2008) argues about education in Singapore, “engaged learning is a very different 

learning paradigm” where engaged learners have their “attention, energy and intellect 

directed towards the object of learning” (p. 9) that enable them to learn proactively.  It 

was intended that engaged learning through constructivist approaches would develop 

students’ capacity for life-long learning and fulfil the goals of education reform in 

Singapore.       

However, research has indicated that changing teachers’ pedagogy and their 

usual teaching roles to adopt a new constructivist approach is challenging, and involves 

a complex process (Flores, Lopez, Gallegos & Barojas, 2000).  In the case of Singapore, 

Ab Kadir (2017) comments that to achieve real and sustainable change through the new 

policies requires a new role for teachers who “are no longer expected to be dispensers of 

knowledge but facilitators of students’ learning and the development of their thinking 

skills and dispositions” (p. 232).  Although teaching should no longer be a 

unidirectional act of providing new information transmitted from teacher to student with 

little room for dialogical interactions in constructivist classrooms, teachers often 

struggle to transform their teaching practice.  The challenges teachers face when 

implementing a constructivist teaching approach must be examined to understand the 

complexities of education reform and to find ways to support teachers to apply new 

pedagogies.   

Teacher Beliefs: The Greatest Influence on Classroom Practice  

 It is argued in this thesis that teachers are the primary agents who can bring 

about and support education reform through a change in teaching practice (Donnell & 

Gettinger, 2015).  Pak Tee Ng (2008) has argued that there tends to be a simplistic and 

erroneous assumption by policy-makers in Singapore that when  

the ‘clearly superior’ ideas embodied in the new curricula are ‘cascaded’ to 

the teachers, [teachers] will simply switch from traditional teaching to the 
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new processes and change life-long habits in order to improve their 

teaching. (p. 12)   

Policy-makers’ desire for Teach Less, Learn More principles to transform the education 

system must consider the factors that affect teachers’ capacity to turn these theoretical 

concepts effectively into practice.  As research on education reform in different nations 

have shown, it cannot be assumed that new methods will automatically resonate with 

teachers or that implementation will be immediate or effective (Darling-Hammond & 

McLaughlin, 2011) because teachers need time to think about, decide and practice new 

methods (Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, & Yoon, 2001).  There can be a false 

assumption that teachers can easily make changes to their teaching practice when 

policy-makers give attention only to what is observable and neglect to consider the 

factors that influence teachers’ actions, especially when the act of teaching cannot be 

separated from the teacher (Vähäsantanen, 2015).   

Teachers are individuals with “inherited knowledge, beliefs and practice” (D. K. 

Cohen & Ball, 1990, p. 335) who comprehend and determine how best to enact new 

policies.  Changing teaching practice requires a corresponding shift in teacher beliefs 

because teachers act according to their complex sense-making process that is shaped by 

what they believe.  Research has shown that teacher beliefs are a significant, if not the 

greatest influence on teachers’ cognition that eventually translates into what teachers do 

in their classrooms (Ernest, 1989; Kagan, 1992; Pajares, 1992; Philipp, 2007).  

Teachers’ instructional decisions and approaches are filtered through their beliefs 

(Farrell & Guz, 2019) because beliefs comprise of affective and social dimensions that 

motivate action, and what teachers say and do in their classrooms is determined by what 

they think and feel as influenced by the culture they are in (Brinkmann, 2019).  Coburn 

(2003) contends that a sustained change in educational processes can only be made 

when teachers experience a personal change in beliefs and are motivated to continue the 

new teaching practice.  Other factors that affect teachers’ capacity to modify teaching 

practice will be examined in the next chapter but as will be argued in the final section of 

this chapter, analysing teacher beliefs are a priority in changing pedagogy, which 

includes cognitive elements that motivate behaviour (Alexander, 2001b; 2008b).   
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Beliefs can be defined as a condensed cognitive proposition of ideas and thoughts 

about oneself, the world and one’s relationship to it that result in the motivations and 

the actions an individual takes (Pajares, 1992).  The element of emotion differentiates 

belief from knowledge, because knowledge is the accumulation of information that may 

increase an individual’s awareness but has little relevance to action (Nespor, 1987).  For 

example, knowing that exercise is beneficial to one’s health is different from having the 

motivation to keep fit because of one’s belief that physical activity is vital to one’s well 

being.  Knowing remains a part of the cognitive consciousness and only when 

interwoven with emotions and conviction does knowledge become a part of beliefs that 

motivate a person and determine the form of actions taken (Behrmann & Souvignier, 

2015).   

Teacher beliefs are the views teachers have about teaching and learning, such as 

how children learn and what the process of learning requires from the teacher (Meirink 

et al., 2009).  The complex, often unconscious interplay of teachers’ pedagogical beliefs 

inform the decisions teachers make during the act of teaching, including their selection 

and delivery of tasks, their questioning and scaffolding techniques, their response to 

student queries, confusion and errors, and how they manage student behaviour and 

interactions (Alexander, 2008a).  Pedagogical beliefs also guide how teachers perceive 

and implement a pre-determined centralised curriculum that prepares students for 

national examinations (Alexander, 2008a).  

Research indicates that teachers’ prior pedagogical beliefs affect how they 

comprehend and apply constructivist principles in teaching (Looi, Sun, Seow, Chia, 

2014).  For example, Behrmann and Souvignier’s study (2015) suggests that beliefs are 

a necessary precursor to improving teaching practice regardless of whether teachers 

undergo professional development because the new information and skills gained in the 

process are shaped and also screened by existing beliefs.  Their study on teachers who 

engaged in new constructivist pedagogies shows that teachers who saw achievement 

gains in their students were more likely to subsequently adopt new beliefs aligned with 

the reform goals.  Even when a teacher’s action appeared to change, the new approach 

had to first be proven to be effective before the teacher’s teaching practice shifted 

substantially after a period of time, indicating a permanent change in beliefs.  These 
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findings indicate that the teachers had pre-existing beliefs that prioritized performance 

and measured the effectiveness of pedagogy based on examination results, which in turn 

determined their decision to adopt new teaching methods.   

Behrmann and Souvignier’s study (2015) reveal the challenge of desiring teachers 

to shift their beliefs only when they see quantifiable results since other research has 

shown that the effects of new pedagogies can take time to yield positive results, and the 

long wait and challenges of enacting a new teaching practice can cause teachers to 

revert back to previous teaching practice (Vähäsantanen, 2015).  Furthermore, research 

has shown that teachers’ new roles and responsibilities in the classroom can clash with 

teachers’ existing beliefs, which limit change (Thornburg & Mungai, 2011).  Pajares 

(1992) has argued that changing teacher beliefs is a “rare phenomenon” (p. 325), 

especially in experienced teachers, and requires a major shift in teachers’ paradigms. 

Consequently, some researchers propose that teachers’ prior beliefs are the best 

predictor of sustaining new teaching practices rather than a change in teacher beliefs 

(Donnell & Gettinger, 2015) 

The challenge of changing teaching practice in education reform can be partly 

attributed to the complexity of identifying and replacing flawed or irrelevant teacher 

beliefs that guide how teachers teach.  According to research on belief systems in 

human beings, beliefs are typically found in clusters where they cohere with other 

beliefs, and beliefs that are most connected to other clusters of beliefs are considered to 

have greater psychological strength and will dominate action (Green, 1971; Hong, Lin 

& Lee, 2019).  This means that an individual can hold contrary beliefs because each 

cluster is activated and operates independently from other clusters.  To apply the 

example of physical activity raised previously, a person may genuinely believe in the 

importance of active living but fail to exercise on a regular basis.  The observed 

contradiction between beliefs and actions indicates that the individual has other clusters 

of beliefs such as ‘those health issues won’t happen to me’ or ‘I have more urgent 

things to do’ that ultimately determine one’s decision.  In contrast, a person who has 

had a health scare has other beliefs about life and death that cluster around the same 

belief that ‘exercise is necessary’, which provides a stronger psychological impact on 

his decision-making process and is more likely to lead to action.  Similarly, teachers can 
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have contradictory beliefs about education, and the beliefs that exist in larger clusters 

determine their eventual action.  

‘Sensible Systems’: Framing Cognitive Dissonance  

The theory of how actions are guided by the largest cluster of beliefs is 

particularly relevant to understand why teachers cannot change teaching practice readily 

even if they profess to believe in the principles of education reform.  Often, cognitive 

dissonance, or the disparity between what teachers believe and what teachers do, points 

to another set of beliefs that unconsciously motivate teachers and determine their 

actions (Torff & Warburton, 2005).  Even though tacit beliefs may be unspoken or even 

unknown to the individual, and contradict what they verbalise, the individual’s actions 

signal the presence and power of these contrary beliefs (V. Richardson, 1994).  Even 

though human beings may not readily identify these different clusters of beliefs or 

articulate how the clustering of beliefs is organised or is justified, it does not make them 

any less coherent to the individual because beliefs are dynamic (Thompson, 1992).   

International research on teacher beliefs during education reform shows that 

teachers’ beliefs tend to be inconsistent with practice, especially when teachers 

professed student-centred principles but practiced traditional didactic teaching methods 

(Raymond, 1997; Schuh, 2004; Kennedy, 2005).  Basturkmen, Loewen and Ellis (2004) 

suggest “it may be better to view the stated beliefs of teachers to be potentially 

conflictual rather than inherently inconsistent” (p. 98) in their study that reported a 

disparity between teachers’ beliefs and actions in form-focused instruction.  Hong, Lin 

and Lee (2019) argue that acknowledging the reality of teachers’ internal struggle and 

positioning the teacher as a complex being with a range of beliefs can help the 

researcher to navigate between what teachers say and what they actually do, and infer 

the different clusters of beliefs that teachers hold.   

Regardless of what observers may notice, teachers often feel their beliefs and 

practices are consistent because ‘‘[p]eople always strive for a coherent belief system; 

only then are they able to function in an intelligible way’’ (Op’t Eynde, De Corte, & 

Verschaffel, 2002, p. 25).  As beliefs are propositions that may be “consciously or 

unconsciously held” (Borg, 2001, p. 186), most of what teachers know or believe about 
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education, teaching and learning is often tacit and teachers may be unaware that their 

actions were not aligned with their professed beliefs (Farrell & Ives, 2014).  Teachers 

may also not possess the awareness or the language to describe and label their beliefs, 

and what is articulated is often an incomplete portrayal of what teachers believe (Op’t 

Eynde et al., 2002).   

  Leatham (2006) proposes a theory of “sensible systems” to explain how 

individuals can ignore contrary beliefs to make their beliefs system coherent and 

acceptable to themselves.  Based on his study on Mathematics teachers, Leatham (2006) 

explains that teachers will “find a way to resolve the conflict within the system’’ (p. 95) 

because “teachers are inherently sensible rather than inconsistent beings” (p. 92).  

Leatham (2006) argues that his theory challenges researchers to engage in further 

inquiry into an individual’s belief system to identify the dominant beliefs guiding action 

when apparent incongruities between beliefs and actions are observed because an 

observer is not privy to the different clusters of beliefs teachers may have.  Hence, 

teachers’ internalised principles about education are best inferred from their actions 

instead of what they say because what may appear to be a contradiction between a 

teacher’s professed beliefs and action to an observer is actually guided by a tacit cluster 

of beliefs (Philipp, 2007).   

Some researchers have differentiated between core and peripheral beliefs that 

can further explain how teachers can behave contrary to their beliefs (Hong et al., 

2019).  Based on Pajares’ (1992) theory, Brinkmann (2019) suggests 

a person’s belief system can be likened to an atom, with beliefs of varying 

intensity distributed along a central-peripheral dimension.  Core beliefs are 

seen as beliefs about the nature of oneself and one’s physical and social 

world, fundamental to an individual’s identity.  They are typically formed 

early in life, taken for granted, reinforced by social norms, unaffected by 

persuasion, and are thus extremely difficult to change. (p. 14) 

It is possible that what human beings profess to believe but are unable to act upon are 

peripheral beliefs they hold that are unable to override core beliefs.  Brinkmann (2019) 

argues that desiring change in teachers’ ingrained teaching habits must first involve the 
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identification of teachers’ core beliefs that lead to their existing teaching practice.  

Thereafter the compatibility of these beliefs should be examined with the principles of 

education reform to provide support to enable teachers to shift their beliefs and bring 

about a sustainable change in teaching practice.   

Accordingly, in this research study, observed incongruence between teachers’ 

professed beliefs and actions were not dismissed as inconsistency on the part of the 

teacher but was anticipated as sites of investigation to obtain an insight into the core 

beliefs that had guided teachers’ decision-making process.  To frame observed 

incongruity from a sensible systems perspective allowed for deeper analysis into 

teachers’ broader beliefs about education, teaching, and drama, before attributing the 

discrepancy between teachers’ professed beliefs and actions to external factors.   

The experience of cognitive dissonance can open up possibilities for teachers’ 

learning to occur when teachers can sense a disequilibrium within that provokes change 

(Pedder & Opfer, 2013).  Samuels and Price (1992) suggest that examining teachers’ 

experience of cognitive dissonance can reveal fundamental contradictions in teachers’ 

“basic assumptions about learning and the learner” (p. 213).  Teachers’ experience of 

dissonance can motivate teachers to examine the practical elements of teaching, and to 

bring about new forms and outcomes of learning (Wheatley, 2002).  The incongruence 

can also surface inner tensions to be resolved and support teachers to anchor new beliefs 

to ensure continuity of new teaching approaches.  D. L. Ball (1988) has argued that 

dissonance is required for teachers to unlearn what they believe, what they know and 

what they know how to do, so that they can learn and apply new practices.  The 

experience of dissonance can lead to an awareness of inconsistencies in thought and 

action, which can subsequently motivate teachers to re-think their approach to teaching 

and re-learn ways to achieve effective teaching, and be the first step towards developing 

new core beliefs that are aligned with principles of education reform (Hoy, Hoy, & 

Davis, 2009).   

However, research has also shown that dissonance does not necessarily lead to 

lasting change in teachers or their teaching even though it may initially start a process of 

growth (Coburn, 2001).  If teachers are unable to bridge or resolve dissonance, teachers 

may eventually ignore new learning and reject new ideas as inappropriate to their 
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situations because they value old beliefs more or find that the new ideas are not as 

practical or relevant (Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008).  Furthermore, studies have found 

that teachers can choose to simply live with the dissonance between what they believe 

and what they do, indicating that there was no reconstruction of current beliefs to align 

with new principles to resolve the dissonance (Pedder & Opfer, 2013).   

If teachers experience cognitive dissonance in relation to drama as pedagogy, 

which is still unfamiliar to many teachers, it is likely that teachers’ attempts at 

application can reveal teachers’ tacit beliefs about education as well as their beliefs 

about what drama as pedagogy is, how drama can be applied, the value of drama 

education, and drama’s potentialities.  To apply what Hoy et al. (2009) refer to as a 

“change-provoking disequilibrium” (p. 633) to the context of drama education, teachers 

are simultaneously creating new beliefs about drama as a teaching approach, beliefs 

about drama’s relevance to teaching, and general beliefs about teaching and learning in 

their process of planning and using drama.  The application of drama as pedagogy can 

provide teachers with an opportunity to reflect on their beliefs about how learning is 

achieved.  As teachers explore how drama can be used as pedagogy in their classrooms, 

they are also, consciously or not, making sense of drama in relation to their existing 

notions of teaching and learning.   

If teachers feel challenged in the implementation of drama as pedagogy, this 

discomfort could stir teachers to (re-)consider their beliefs about how students best learn 

and their teaching methodology, which they may never have consciously thought about 

or processed before and can bring about an eventual shift in beliefs.  Based on the 

theory of how beliefs are formed, it is possible that these newly formed beliefs might 

become a new cluster of beliefs or be included into an existing group of beliefs to bring 

about sustained change in teaching practice.  Research indicates that the extent to which 

new beliefs influence pre-existing traditional beliefs about education and bring about 

change in teaching practice is dependent on how readily the gap between old and new 

beliefs is bridged (Pedder & Opfer, 2013).   

In the context of Singapore, it is crucial to investigate teacher beliefs especially 

in desiring change in teaching practice to identify how best to support teachers to form 

and act upon new beliefs that are congruent with constructivist principles aligned with 
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the new vision of education.  It is natural for teachers to experience dissonance in their 

process of learning to apply a new pedagogy because of the new knowledge the 

pedagogy brings to teachers’ beliefs about how they teach and how students learn (Hoy 

et al., 2009).  As will be explicated in the final section of this chapter, the differences 

inherent in a pedagogic application of drama can potentially help teachers move away 

from conventional teaching styles or methods if they develop new core beliefs that are 

aligned with the goals of education reform in Singapore.   

Drama as Pedagogy: Teaching Through Drama 

Drawing from drama education academics and practitioners John O’Toole, 

Madonna Stinson and Tiina Moore’s (2009) book, Drama and curriculum: a giant at 

the door, the presence of drama in the classroom can be differentiated according to 

teachers’ aims.  Even as the authors acknowledge possible overlaps in the classification, 

O’Toole et al. identified different “threads of purpose” (p. 4) and classified the teaching 

of the performance nature of drama as the ‘aesthetic/cognitive’ thread of learning in 

drama.  In the aesthetic focus on the study of drama as an art form or as an Arts subject, 

students learn about the place of drama in history and develop technical skills such as 

performing in an ensemble and script writing (e.g. Wright, 2004).  O’Toole and his 

colleagues also propose a pedagogical thread where teachers focus on student learning 

through drama, which is the application of drama for educational aims examined in the 

thesis.   

This thesis identifies the use of drama for non-drama learning as ‘pedagogy’ to 

clarify the distinction between teachers who teach the art form and teachers who harness 

drama’s potential as an approach for teaching a non-drama subject.  In the context of 

Singapore, when teachers engage in pedagogical applications of drama, they focus on 

the subject to be taught and not the art form.  In such uses, drama functions as a medium 

of teaching because students learn about a non-drama subject through participating in 

various drama processes or playing drama games designed to have explicit learning 

connections to the subject (Sin, 2016).   

This thesis also applies ‘drama education’ as an umbrella term that refers 

generally to students’ participation in drama processes for learning, drawing from the 
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teacher education programmes in the National Institute of Education (NIE).  NIE is the 

only teacher training institute in Singapore that qualifies teachers to teach in MOE 

Primary and Secondary schools, and it is likely that the notion of drama and drama 

education espoused in NIE had contributed in the shaping of the beliefs of the teachers 

who participated in this study, especially for the two teachers who received their drama 

education training from NIE.  NIE offers a Bachelor of Arts in Education degree 

programme where trainee teachers can choose to major or minor in Theatre and Drama5 

with modules that teach the art form such as “Acting 1: The Actor’s Voice and Body” 

as well as the pedagogical underpinnings of teaching Drama such as “Curriculum and 

Assessment in Theatre and Drama” (National Institute of Education [NIE], 2018).  The 

programme exposes students to “critical aspects of theory, practice and pedagogy to 

reflect an integrated approach to drama education” (NIE, 2018). NIE also offers a 

Master of Education degree programme in Drama for in-service teachers to  

develop insight and understanding of the creative processes of drama and 

drama education, including performance, and skills in the teaching of drama 

as a subject and as a vehicle for learning. (NIE, 2020a)  

Modules offered include “The Teacher as Facili-Actor” to equip teachers with drama 

skills and develop teachers’ awareness of their role(s) in the drama classroom to teach 

and use drama effectively in different contexts (NIE, 2020a). Teachers who have gone 

through either the Bachelor or the Masters degree programme in NIE are equipped with 

the knowledge and skills to teach about the art form and to apply the elements of drama 

to adapt the form for their purposes.  As will be argued in Chapter Two, applying drama 

as pedagogy is challenging and teachers need to be aware of the various roles they play 

to negotiate the demands of the art form as well as manage lesson objectives.   

Positioning drama as pedagogy in this thesis also acknowledges that the term 

‘pedagogy’ cannot be defined simplistically as teaching techniques alone but must be 

understood as teaching methods that are shaped by teacher beliefs and the relational 

dimensions of teaching (van Manen & Li, 2002).  As discussed previously, teacher 

actions are guided by their beliefs, and the notion of pedagogy includes the thinking 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 The capitalization of the letter ‘D’ is used to indicate Drama as a subject in this thesis.  Whenever the 
lowercase is used, it refers to drama’s application as pedagogy in the teaching of a non-Drama subject.   
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behind teachers’ instructional choices and manner of implementing teaching methods 

(van Manen, 1999).  Alexander (2008b) cautions that defining pedagogy without due 

consideration of teachers’ beliefs would overlook the key factors that shape teaching 

practice.  He explains 

for many people ‘pedagogy’ means teaching without the bigger picture, or 

what teachers do in classrooms but not why they do it: action, that is to say, 

divested of its justifications, values, theories, evidence and – especially – 

divested of that relationship with the wider world that makes teaching an 

educative process rather than a merely technical one. (p. 3, emphasis in 

original)  

Alexander contends that limiting teaching to a technical skill reduces teachers 

into automated conduits of curriculum, which would neglect the larger picture of 

teacher beliefs and teacher agency.  To ensure that education reform is sustainable, 

pedagogy must be viewed not just as an action but “the act of teaching together with the 

ideas, values and beliefs by which that act is informed, sustained and justified” 

(Alexander, 2008b, p. 4).   

A simplistic understanding of pedagogy would reduce teaching to an 

uncomplicated act of instruction that neglects to consider how teachers need time to 

reflect, inquire, discuss, and practice methods in order to adopt new practices (Garet et 

al., 2001).  By defining pedagogy as encompassing both beliefs and actions, identifying 

drama as pedagogy takes teacher beliefs and larger factors into account when examining 

how drama can be applied as a constructivist teaching method in response to Teach 

Less, Learn More.  Hence, in this thesis, teacher beliefs about education and about 

drama are examined in teachers’ attempt at applying drama as pedagogy since teachers 

need supporting beliefs to sustain their new methods.   

Recognising Drama’s Potential as Pedagogy: Exploratory Attempts in Singapore 

Drama has been officially recognised in Singapore as one of the “effective 

pedagogical approaches that can be applied across subjects” (MOE, 2009b, p. 30) at the 
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Primary level.6  In the Primary Education Review and Implementation (PERI) report 

released in 2009, a new emphasis was placed on the act of teaching with the intention to 

enhance students’ learning process in response to the Teach Less, Learn More policy 

(MOE, 2009b).  It was intended by the Singapore government that the dynamics in the 

classroom would change under the Teach Less, Learn More policy to allow students to 

be motivated in their learning and learn more through child-centred teaching 

approaches, which led to increasing interest in new pedagogies such as drama.   

The PERI report recommended that teachers “increase the repertoire of teaching 

methods in the classroom” (MOE, 2009b) to move away from traditional ways of 

teaching and learning.  Teachers were encouraged to apply drama as an apt way of 

“learning by doing” (MOE, 2009b) so that students would not be passively receiving 

information from the teacher.  The PERI report exhorted, 

drama is a hands-on approach to learning that simulates reality and inspires 

creativity in students. It enhances students’ social and emotional awareness 

through role-play. It gives them the room to express themselves in a variety 

of ways, builds self-confidence, and can also help in conceptual 

understanding. (MOE, 2009b, p. 63) 

Even though there was a lack of clarity about what and how drama could be applied in 

the report, it was heartening for drama advocates that policy-makers envisioned that 

drama could provide Primary School students with a participative pedagogy to achieve 

subject-specific academic outcomes in a new experience of learning.  As an official 

document, the PERI report endorsed drama as a means of engaging students’ 

imagination to encourage creativity and provide students with different opportunities to 

process and articulate their thoughts and opinions, which could give teachers an 

alternative teaching approach to achieve the Desired Outcomes of Education. 

Although the PERI report officially promoted the use of drama as pedagogy for 

Primary education, educators at the Secondary7 level also recognized the value of drama 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Primary education in Singapore consists of six years and begins at age seven.   
7 Secondary education in Singapore generally consists of four to five years, depending on their results at 
the Primary School Leaving Examination (PSLE), a placement examination at the end of their Primary 
education.   
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as pedagogy, and there was an increasing openness to explore drama as an option at 

both levels of education in Singapore.  In the largest survey to date of 104 Primary and 

78 Secondary School teachers in Singapore, Prudence Wales and Jane Gilmer’s (2011) 

study found that 93% of Primary School respondents and 56% of Secondary School 

respondents were applying drama as pedagogy in their English lessons.  25% of the 

Primary School respondents and 13% of the Secondary School respondents observed 

that their colleagues who taught Mother Tongue8 also used drama during their lessons.  

In addition to teaching language skills that seem to be naturally aligned to drama as a 

medium to encourage students to practice speaking and listening skills, some teachers 

applied drama as pedagogy in other subject areas including Mathematics (8% of 

Primary School teachers), Science (7% of Primary School teachers), and Social Studies, 

a Humanities subject (17% of Primary School & 4% Secondary School).  Teachers in 

Primary and Secondary schools also used drama for developing Social and Emotional 

Learning (SEL) with 38% of Primary School teachers and 14% of Secondary School 

teachers engaging in what can be described as an expressive/development application of 

drama based on O’Toole et al.’s (2009) threads of purpose.  In addition, 20% of the 

Primary School teachers and 17% of teachers in Secondary School applied drama as 

pedagogy for the teaching of National Education (NE), a subject that was introduced 

under the new vision of education to give students a sense of history and belonging to 

Singapore.   

These statistics indicate that many teachers in Singapore are actively applying 

drama as pedagogy or at the very least suggest that teachers are not unaware of the ways 

drama can be applied as pedagogy in ways supported by international research on drama 

such as the teaching of moral education and character development (Winston, 1999) and 

social and communication skills (O’Toole, 2004).  However, Wales and Gilmer (2011) 

caution that even though many teachers in the study claimed to be using drama, drama 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 The Mother Tongue languages of the various ethnic groups were viewed as the ‘Second Language’ that 
would be studied as a subject in schools (K. W. Ho & Gopinathan, 1999; C. Tan & Ng, 2011).  In 1966, 
the year after Independence, MOE made it compulsory that students should be bilingual and study their 
Second Language according to their ethnic groups.  Chinese students would study Mandarin or 
Putonghua instead of the various Chinese dialects; Malay students would study Malay while Indian 
students would study Tamil.  Since then, the Mother Tongue languages offered to Indian students have 
been expanded to Bengali, Gujarati, Hindi, Punjabi and Urdu.  Language and culture were officially 
linked to race and ethnicity in the 1970s and Mandarin emphasized through the Speak Mandarin 
Campaign in 1979, particularly after the opening-up of China (Kuo, 1998).  
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use may not be regular or frequent, and teachers’ perception of drama as pedagogy were 

often superficial because many of the survey respondents were not trained in drama 

education.  The authors’ concerns highlight the limited extent drama could have 

contributed to change in teaching practice if teachers are not trained in drama education.  

This finding from the survey will be examined in greater detail in the next chapter to 

understand the challenges teachers face in their attempts at drama as pedagogy.   

Wales and Gilmer’s (2011) survey also noted that teachers and schools worked 

with artists and external providers to support teachers’ planning and implementation of 

drama as pedagogy.  However, as another study in Singapore has shown, such attempts 

at appropriating drama may not always be successful when theatre artists are not trained 

drama educators and unable to apply drama pedagogically.  In one of the first studies on 

drama in educational contexts in Singapore, Mayflower Primary School partnered with 

The Necessary Stage, a theatre company in Singapore to run a thirty-hour yearlong 

programme for ten Primary Two classes of approximately 360 students (The Necessary 

Stage, 2002).  The study was commissioned by the National Arts Council (NAC) in 

1999 before drama was officially encouraged as pedagogy in the PERI report, which 

indicated a growing interest in drama at the grassroots level.  Entitled Development 

through Drama, the programme aimed to increase students’ confidence and develop 

students’ communication skills, and classes were scheduled for an hour a week for at 

least six weeks in each school term9.  Each lesson focused on learning about different 

elements of drama and desired life skills that were related to the particular drama 

emphasis.  For example, in coaching students to devise their own stories for a class 

presentation, the theatre artist would also emphasise the development decision-making 

and problem-solving skills as a necessary part of creative ensemble work (The 

Necessary Stage, 2002).   

Although one might assume that the teaching by professional artists would 

translate into great levels of artistry, the study reported that the artists tended to use 

drama conventions in an ad hoc manner, with little relevance to the learning objectives.  

It was argued in the report that the theatre artists’ “lack of pedagogical background” 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 There are four ten-week terms in each academic year in Singapore’s Primary and Secondary Schools.  
The academic year begins in January with a week-long break in March and September, a month-long 
holiday in June, and a six-week holiday across November and December.     
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(The Necessary Stage, 2002, p. 22) resulted in “a rather product-oriented approach in 

class that tended to rush the students through the ‘syllabus’ so that a presentation could 

be put up” (The Necessary Stage, 2002, p. 48).  In their focus on students’ acquisition of 

technical skills and the final performance, the theatre artists neglected students’ 

experience of the process of creating drama and learning through the drama.  In 

addition, the report notes that the artists introduced a very small selection of drama 

games and drama conventions during the lessons, and these drama activities often had 

unclear links to learning.  The Development through Drama programme offered an 

insight into how drama training or a background in theatre may not necessarily translate 

into artistry in the use of drama as pedagogy in the classroom.  Teaching through drama 

is a very different process of teaching about drama, and educators who wish to apply 

drama as pedagogy should be trained in both drama and pedagogical skills (Dunn & 

Stinson, 2011). 

In another of the few published studies on drama education in Singapore, the 

impact of drama on students’ English oral communication examination results was 

analysed in a quantitative study across four local schools (Stinson & Freebody, 2004; 

2006; 2009).  The findings of the Drama and Oral Language (DOL) research project 

showed that students in the intervention group who had gone through ten hours of 

drama throughout one school term had significantly better overall scores in the oral 

examination.  In addition, the students did consistently better in each of the five 

component criteria: clarity, vocabulary, relevance to the topic, interaction with the 

examiner, and need for prompting; which indicate that students’ grasp of the English 

language and ability to express themselves coherently and confidently had improved.  

These findings are significant indicators of drama’s relevance as pedagogy for the 

teaching of English in Singapore.  Perhaps more pertinent in the context of Singapore’s 

education reform is the authors’ observation that drama created a meaningful context 

for students to speak up, and in the process of articulating themselves, improved not 

only students’ vocabulary and word choice but also contributed to students’ sequencing 

of thought, which is an aspect of critical thinking desired in the new vision of education.  

The observation that drama helped students grow in self-assurance and their ability to 

converse with less prompting from an adult is particularly relevant in the Desired 

Outcomes of Education to produce effective and confident communicators.   
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The findings of Stinson and Freebody’s research (2004; 2006; 2009) are echoed 

in more recent studies in Singapore’s Asian counterparts.  For example, in Hong Kong, 

research has shown that increased student participation during drama lessons gave 

students more practice in the language, and increased their ability to comprehend and 

apply the language in spoken and written forms (To et al., 2011).  Based on anecdotal 

evidence collected from 38 Hong Kong Primary Schools that were involved in 

equipping teachers with drama education skills to apply drama as pedagogy in English 

classrooms, drama was shown in the study to enhance language acquisition and helped 

to move the content of the lesson from didactic discourse to focus on students’ 

contributions and creative ideas.  

Similarly, in Taiwan, Cheng and Winston (2011) have documented positive 

effects of applying drama as a participative and playful pedagogy in the teaching of 

English as a second language.  Based on their research on senior high school students, 

the authors propose the inclusion of the study of Shakespeare through drama into the 

second language curriculum to create relevant opportunities for students to learn 

English.  The study showed that participation in drama enabled the students to practice 

language skills as they engaged in deep and reflective engagement with the themes and 

issues of Shakespeare’s plays.  The authors argue that drama offered an alternative 

approach to “the formalistic, moralizing tendencies of the course book” (p. 541) to 

achieve high levels of personal and emotional involvement, which aided students in 

their language learning.     

In Singapore, drama has also been shown to be efficacious as pedagogy for the 

teaching of other subjects besides English such as Mathematics.  The findings of a 

Singapore study on the impact of drama on Mathematics outcomes for Primary Three 

students showed an improvement in students’ test scores.  The authors attributed the 

increased test scores partly to “the interaction and communication aspects of drama” 

(Haris, Tan, & Raju, 2009, p. 14), which concur with studies on Mathematics learning 

through drama in other countries (Fleming, Merrell, & Tymms, 2004; Gerofsky, 2011).  

The authors of the Singapore study suggest that the increased opportunity to talk about 

the Mathematics topic of Bar Graphs and articulate their ideas provided students with a 

better retention of the lesson and recall of the topic.  Students were also more engaged 
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and receptive towards the Mathematics learning during the drama lesson because 

“drama involves a lot of movements and role-play” (Haris et al., 2009, p. 14).  

However, the authors note that drama as “a language based approach” (Haris et al., 

2009, p. 14) had disadvantaged students who did not have a good command of the 

English Language.  The authors also observed that students in the study struggled to 

grasp abstract concepts through the use of drama as pedagogy, and suggest “the learning 

of mathematical concepts has to be progressive, from concrete to pictorial to abstract” 

(p. 15) to enable students to comprehend topics that are newly introduced.  This 

observation highlights the challenge of having drama as a symbolic art applied when the 

learning of certain conceptual knowledge requires concrete handles for students, and the 

difficulties teachers who attempt drama as pedagogy in Mathematics teaching may face.  

Exploring Embodied Learning in Singapore: Experience in an ‘as if’ world 

 Drama provides a valuable platform for embodied learning to occur when 

students’ physical movements and emotions engage their mental processes.  Embodied 

learning is the basis of drama as a learning system, which is premised upon “an 

understanding of experience as bodied; experience and knowledge as entangled and 

interconnected” (Springgay, 2008, p. 24, emphasis in original).  Although the theory 

and study of embodied learning is a relatively new field, the emphasis on a child’s 

experience as a crucial part of learning can be traced back to John Dewey who 

advocated for “an experiential, situated and sensory approach to problem-based 

learning” (Bird & Sinclair, 2019, p. 25).  Drama educator and academic Peter Duffy 

(2012; 2015a) explains 

[t]he theory of embodiment states that our physical relationship with the 

world influences how we interpret it.  In other words, our bodies, not just 

our minds, help us to make sense of what we see, feel, taste, smell and learn.  

(2012, p. 12) 

Drawing from the fields of cognitive biology and performance theory, drama education 

educators have argued that there is an intelligence of the entire body that underpins 

learning and enables the individual to create new knowledge (Wright, 2004).  It is likely 

that what was described in the PERI document as a ‘hands-on approach’ in learning is 
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based on principles similar to those in embodied learning where action is part of 

cognition and learning.   

The appeal of drama to teachers in Singapore who wish to improve teaching 

practice is not difficult to understand when embodied learning appears to have direct 

benefits to subject-specific aims.  Explaining the reasons for Singapore educators’ 

interest in drama, Kenneth Kwok, then Director of Arts and Youth and Strategic 

Planning at the National Arts Council (NAC), the official arts body in Singapore10 said,  

drama activities can help students to visualise abstract concepts. Through 

physical movement, for example, students can see for themselves the effects 

of inertia or friction. It can also deepen learning when the students make an 

emotional connection with what they are studying. (Kwok as cited in Sin, 

2016)    

Kwok’s comments were quoted in an article entitled ‘Drama-based teaching on the rise’ 

published in Singapore’s primary English language newspaper, The Straits Times in 

2016 where drama was featured as a new teaching phenomenon that could bring about a 

new experience of learning.  As Kwok explained, drama is relevant to academic 

learning and his example of using drama to teach the Science concepts of inertia and 

friction referred to the physicalisation of abstract ideas through the use of students’ 

bodies and movement in drama, which is an aspect of embodied learning.   

The involvement of the emotions is another key aspect of embodied learning 

because the “emotional experience of knowledge drives commitment to and acceptance 

of the learning” (Doona, 2013, p. 7).  Embodied learning through the experience of 

drama has the potential to evoke emotions to enable students to make deeper 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 Although the NAC is a separate entity from the Ministry of Education (MOE), the Arts Education unit 
of the NAC supports the MOE in arts advocacy in schools.  The NAC funds arts exposure programmes 
such as assembly show performances, participation in hands-on arts workshops, or a visit to an arts 
venue.  The NAC also promotes initiatives with more immersive experience of the arts such as the Artist-
in-School scheme.  Interested schools can request for a resident visual or performing arts artist, or even a 
professional in an artistic field such as a curator or sound designer to conduct regular lessons with their 
students for a fixed period of time.  The NAC also initiated the Teaching Through the Arts Programme 
(TTAP) for schools who were keen on using any of the visual or performing arts as a tool for teaching 
curriculum subjects, which will be analysed in Chapter Four.  An artist would be assigned to the school to 
co-plan and co-teach lessons with teachers who were unfamiliar with using the art form as a medium for 
learning.  
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connections between their subject content and its relevance and application in their lives 

(Glenberg, 2008).  For instance, referring to the study of Humanities at the Secondary 

school level, Kwok as cited in Sin (2016) explains how the emotions experienced as 

characters in the make-believe can develop students’ consciousness about the 

significance and implications of their content of study.  Kwok said,  

[d]rama is also about emotions. This is especially important when, for 

example, one is studying history or human geography - what are the 

consequences to people's lives when something happens to a community, 

whether it be a natural disaster or a new government policy? Knowledge is 

no longer something they simply memorise but something they understand 

through feeling as well, which helps them remember it better. (Sin, 2016) 

An embodied approach to learning has the capacity to bring knowledge to life and 

enhance the awareness and relevance of global affairs beyond knowledge acquisition.  

The tripartite interaction between the body, thoughts and emotions provide students 

with a richer learning experience that contributes to the strength and depth of learning 

(B. K. Lee, Patall, Cawthon, & Steingut, 2014).  The act of embodiment in drama, 

through gesture and speech, can provide a felt experience and affective element that 

furthers student learning because the “emotional experience of knowledge drives 

commitment to and acceptance of the learning” (Doona, 2013, p. 7).   

By engaging in drama as an embodied process of learning, students can 

experience another form of knowledge construction, which is first experienced in the 

body and later expressed through speaking and writing, succinctly described as 

“knowing before telling” (Bird & Sinclair, 2019, p. 22).  As a learning medium, drama 

engages students in a multi-sensory experience that involves the physical, cognitive and 

affective in a social environment.  When students create and enact roles in a drama 

process, their minds are engaged in their consideration of pre-existing knowledge and 

are “turned on to the problem in a way which makes for receptive acquisition of that 

which has gone before” (Heathcote, 1984, p. 29).  In other words, by imbuing meaning 

to their characters and actions, students are given an opportunity to apply their 

knowledge in a meaningful way that helps students to develop a personal understanding 

and application of information.  When the ‘as if’ quality of drama to “create learning 
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situations” (Heathcote, 1984, p. 114) is applied, there is an alignment between the 

embodied pedagogy and constructivist principles because the student’s experience and 

subjective internal world are valued, and new facts are related and made relatable and 

relevant to what the student already knows (Andersen, 2004).     

Based on Eric Jensen’s brain-based learning theory, drama educator and 

academic John Doona (2013) claims that the complex field of neuro-scientific research 

supports the processes and effects of embodied learning as a form of engaged learning 

that can develop thinking processes.  Doona argues that drama can activate the brain 

functions of processing and memory because drama involves the physical, cognitive and 

affective.  Explaining how drama can work to bring about learning, drama educator 

Gavin Bolton (1985) writes,  

[f]or the significance of drama lies in its concern with a process of personal 

engagement with the objective world, not in merely mirroring it. [. . . ] 

Drama is simultaneously subjective and objective. (p. 33, emphasis in 

original) 

Bolton argues that enactment is not mere mimicry but as students actively re-create the 

world as they have experienced and understood in real life through drama, they are 

gaining a fresh perspective of what was previously objective or unchangeable to them.  

According to Bolton, taking on roles in drama encourages students to increase their 

range of responses, and can challenge their pre-conceived notions of self, others, and 

situations.  In addition, research indicates that the embodiment of different characters 

can lead students to a greater understanding of human experience and understanding the 

realities of that role through interaction with other characters (Walker, Anderson, 

Gibson & Martin, 2015).  Other research points to the development of empathy during 

role-play when students are able to consider multiple perspectives and place themselves 

in another’s shoes  (Kao & O’Neill, 1998).   

The world of make-believe that is modelled after the real world also provides a 

safe space for exploring different courses of actions.  In a realistic yet fictional world, 

students are simultaneously immersed in a dramatic context but are also given 

opportunities to distance themselves from the events through reflection.  Purposefully 
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shaped, the temporal rearrangement and re-presentation of reality within the fictional 

world can lead to a safe space of learning and practicing applications of knowledge 

without fear of real-world consequences (Bolton, 1985).  It is likely that participating in 

drama can build the desired traits of risk-taking entrepreneurial attitudes and resilience 

in students because the risks of failure are minimised and contained within the 

classroom. 

Moving Away from Didactic Teaching: Facilitating Learning to Create 

Collaborative Spaces 

To bring about an experience of embodied learning, teachers need to move away 

from didactic teaching practice where information is unidirectional from teacher to 

student to create opportunities within the lesson for students to make personal 

connections with new knowledge.  Didactic teaching is also known as “chalk and talk” 

(Brinkmann, 2019, p. 9) or as a transmissionist approach where knowledge is 

transmitted to students through rote-learning methods.  As mentioned earlier in this 

chapter, Freire (1970) has critiqued such forms of teaching as positioning the student as 

passive receivers of knowledge, antithetical to principles of engaged learning.   

To move away from such transmissionist approaches, teachers must function as 

facilitators within the classroom to ask questions to tease out existing knowledge and 

assumptions that can support students to make meaningful connections and identify 

their own flaws in thinking and understanding (Smith & Herring, 2001).  By probing 

and responding to students’ answers without imposing judgment, teachers move away 

from teacher-centred teaching to become facilitators who guide students to identify and 

articulate their understanding to consolidate their thinking and learning about a subject 

(Mackey & Morrison, 2014).       

When teachers facilitate inquiry through drama, they can create a culture of 

thinking in Singapore as envisioned by then Prime Minister Goh where schools become 

“the crucibles for questioning and searching, within and outside the classroom, to forge 

this passion for learning among our young” (C. T. Goh, 1997).  The application of 

drama as a form of constructivist pedagogy resonates with the aims of the new vision of 

education where teachers become facilitators of student-centred learning instead of 
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knowledge repositories.  In the process of inquiry, students can develop critical 

thinking, which was described in the O-Level Drama syllabus in Singapore as the 

exercise of sound reasoning and decision-making where students are able to evaluate 

others’ opinions and consider multiple perspectives, and use evidence to support their 

stand (MOE, 2018).  In Critical thinking: How to prepare students for a rapidly 

changing world, Richard W. Paul (1995) explains  

[c]ritical thinking is the essential foundation for education because it is the 

essential foundation for adaptation to the everyday personal, social and 

professional demands of the twenty-first century and thereafter. (p. xi) 

As the ability to respond to changing situations and contexts, critical thinking is valued 

in Singapore’s education system.  Furthermore, Ab Kadir (2017) argues that it is not 

sufficient for students to be equipped with “a set of cognitive abilities and skills such as 

analysing, generating and evaluating” (p. 230).  He explains that students need to 

develop the dispositions or the habits of mind and attitudes such as curiosity to keep 

asking questions in order to apply and sustain these higher-order thinking skills.  It is 

likely that teachers who apply drama as a tool to facilitate thinking can simultaneously 

model questioning skills while encouraging students to develop dispositions 

foundational to critical thinking.   

As facilitators of student learning, teachers manage the social aspects of learning 

that contribute to students’ meaning making to encourage collaborative and peer 

learning (Perry & Medina, 2011).  Drama involves interactions between teacher and 

students, and amongst students, which enhances learning through the collaborative 

process and social context in the classroom (Bundy et al., 2015).  To facilitate learning 

in drama as a communal activity, teachers create opportunities for students to work in 

small groups to develop critical thinking and collaborative skills where knowledge and 

learning is generated by social interaction in social contexts (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  

Drama-based learning when facilitated well affords students an opportunity to make and 

evaluate decisions individually and collectively as a class, especially to explore the 

consequences of choices in the fiction when teachers probe into students’ thinking and 

decision-making processes (Bailin, 1998; O’Toole & O’Mara, 2007).   
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As facilitators, teachers deliberately create classrooms that are safe spaces for 

inquiry where students feel comfortable to explore alternative perspectives, and are 

confident to raise questions or make mistakes during the lesson without being 

reprimanded by teachers for incorrect answers (J. Tan & Gopinathan, 2000).  Working 

in role in a drama lesson can be useful for moving towards the goal of creating such 

spaces in the classroom.  In taking on roles, distance is provided through the enactment, 

which reduces student fear or embarrassment when they present their thoughts and can 

encourage students to participate more actively in class discussions and group work 

(Stinson, 2009).  By providing opportunities for group and class discussions during 

drama, students can develop confidence in their ability to articulate their thoughts in a 

public space and practice questioning others respectfully to learn how to collaborate 

with others (Mohd. et al., 2007).  As discussed in an earlier section, Vygotsky (1962) 

contends that verbally communicating their developing concepts helps students to 

develop new connections between information and existing knowledge.  Similarly, 

Moore (2012) also argues that the platform given to students to articulate their thoughts 

to their peers and teacher is an important aspect of creating constructivist learning.   

When teachers facilitate student learning instead of instructing students what to 

think and do, students can learn how to create new responses to old situations and 

exercise their ability to improvise and respond positively to situations.  Wertsch and 

Tulviste (1996) describe creativity as the new use of existing social and cultural tools to 

transform existing patterns of action that can be developed when students interact with 

their peers and teachers.  It is likely that facilitating drama to bring about embodied and 

collaborative ways of learning can enable teachers to achieve the aims of the new vision 

of developing creative and critical thinkers.   

Conclusion 

The new approach to education in Singapore aims to move away from 

conventional teaching methods that focus on knowledge retention.  Policy-makers are 

committed to the long haul, believing that creating engaged learning based on 

constructivist principles would bring about the dual aims of academic achievement, and 

positive attitudes towards learning with an increased desire to master and understand 

curriculum content.   
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However, it is no easy feat for teachers to move away from didactic teaching to 

become facilitators of student learning if their beliefs about education remain 

unchanged.  As D. K. Cohen and Ball (1990) argue  

teachers do not simply assimilate new texts and curriculum guides, altering 

their practice in response to externally envisioned principles. Rather, they 

apprehend and enact new instructional policies in light of inherited 

knowledge, belief, and practice. (p.335)  

As has been argued in this chapter, teacher beliefs need to be examined because new 

policies are filtered through what teachers already believe, which can result in 

superficial or incomplete applications of new pedagogies.  Research on the introduction 

of new teaching methods in different countries has shown that greater communication 

within the education system must occur lest teachers misinterpret the intent of policy-

makers (Brodie, Lelliott, & Davis, 2002; Clandinin, 1986; Huberman, 1993; Nias, 

1989).  

 Furthermore, the effects of new policies need to be examined from the 

perspectives of teachers who manage the day-to-day realities of teaching.  In the next 

chapter, the factors that influence teachers’ capacity to apply drama as pedagogy will be 

analysed in the context of an examination-oriented education system where teachers 

face the pressure to produce critical thinkers and lifelong learners whilst simultaneously 

preparing students for high-stake examinations that continue to remain a priority in 

Singapore’s education system.  
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Introduction 

Education reform is an uphill task and even as policy-makers in Singapore have made 

changes to the curriculum and introduced a new emphasis on constructivist teaching 

principles, teachers’ capacity to bring about a new vision of education must be 

examined.  In the previous chapter, it was argued that teacher beliefs are the primary 

influence on teaching practice, and teachers can translate these new practices 

consistently and sustainably beyond what is prescribed by the policy by owning the 

principles of reform (Coburn, 2003).  Acknowledging the complexity of teachers’ sense 

making process, this chapter will identify factors that shape teacher beliefs as well as 

operate as external reasons that encourage or limit teachers’ application of drama as 

pedagogy as a new teaching approach to fulfill the aims of Thinking Schools, Learning 

Nation. 

The chapter will open with the challenge of applying drama as a factor that 

affects teachers’ capacity to use drama as pedagogy in response to education reform.  A 

description of the varied forms drama can take in educational contexts will first provide 

a backdrop to how drama is perceived and applied today in Singapore, which has been 

influenced by the history of educational drama in England.  It will be argued that the 

range of applications of drama available as vehicles for learning can be unclear to 

teachers who have little knowledge and exposure to drama education and create 

confusion as they attempt to apply drama for different pedagogical aims.  Next, the 

demands of working with drama and the challenges of facilitating student learning 

through the application of drama as pedagogy will be examined as a possible limiting 

factor on teachers’ intent when drama is to be purposefully applied in a constructivist 

manner.  Critical reflection will be proposed as an important aspect of teaching practice 

to help teachers to carefully consider their motivations and examine their beliefs, 

especially if these teachers wish to move away from old teaching habits to be able to 

mindfully plan and conduct a purposeful drama lesson. 

The second section of the chapter will contend that the culture of education in 

Singapore is an important factor that affects teaching practice because human beings’ 

sense-making and decision-making process is not purely cognitive and is also shaped by 

the environment (Van den Berg, 2002).  Teachers operate within a situated context and 
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what teachers believe have been shaped by societal and education culture (Gay, 2010; 

Grant & Hill, 2006).  Social norms and values in Singapore are largely based on Eastern 

ethics despite being a modern secular state and the teacher is generally perceived as a 

guardian of knowledge whose role is to impart and give to students who are learning 

through passive receiving (Toh, 1994).  Furthermore, the society in Singapore has 

certain perceptions of education and place expectations on the educational process and 

outcomes that affect the extent education reform can be successful (C. Tan, 2011).  The 

way teachers interpret and apply new teaching initiatives will be examined in relation to 

the Singaporean fear-driven kiasi impulse to show the challenges of modifying existing 

modes of teaching.   

The chapter will then discuss the impact of a neoliberalist education system in 

supporting education reform, especially with the national focus on examination 

performance.  It is important to examine the education system as a smaller eco-system 

within Singapore society that directly affects and shapes teachers’ beliefs and teaching 

practice.  It will be argued that the focus on quantifiable outcomes of a performative 

education limit the form and extent constructivist principles can be applied, and also 

perpetuate traditional teacher beliefs that contradict the goals of education reform.  Even 

when new teaching strategies are adopted in compliance with policy and school 

directives, instrumentalist beliefs that teachers hold onto may not actually enable them 

to attend to students’ ideas or interests to develop new knowledge in a constructivist 

manner, which result in little impact on teaching practice.   

The final section will discuss the attempts of teachers in Singapore who have 

employed drama as a pedagogy to understand the impact of teacher training in drama 

education as a factor that affects teachers’ capacity to work with drama.  It will be 

argued that in spite of teachers’ good intentions behind incorporating drama-based 

learning in their lessons, teachers’ aspirations are often insufficient to change teaching 

practice in a meaningful and sustainable manner especially if they are unable to create 

embodied and collaborative experiences of learning through drama.  Even when 

teachers are receptive of new initiatives, they are still subject to the educational culture 

and context they teach in.  To change ingrained teaching habits, teachers require 

training coupled with engagement in reflective practice to reshape teacher beliefs and to 
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support teachers to understand the constructivist principles behind drama so that they 

can apply drama effectively as pedagogy.    

Applications of Drama as Pedagogy: The Elasticity of the Art Form  

The potential of applying drama as pedagogy to develop critical and creative 

thinkers may appeal to teachers in Singapore who wish to align their teaching practice 

to new policy reforms but the extent to which these outcomes can be achieved is 

dependent on the teacher’s ability to create a constructivist experience of learning 

through drama.   Doona (2013) has cautioned that not all drama experiences achieve the 

same level of engagement and “deep learning that aims to place learners in intimate 

relation with a topic and with a narrative of significance and dramatic power” (p. 10).  

He argues that “[g]ood drama places participants in compelling, open situations” (p. 7) 

where they are engaged physically, cognitively and affectively, and suggests 

“meaningful drama […] is likely to create a deeper learning experience” (p. 9).   

However, it is challenging to define and to specify the conditions and processes 

that can create the desired outcomes of ‘good’ drama and ‘deep learning’.  Moreover, 

the term ‘drama’ is often not precise when applied in the context of educational aims, 

which can lead to confusion especially for teachers not exposed to or trained in drama 

education even as they attempt drama as pedagogy.  Wales and Gilmer’s (2011) survey 

showed that Singapore teachers who applied drama in their classrooms engaged in a 

variety of drama-based methods and differed greatly in the time spent on drama within a 

lesson, which led to very different experiences of teaching and learning through drama.  

Teachers’ capacity to incorporate drama into their teaching practice is affected by their 

understanding of what drama as pedagogy is and how drama can work pedagogically in 

their teaching context.   

Teachers can apply drama in different ways as pedagogy in their classrooms 

because various aspects of the art form can be emphasised or used in isolation according 

to teachers’ purposes and classroom needs (Doona, 2013).  In a collection of essays 

entitled How Drama Activates Learning: Contemporary Research and Practice, editors 

Michael Anderson and Julie Dunn (2013) observe that practitioners tend to use drama 
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in an eclectic manner, drawing upon multiple aspects of its nature, 

celebrating its rich diversity of form [. . . because drama is] capable of 

adapting and transforming itself to activate many different types of learning 

by engaging its participants and audiences using approaches ranging from 

those normally associated with theatre to those that are more 

improvisational and processual in nature. (p. 4)   

Drama provides educators with a teaching approach that is not rigidly determined by a 

particular method of application, which gives teachers the freedom to adopt and apply 

drama in ‘eclectic’ ways that suits their teaching objectives and context.  The versatility 

of drama has led to different treatments and applications of the art form by educators in 

a variety of ways in educational settings to fit curriculum demands and objectives.  

Even though theatre skills are not explicitly taught, the elements of theatre such as 

dramatic tension, expressive use of voice and body, and actor/audience relationship can 

be used to bring about the process of learning when applied as pedagogy (Prendergast & 

Saxton, 2009).   

The elasticity of the pedagogy can be attributed to the “Protean” (O’Toole et al., 

2009, p. 3) nature of drama where the art form can transform itself and take different 

forms in various settings, which gives drama its potential and power to fulfil multiple 

educational purposes.  Based on the Greek myth of Proteus who could change himself 

into any form or shape he wished, O’Toole et al. (2009) explain how drama can activate 

student learning.   

[t]his is the magic capacity of drama, in fact, its central function: through 

fiction, we can rearrange reality temporarily to look like whatever we want 

it to, then change it at will into an altered or a different fiction to fit our 

purpose. (p. 3)   

Through the use of the imagination, the fictional world can be a common space for the 

teacher and students to manipulate reality and experience to bring about embodied and 

collaborative forms of learning.   

The power of drama lies in its imaginative quality, and teachers can draw or 

adapt different elements of the art form to flexibly apply drama as an alternative 
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pedagogy that emphasises the experience of learning through embodiment (O’Toole & 

Lepp, 2000).  The value of drama as an imaginative learning approach is rooted in the 

belief that play, freedom and self-expression are a necessary part of children’s 

developmental process, and this quality of autonomous meaning-making can be 

identified to some extent in different applications of drama (Bolton, 1985).  This 

perception that drama encourages creativity through free play is the legacy of Peter 

Slade who designed drama as a space for spontaneity and freedom of expression as a 

subject within the curriculum (Brown & Pleydell, 1999).  As the first Drama advisor of 

the Educational Drama Association in England formed in 1943, Slade also popularised 

the use of a narrative or a teacher directed drama where teachers would guide students 

to imagine characters and improvise stories that could support students’ use of the open-

ended world of make-believe (McGregor, 1976).  Slade’s understanding of drama as a 

creative outlet to grow children’s imagination, creativity and exploration of roles 

outside their experience continues to influence the use of drama as a developmental 

tool, relevant to all ages of schooling but particularly for pre-school children (Brown & 

Pleydell, 1999). 

Despite the different ways drama can be applied as pedagogy, drama educators 

believe each application draws from the drama elements of improvisation, enactment 

and physical movement in various permutations, and encourages student participation 

(Prendergast & Saxton, 2009).  Drama as pedagogy may resemble or have overlaps with 

other kinaesthetic forms of learning because they all involve the body, but the use of 

movement in drama is intended to purposefully express meaning and have symbolic 

significance to the learner (Even, 2011).   

Commonly associated with the imagination, drama can also be perceived as a 

form of dramatic skill practice where students develop the ability to recall, imagine and 

(re-) create in a manner similar to role-play (Dalrymple, 2006).  By using facial 

expressions, gestures, levels and space to express an idea, students learn the elements of 

drama through enactment.  Bolton (1979), gives an example of these drama exercises in 

the early days of drama education,   

[b]randishing a sword (real or imaginary) so that it says ‘Victory’, ‘Defeat’, 

‘Revenge’, ‘Slaughter of the Innocents’, ‘Peace’.  (p. 3)    
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This type of exercise is intended to develop both the dramatic skill of portrayal as well 

as reveal students’ personal understandings through their embodied expression.  

Teachers can use experiential drama exercises to embody “the physical manifestation or 

symbolization of dramatic moments and meaning” (O’Toole et al., 2009, p. 89) in a 

lead-up to other drama exercises such as creating tableaux or roles.  Dramatic skill 

practice is frequently used in relation to understanding plays or texts in a deeper 

manner, and is still used today by the Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC) to immerse 

students in Shakespeare’s world and language, which is growing in popularity in the 

teaching of English and Literature in Asian countries such as Taiwan (Cheng & 

Winston, 2011).   

Morgan and Saxton (1987) have also suggested that teachers can apply drama in 

the form of games to create collaborative learning experiences for students to 

understand group dynamics and develop group skills.  They believe that games can 

serve as an analogy or conceptual demonstration as a prelude to another drama exercise 

or on its own.  Echoing the notion that drama games can prepare students to learn 

through the dramatic form as a prelude for other drama activities, Winston and Tandy 

(1998) propose that drama games can prepare and immerse students in the core 

elements of drama: time, space, people, objects and subject matter in their book on 

drama education, Beginning Drama 4-11.  The authors explain that drama games 

“signal a change in the use of space, a change in the energy level and a change in the 

usual classroom relationship” (p. 11) by drawing to the fore the playful yet symbolic 

and structured elements of drama where there are explicit and implicit rules to be 

followed.  Similarly, O’Toole et al. (2009) argue that the expressive use of the body in 

drama exercises and games can lead to embodied learning because “the physical 

manifestation or symbolization of dramatic moments and meaning” (p. 89) allows for 

connections to be made between body and mind.   

Drama conventions are another way of applying drama as pedagogy, and draw 

most heavily from the improvisory nature of the art form of drama.  Also known as 

drama strategies (Morgan & Saxton, 1987), drama conventions are differentiated by 

drama games or drama exercises by their emphasis on role taking to provide students 

with the experience of a fictional world that is based on real life (Neelands & Goode, 
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2015).  Drama conventions bear resemblance to rehearsal techniques that actors use to 

engage cognitively and affectively with their characters to discover different 

perspectives on situations and people.  There now exists over eighty drama conventions 

and detailed descriptions abound in drama resources and guides for teachers, and are 

sometimes provided as a glossary for reference to develop specific skills as well as for 

creating effective role-play (see for example, Bowell & Heap, 2001; Neelands & 

Goode, 2000). Drama conventions are what Singapore teachers usually referred to when 

they describe drama as a teaching medium and most of these teachers used these 

conventions as an exercise with pre-determined outcomes (Wales & Gilmer, 2011).   

Teachers can choose appropriate drama conventions to support student learning 

by anticipating the general outcomes of the improvisation. For example, popular drama 

conventions ‘gossip mill’, ‘thought tracking’ and ‘hot-seating’ all involve students’ 

responding to others in their character but differ in the depth of improvisation required 

of students and the attention teachers can give to each child during the drama. In ‘gossip 

mill’, students interact with each other to ‘gossip’ or share their thoughts, opinions and 

feelings in role as characters. Students have an opportunity to speak and be heard by a 

few of their classmates, creating a noisy buzz of activity in the classroom when students 

move to different people to expand their understanding through discussion of the 

situation. 

In contrast, ‘thought tracking’ involves the articulation of thought by just one 

student in any given moment of time, and teachers can choose the depth of responses 

that can range from a single line to a dialogue generated by teachers’ questions. 

Teachers also control the number of students’ thoughts to be ‘tracked’, which is often 

dependent on the amount of time teachers have in the lesson. Perhaps the most 

commonly known drama convention is ‘hot-seating’ where a student sits in character in 

the ‘hot-seat’ and improvise responses when asked questions by the rest of the class. 

When teachers choose to use this drama convention, they are placing the main focus on 

one student who has the responsibility of developing the role while the rest of the class 

improvise in their asking of questions, which directs and shapes the plot and 

development of the character. Some teachers may have the intention of having a more 

outspoken student direct the narrative and role-creation process while other teachers 
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may place a quieter student in the hot-seat to encourage him or her to articulate more 

actively during the lesson. Teachers’ intentions and knowledge of drama conventions 

determine when and how they apply these improvisory methods during their lessons. 

To bring about a deeper experience of drama as pedagogy in order to give 

students the opportunity to systematically build new knowledge based on their 

experience within the drama work, requires teachers to facilitate and apply multiple 

drama conventions. When used in a processual manner, the coherent application of a 

strategic combination of drama conventions is often referred to as Process Drama.  The 

selection of drama games, exercises and conventions that are to be “folded in” (Bolton, 

1979, p. 53) is determined by the teacher to create an ‘as if’ world that students can 

actively participate in (O’Toole, 1992).  The consolidated experience of responses to 

selected stimuli together with encounters within the drama conventions creates a deeper 

make-believe process for students to take on various roles and consider different 

perspectives (O’Neill, 1995).  When drama-based activities are used in a coherent 

manner, students can be guided to “know what they are learning, why they are learning 

it and what it might come to mean for them” (Edmiston & Wilhelm, 1998, p. 140).    

Process Drama can serve as an imaginative medium within which students learn, 

as a result of “living through” (Bolton, 1998, p. 135) the drama: thinking, working and 

collaborating in role with their classmates, and the teacher as facilitator or also in role.  

This deeper experience of drama can give students the opportunity to take ownership 

over their learning as students respond to each other’s ideas and take on peer 

contributions that emerge from the different drama conventions, and work with the 

teacher to co-create the content and thereby discover the significance of their lesson 

(Piazzoli, 2012).  In Process Drama, teachers encourage student input and draw from 

student knowledge to manipulate dramatic elements that provide opportunities for 

students to develop ideas and play out alternatives within the drama lesson.  As 

facilitators, teachers refrain from imposing their opinions and frequently guide the 

learning by taking on roles alongside students, “managing and extending the process 

both in-role within the drama and out-of-role outside the drama” (Davis, Ferholt, 

Clemson, Jansson, & Marianovic-Shane, 2015).   
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Process Drama aims to change the usual teacher-student relationship in the 

classroom to empower student learning (Freeman, Sullivan, & Fulton, 2003).  For 

instance, in Andersen’s (2004) study on the effects of drama on students’ cognition, he 

describes how students were enthusiastic to embark on independent research to prepare 

for a presentation on a Science topic on animal behaviour to help educate the ‘teacher’ 

who was in role as an ignorant pet owner within the Process Drama.  Andersen (2004) 

argues that the teacher’s decision to place students in the role of professional 

zookeepers within the ‘as if’ world of drama provided the motivation for students to 

engage in self-directed learning because students had to learn and obtain the necessary 

knowledge to be able to give the ‘teacher’ advice.  Instead of being the all-knowing 

expert, the teacher’s low status role within the drama helped to give students 

responsibility and ownership of their learning.  This technique of teachers taking on 

lower status roles to deliberately place students in the role of experts has been coined as 

‘Mantle of the Expert’, a drama strategy that is intended to relinquish agency and power 

to students (Heathcote & Bolton, 1994).  To change teacher-centred patterns of 

interaction through ‘Mantle of the Expert’, students are often commissioned to 

investigate a new or ambiguous situation that requires their assistance and input as 

professionals within the Process Drama (Taylor, 2017).  

In Stinson and Freebody’s (2004; 2006; 2009) Singapore study on the 

application of Process Drama for English language teaching, the authors explain how 

Process Drama was able to facilitate students’ use of higher-order thinking and 

decision-making skills.  The authors observed that the drama educators in the study 

consciously drew on students’ input and knowledge to manipulate dramatic elements 

and to involve students in solving problems and engage students’ critical thinking.  By 

applying drama conventions in a fluid manner to involve all students in creating, 

exploring and solving problems, the drama educators did not dominate decisions in the 

development of the lesson, which encouraged students to become active learners in the 

drama classroom.  

However, teachers who are not trained in drama education have little capacity to 

understand the levels of artistry involved in Process Drama.  Teachers who have no 

expertise in drama education tend to apply drama games, drama exercises and isolated 
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applications of drama conventions that usually have direct and explicit connections to 

the learning outcomes teachers wish to achieve.  Although drama can potentially 

provide an opportunity for students to engage playfully in their learning process in 

multifarious ways as teachers draw from or adapt the art form to apply as pedagogy, the 

extent drama can be efficacious for a teacher’s purpose and whether the teacher is able 

to create an experience of embodied learning is dependent on the teacher’s ability, as 

will be discussed in a subsequent section in this chapter.  Teachers with no skills and 

experience in drama education struggle to create, sustain and facilitate a student-led 

experience of learning through drama because of the demands of working with and 

within an art form, namely drama, as pedagogy.  

The Need for Critical Reflection: Negotiating The Unspoken Demands of 

Facilitation 

In order to facilitate learning that is desired in constructivist learning 

environments as discussed in the previous chapter, teachers who aspire to work with 

drama need to manage the challenge of negotiating the different roles required of 

teachers during a drama lesson.  Bowell and Heap (2001; 2005) offer a useful 

framework of quadripartite thinking that can enable teachers who desire to apply drama 

as pedagogy to plan their lesson to meet curriculum objectives.  Even though Bowell 

and Heap were referring specifically to the context of Process Drama, it will be argued 

in this section that the four roles required for teachers in creating Process Drama is also 

relevant for teachers who wish to work with drama as pedagogy because drama is 

fundamentally an art form.   

Bowell and Heap (2001; 2005) contend that an effective pedagogical use of drama 

requires teachers to simultaneously adopt the roles of playwright, director, actor, and 

teacher.  Teachers must engage in quadripartite thinking to play “the essential, creative 

and artistic role” (2005, p. 60) so that teachers can support students to generate meaning 

within a drama lesson.  Bowell and Heap describe teachers as playwrights who 

deliberately craft out ways during their planning of a Process Drama lesson to help 

students shape the narrative of the drama such that student engagement within and 

through a story can also carry learning within its unfolding.  At the same time before the 

lesson begins, teachers write themselves into the narratives as directors who can “steer” 
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(2005, p. 64) the learning by creating the best possible dramatic performance structure.  

Teachers continue to maintain the quadripartite thinking during the use of Process 

Drama to support and sustain the learning outcomes during the lesson.  Within the 

Process Drama, the teacher as playwright must consider human characters and 

behaviour, direct the actions of the students to create a realistic make-believe world, 

control the artistic dimensions of time and space in role as an actor, and hold all these 

together as a teacher to manage a classroom and a lesson with learning objectives.   

Teachers who are trained in drama education would be aware of the thinking 

processes and multiple hats expected of them even when their applications of drama are 

not in the form of Process Drama.  Adapting Bowell and Heap’s (2001; 2005) model, to 

work with drama as pedagogy, teachers must have a coherent lesson plan where drama 

is incorporated meaningfully and teachers understand and weave in their role as guides 

within the lesson.  In their study on teachers who attempted Process Drama in 

Singapore, Dunn and Stinson (2011) echo that teachers must consciously plan their 

lessons before it begins and during the execution of their lesson plans to successfully 

play the four roles.  Building from Bowell and Heap’s framework of quadripartite 

thinking in Process Drama, Dunn and Stinson (2011) propose the term “macro 

planning” (p. 625) to describe the decisions teachers make to craft their lesson plans 

before a lesson begins.  A teacher’s macro plan considers the larger aims of the subject 

and educational outcomes in mind whilst planning for the immediate lesson at hand, and 

includes the actual choice and sequencing of drama strategies and activities to achieve 

desired outcomes in relation to assessment (Dunn & Stinson, 2011).   

Teachers who wish to apply drama as pedagogy need to manage their macro plan 

to mindfully consider the profile and needs of their students and manage external 

influences such as school or parental expectations to be able to apply drama 

pedagogically.  In addition, to become facilitators of engaged learning through drama, 

teachers need to be flexible to amend their macro plans and improvise to respond 

appropriately to students’ ideas and contributions.  Dunn and Stinson (2011) describe 

this aspect of the teacher’s role as facilitator as “micro planning” (p. 628) because 

teachers are actively planning and making decisions within the course of a lesson to 

fulfil the larger objectives of the macro plan.  They argue that it is insufficient for 
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teachers to rigidly enact their macro plan if they want to encourage student participation 

and involvement in the construction of their own learning through drama.   

To successfully engage in the micro planning process to incorporate student 

responses into the unfolding of their drama lesson, teachers need to reflect-in-action.  

Drawing from Schön’s (1983) theory that reflection has two components, reflection-on-

action and reflection-in-action, reflection during the act of teaching is necessary to 

allow teachers to critically evaluate a situation and react almost immediately in a given 

instant while immersed within the classroom context.  Reflection-in-action is the 

making of a continuous flow of spontaneous decisions in a dynamic classroom context 

where teachers have to interact, react and respond to 40 individuals (van Manen, 1991).  

Teachers need to be able to reflect within that moment of teaching to spontaneously 

respond to the variables in the classroom that could not have been anticipated prior to a 

lesson.  When teachers engage in reflection in the midst of an ongoing lesson to 

constantly update their lesson plan, they are better able to operate in the role of a 

facilitator or a playwright who deliberately writes opportunities for students to engage 

in their learning into the process of the drama lesson as it occurs.   

Teachers who aspire to explore drama as pedagogy also need to engage in 

reflection-on-action to be able to evaluate what has been done so that improvements can 

be made to plan for future experiences with new knowledge and awareness of their 

previous actions.  The looking back at an event after it had occurred is most relevant 

during macro planning as it enables teachers to take time to reconsider or reposition 

their experience to look through the same lesson with different eyes given the benefit of 

hindsight.   

In addition to reflection on and in action, teachers who wish to work with drama 

as pedagogy need to engage in critical reflection to comprehend and own the principles 

behind the new pedagogy to move away from didactic teaching practices and more 

predictable classroom interactions towards constructivist learning that emphasize 

teachers’ facilitation of student contributions.  It is likely that critically reflective 

teachers are better able to evaluate and make changes to their teaching to consider new 

actions that must be taken in their classroom to translate the revised vision of education 

into practice.   
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If teachers desire to be facilitators in the classroom instead of knowledge 

depositories and transmitters, they must be prepared to develop what Duffy (2015b) 

calls “mindfulness” (p. 5), “an essential quality to how a teacher thinkingly acts” 

(Duffy, 2015b, italics in original).  Duffy (2015b) describes being mindful as an 

awareness and understanding of reasons and motivations behind a teacher’s beliefs and 

actions.  In other words, by being mindful, a teacher can better engage in the process of 

reflection to consider what would be most appropriate and suitable macro plan and 

micro plan response towards a group of students in a particular context based on the 

teacher’s beliefs.   

Through a two-part process of self-reflection and critical inquiry, critical 

reflection is the ability to examine the self and interpret students’ responses, which is 

essential to teachers’ success when preparing for drama lessons and managing changing 

classroom contexts.  Self-reflection involves a deliberate slowing down of thinking and 

reasoning processes to identify “interpretive filters” (Larrivee, 2000, p. 299), the 

screening of information all individuals engage in to make sense of the world.  A 

necessary component of reflection involves the detecting of such filters based on prior 

beliefs and pre-existing expectations that can lead to inappropriate or undesirable 

actions.  Through self-reflection, teachers grow increasingly conscious of these 

“subjective mediating process” (Larrivee, 2000, p. 301) that reinforce particular ways of 

thinking and acting, and how they perceive and interact with students.  Reflection can 

surface teachers’ assumptions about individual students, beliefs about teaching, and the 

reasons behind their actions to help teachers identify why they do what they do (Duffy, 

2015b). 

The second aspect of critical reflection is critical inquiry because self-awareness 

alone is insufficient to lead to change in teaching practice if teachers do not believe that 

their existing interpretive filters can be flawed or that the information they have 

unconsciously screened out may actually be valuable and relevant to the aims they 

aspire towards (Brookfield, 1995).  Only when teachers include critical inquiry into the 

process of self-reflection to interrogate the source, value and outcomes of their familiar 

behaviour patterns, can they engage in critical reflection that leads to improvement.  

Critical inquiry in reflective practice is the next step up from awareness because it 
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involves an evaluation of the different sets of beliefs that govern teachers’ actions.  

Only when teachers are critically reflective, do they notice discrepancies between what 

they profess to believe and their actions (Hansen, 2012; Shapiro & Reiff, 1993).   

Critical reflection can be the first practical action teachers take towards 

addressing the problems that exist with traditional approaches to teaching in their desire 

to apply drama pedagogically.  The process of critical reflection is an active approach to 

problem solving that breaks down the complexity of inter-related problems.  Reflection 

begins with “problem-setting, the process by which we define the decision to be made, 

the ends to be achieved, the means which may be chosen” (Schön, 1983, p. 40).  Coined 

as ‘reflective practice’ by Schön (1983), it was first applied to describe professionals 

who “exhibit a kind of knowing in practice” (p. 8) that enables them to successfully 

manage fluid situations in a fast-paced world.  Schön (1983) believes that the secret to 

these professionals’ success often stems from their subconscious ability to combine 

technical knowledge and analytical skills from their area of expertise with the capacity 

to project and creatively bring about favourable outcomes when novel situations arise 

(p. 16).  In other words, reflective practitioners use their past experience to mentally 

explore the nuances of a problem, create solutions and weigh the possible consequences 

of different actions to achieve their ideal outcomes before testing out their hypothesis in 

the real world.  When viewed from this perspective of problem setting and solving in 

the classroom context, reflection becomes a tool in a teacher’s arsenal to adapt and 

respond to changing situations.   

Having the time and capacity to engage in reflective practice is a prerequisite to 

enable teachers to affirm and critique their actions from “a meta-position, a looking 

back after the action has taken place” (Larrivee, 2000, p. 302).  Critical reflection 

provides a certain detachment and distance to identify issues and problems that went 

unnoticed previously so that macro plans can be improved.  During a lesson, teachers 

need to be critically reflective facilitators who can respond to students and evaluate the 

impact of their questions in the moment to be able to encourage students to engage in 

inquiry-based learning (Harlen, 2007).   

Reflection contributes to teachers’ understanding and pursuit of education 

reform because the process of reflection makes one’s beliefs and thinking visible, which 
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can help teachers to avoid falling into a ‘reflexive loop’ where one creates meaning of 

an experience based on selective interpretations of data that reinforce prior conclusions 

(Argyris, 1990).  Teachers trapped in a reflexive loop tend to strengthen pre-existing 

assumptions about education and teaching practice instead of challenging and 

questioning existing actions and underlying thought patterns that hinder their 

development as teachers.  The act of reflection is necessary to expose teachers’ 

unexamined beliefs, assumptions and expectations to aid teachers in identifying 

dilemmas, and to enact their beliefs in a manner most satisfactory to them (Hansen, 

2012).  In the context of applying drama as pedagogy in Singapore, teachers need to be 

reflective to put on quadripartite thinking and resist habits of teaching that have been 

ingrained by being in a competitive examination-oriented education system.   

The Impact of Culture: Teachers as Situated Enactors 

 An examination of the culture of education in Singapore is necessary to 

understand the complexities of changing teaching practice.  Research shows that 

teachers’ acts of instruction are not only influenced by their beliefs but also affected by 

their teaching context and the expectations of both parents and students (Herbel-

Eisenmann et al., 2006).  Following a sociological perspective, education culture can be 

used to describe a shared set of values and underlying assumptions in society that can 

influence the beliefs and actions of the different stakeholders of education in society to 

varying degrees (Brinkmann, 2019).  It is intended that by examining the education and 

social forces in Singapore, the expectations and demands teachers face in the shift 

towards cultivating constructivist teaching approaches will be surfaced, and teachers’ 

capacity to respond to education reform can be better contextualised.   

 The social and situated dimensions of cognition point to the reality that teachers 

do not make sense of new pedagogies in a vacuum based solely on their prior 

knowledge, beliefs and experience  (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  Even though teacher 

beliefs is argued to be the primary factor determining teacher behaviour in this thesis, 

the complexity of isolating teacher beliefs from the teachers who are situated within an 

education culture and the context of the larger society in Singapore must be 

acknowledged.  Thus, the culture of education is examined as an influence on teacher 

beliefs as well as a contextual factor that affects teaching choices and practice.   
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 The culture of education is identified as a factor affecting teacher beliefs because 

beliefs are developed and shaped through an individual’s membership and participation 

in different communities and the individual’s experience within the society (Van den 

Berg, 2002).  For example, in a study on education reform in India, Suzana Brinkmann 

(2019) contends that there is a fundamental conflict between the aims of the top-down 

policies and “dominant cultural beliefs among teachers and others in Indian society” (p. 

10).  She urges policy-makers in India to channel their energies away from imposing 

predesigned models of learner-centred education to focus first on equipping teachers 

with culturally relevant learner-centred beliefs by involving teachers in determining 

what learner-centred practice might look like within their context.  Recognising the 

impact of culture on beliefs helps to contextualise teachers’ complex sense-making 

process as they grapple with the new goals of education and explore the use of 

pedagogies such as drama.   

 The influence of culture on teacher beliefs is especially relevant to the context of 

Singapore, an Eastern society shaped by Confucian values and communitarism (Ee & 

Tan, 2008) where the needs and interests of society are promoted above self in a 

somewhat paradoxical way because the seemingly altruistic emphasis on others is 

ultimately about the self’s personal gain and preservation when society prospers as a 

whole (C. Tan, 201311; Chia, 2011).  The culture of communitarianism and the 

corresponding attitudes of submission to authority and “obedience to rulers” (Chia, 

2011, p. 387) in Singapore have created a culture of reliance on and obedience to 

authority that is antithetical to the vision of Thinking Schools (Ab Kadir, 2017; Chia, 

2011).   

Due to the influence of Confucian values where elders are respected as having the 

most experience and knowledge, teachers are viewed as authority figures who are 

omniscient, infallible and should be listened to (Toh, 1994; Cheah, 1998).  Teachers 

who are used to their position as authority figures who would teach and impart the fixed 

body of knowledge are unlikely to encourage students to question or explore 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 Tan has argued here and elsewhere (C. Tan & Wong, 2010) that communitarism is not necessarily 
about promoting the community’s interests above or at the expense of the individual but is more of a 
critique of excessive individualism.  Hence, liberal communitarians would not find it a paradox to have a 
self-serving impulse behind the emphasis on others because they see and value the role of the community 
in the development, growth and flourishing of the individual.   
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alternatives to construct their own knowledge (Tan, 2013).  These teachers may also 

view students’ questions as threats to their authority instead of a process of inquiry or 

independent learning (Chia, 2011), which undermines the Teach Less, Learn More 

approach.   

Furthermore, when authority, in the form of people or texts, serves not as a guide 

but as the definitive first and last word, it undermines the voice of the student, 

especially when students’ personal beliefs are perpetually deemed to be incorrect or 

inadequate according to the official statement and are subsequently surrendered to what 

is ‘right’ (C. Tan, 2013).  As C. Tan (2013) argues, student voices must be valued to 

develop critical and creative thinking skills in the new vision of education lest they  

lack confidence in performing these higher-order thinking skills, or have 

become so pessimistic about the prospect of alternative views being given a 

fair hearing that they do not bother to participate even if they could perform 

these skills. (p. 485)  

In classrooms where answers are perceived to be absolute and pre-determined right or 

wrong by teachers, student voices and alternative thought are ignored, hence providing 

little opportunity for thinking through inquiry, discussion or debate (Gopinathan, 2007).  

Consequently, the new role teachers have to play as facilitators to create 

classrooms that are thinking communities can be challenging especially when they have 

been applying “direct teaching approaches where teacher-structured explanation and 

questioning practices are followed by implementation by students” (Tiilikainen et al., 

2019, p. 40, italics in original).  Ee and Tan’s (2008) research on the implications of an 

Eastern cultural influence on Singapore’s education reform suggest that there is a clear 

distinction between the roles of the teacher and student in the classroom with the 

teacher as the authoritarian figure and the student “more likely to display the passive or 

submissive role in an often highly teacher structured classroom “ (p.  51).  In this 

“distinct hierarchical protocol observed between superior and subordinate” (Ee & Tan, 

2008, p. 51), silence acts as an indicator of discipline and concentration when students 

are positioned as passive receptors of knowledge in a classroom.  Teachers in Singapore 

tend to be extremely concerned that the noise level of their classrooms signals the extent 
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of control they have over their classroom and their ability to manage students (Stinson, 

2009).  However, Wales and Gilmer’s (2011) study has indicated that teachers who start 

to apply drama as pedagogy begin to value student participation and their classroom 

management style evolves as they are better equipped to manage the dynamics of 

student discussion and teacher control in constructivist ways of teaching.  Nonetheless, 

changing teaching practice is a time-consuming and challenging process that requires 

much professional development and structural support to overcome the factors that 

affect teachers’ actions.   

Although the difficulty of adopting constructivist teaching principles is not unique 

to Eastern societies like Singapore, it is particularly challenging to transform cultural 

perceptions of teaching and teachers’ roles that have shaped teacher beliefs especially 

when teachers have been raised as students and trained as teachers in a Confucian 

society and education system (C. Tan, 2011).  As Hamilton (2018) comments about the 

adoption of inquiry-based pedagogies in Ireland,  

[m]any teachers would not have experienced inquiry-based instruction 

themselves as learners and so memories of role models supportive of 

inquiry are absent, providing contradictions between experiences of the past 

and new learning. [...] Teachers can be reluctant to teach using an approach 

that is different to what they experienced in school, challenging the 

implementation of new pedagogies. (p. 153) 

It is particularly challenging for teachers to overcome their pre-existing beliefs when 

they are the first generation of teachers to introduce new pedagogies based on 

constructivist principles.  Having no precedent or example to follow, teachers can 

struggle to make sense of the purpose behind change, especially since teacher beliefs 

about methods of teaching and the role of teachers are reinforced by societal 

expectations.   

There is also an aversion to change in the Singapore culture that is underpinned 

by a belief that change is unsettling and therefore, undesirable and at odds with stability 

(J. T. S. Ho, Ang, Loh, & Ng, 1998).  There is a natural preference for the tried and 

tested status quo in Singapore, which has been described colloquially as being kiasi, 
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literally translated from Hokkien12 as ‘fear of death’ (J. T. S. Ho et al., 1998; Hwang, 

Ang, & Francesco, 2002).  Being kiasi pervades the Singaporean consciousness, and 

Singaporeans tend to be kiasi and not welcome any change or flux that could endanger 

economic stability.  Consequently, risk-taking is uncommon in Singapore’s culture 

because those who are kiasi would avoid potentially dangerous situations and choose 

the path of least resistance to ensure continual survival (Hwang et al., 2002).   

The Singapore government contributes to a kiasi fearful frame of mind in 

society by repeatedly asserting that Singapore’s safety, sovereignty and economic 

progress is not to be taken as a given.  Gopinathan (2012) argues that the leaders of 

Singapore frequently allude to Singapore’s small size as a country in a volatile global 

economy and her geographical position as a nation with a majority ethnic Chinese 

population surrounded by ethnic Malay neighbours as areas of vulnerability that must 

be safe-guarded.  This narrative of survival started from the difficulties of the initial 

post-Independence years and continues to advance the idea that Singapore is always 

under imminent threat from external forces (Gopinathan, 2007).  As Prime Minister Lee 

Hsien Loong warned in his National Day Rally speech in 2015, “nobody can rule out 

instability, tension, or even war in Asia” (H. L. Lee, 2015).   

In relation to the education system, when teachers in Singapore have a tendency 

towards being kiasi, they are likely to be resistant to change and would not dare to try 

new ways of teaching and learning because of a fear of the unknown.  Kiasi teachers 

would prefer familiar approaches to teaching that would produce stable predictable 

outcomes, and shy away from exploration or experimentation in teaching practice.  

Research has indicated that teachers need to be willing to engage in the risky business 

of change by first identifying the new goals of education, acknowledging the weakness 

of transmissionist teaching, and problematising their current teaching practice to be 

motivated to address the gaps that hinder their students’ learning and all-rounded 

development (Larrivee, 2000).  However, kiasi teachers have little incentive to change 

their teaching methods if they feel uncertain about the rewards of applying new 

pedagogy.  It is preferable to stick to the status quo in a performance-oriented 

educational culture.  As will be argued subsequently, teachers in Singapore are 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Hokkien is a spoken dialect of the Mandarin language that was imported to Singapore from China by 
the immigrant influx during Singapore’s colonial history.   

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



Attempting Drama as Pedagogy in Singapore 71	  

generally hesitant to take risks that may endanger examination results and the 

implications poor examination performance might mean to their credibility as teachers.   

Systemic Impediments to Risk-Taking: A Performative Education System  

As discussed in Chapter One, the goals of education in Singapore today are 

shaped by an economic imperative and the need to ensure that school leavers have the 

necessary skill sets relevant to find work in the global economy based on a neoliberalist 

ideology (Neoh, 2017).  The rise of neoliberalism since the 1980s in response to 

globalisation has resulted in the race in capitalist societies to produce “highly 

individualised, responsiblilized subjects who are entrepreneurial in all dimensions of 

their lives” (Davies & Bansel, 2007, p. 248).  Education in Singapore has always been 

integrated with economic planning to serve desired economic, political and social 

outcomes since post-Independence13 in the 1950s.  In the export-oriented economy of 

the 1960s, the initial role of education was to “provide a stock of basic education, skills 

and attitudes required for industrialisation” (Sharpe & Gopinathan, 2002, p. 154) to 

have a pool of skilled and relatively cheap labour to remain attractive to foreign 

investment.  As a small island-state spanning only seven hundred square kilometres 

with no natural resources and no hinterland to depend on, Singapore embarked on an 

urgent nation-building process to ensure jobs were available and basic needs of the 

people were met.  The centralized education system was also to provide a common 

schooling experience for children from diverse backgrounds to serve as “the incubator 

of a new and inclusive Singapore identity” (Gopinathan, 2012, p. 66) to reduce ethnic 

rifts and tensions and build social stability and cohesion in a largely migrant multi-

ethnic society.   

Singapore’s historical context and the government’s neoliberalist attitude 

towards education as a tool to shape society and achieve economic aims continue to 

have ramifications today.  Firstly, as a result of the urgent nation-building process in the 

1950s to ensure jobs were available and basic needs of the people were met, the 

government adopted what sociologist Chua Beng Huat describes as an “ad hoc 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 As mentioned in the Introduction chapter of the thesis, Singapore was a British colony from 1819 until 
1959 when it was granted self-governance but not full independence by the British.  Singapore eventually 
became independent in 1965 after two years of merger with Malaysia.    
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contextual rationality” (1997, p. 58) to explain the tendency of the Singapore 

government to change and create policies based upon immediate economic concerns.  

The economic rationalisation of government policies were based on the demands of the 

economy as opposed to the government having a fixed long-term guiding set of ideals 

that guide decision-making processes.  An example would be the bilingual education 

policy where English was promoted and used as the working language in Singapore for 

commercial reasons and to serve as a common language for the multilingual population 

to reduce fractures along ethnic lines in the society (K. W. Ho & Gopinathan, 1999; C. 

Tan & Ng, 2011).  Students would learn English as a ‘First Language’ where English 

was taught as a subject and used as the primary medium for teaching in public schools; 

and their Mother Tongue14, the language of the various ethnic groups, as their ‘Second 

Language’ in schools to ensure every child could converse and interact within and 

across ethnic groups (Lim, 2009; C. Tan & Ng, 2011).  Through the bilingual education 

policy, English was prioritized and the state relegated the Mother Tongue languages “to 

be a means of strengthening cultural resources and ethnic identity as well as a vehicle 

for moral instruction” (K. W. Ho & Gopinathan, 1999, p. 112).  The government of then 

recently independent Singapore saw no contradiction between privileging English above 

the Mother Tongue languages and promoted the use of English in the public sphere 

even though English had been the language of Singapore’s colonial masters.  The irony 

behind the use of such “linguistic pragmatism” (C. Tan & Ng, 2011, p. 335) was lost in 

the explicit aim of “achieving specific utilitarian goals such as access to economic 

development or social mobility” (Wee as cited in C. Tan & Ng, 2011, p. 335) that 

continues to undergird education policies today.   

Although the lack of a coherent systematic ideology may be problematic in 

establishing clear education goals and outcomes for the long term, an economic 

rationality that responds to changing contexts lends flexibility to the Singapore 

education system in adapting to changes in the world and global economy.  Particularly 

after the economic crisis in the 1980s, it was natural for policy makers in Singapore to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 As mentioned previously in Chapter One, the Mother Tongue languages of the various ethnic groups 
were viewed as the ‘Second Language’ that would be studied as a subject in schools (K. W. Ho & 
Gopinathan, 1999, C. Tan & Ng, 2011).  Chinese students would study Mandarin or Putonghua instead of 
the various Chinese dialects; Malay students would study Malay while Indian students would study 
Tamil.  
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adopt neoliberalist principles that attributed economic inefficiencies to “the ideology 

and institutions of progressive welfare states” (Neoh, 2017, p. 31) and encourage 

“heightened competition and individualism” (Davies & Bansel, 2007, p. 254) within 

Singapore society.  Market principles of competition and quality assurance are valued in 

a neoliberalist education system where education becomes an enterprise operating 

according economic-rationalist principles that stresses on performance (Apple, 2004; 

Singh 2015).   

Based on neoliberalist principles, teachers are held accountable by meeting pre-

determined performance criteria, which has been described as performativity in 

education, the “quintessential form of neoliberal governmentality” (S. J. Ball, 2012, p. 

31).  As S. J. Ball (2016) has pointed out, performativity in education is visible when 

teaching and learning are regulated through measurable criteria.  In Singapore, teacher 

professionalism is measured in quantifiable absolute terms through the Enhanced 

Performance Management System (EPMS) launched in 2001 (Liew, 2012; J. Tan, 

2008).  Through a yearly summative evaluation of 3 work reviews based on externally 

initiated and mandated criterion, teachers are given letter grades that will affect their 

remuneration, performance bonuses, and teachers’ promotion and career advancement 

(J. Tan, 2008).   

At odds with the innovative self-directed spirit of Thinking Schools that was 

intended to be true of students and educators to create a Learning Nation, the EPMS 

reduced teaching to a quantifiable set of qualities and actions measured by “a 

generalisable spreadsheet of performance indicators, wherein performances count only 

to the extent that they can be measured on a standardised rubric”  (Liew, 2012, p. 132).  

It has been argued that teachers are inhibited from taking professional risks when a 

teacher’s performance is evaluated on business principles in a neoliberalist education 

system that focuses on performativity (S. J. Ball, 2003).  In such a context, it is not 

surprising that teachers in Singapore would focus on physical measures and actions to 

improve their classroom teaching to increase students’ achievements based on 

externally pre-determined and imposed standards.  S. J. Ball (2003) argues that the 

emphasis on quantifiable results for teachers and students can cause teachers to engage 

in ‘‘tactical improvements which result in short-term improvements’’ (p. 224), instead 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



Attempting Drama as Pedagogy in Singapore 74	  

of sowing into change as a long-term investment.  Liew (2012) has critiqued policy-

makers in Singapore for working on the assumption that “market principles can provide 

the structural impetus for enhancing performance” (p. 124) and argues that business 

models are not directly translatable to education systems, especially if education reform 

is to be achieved.   

The use of static indicators appear to contradict the Teach Less, Learn More 

initiative for teachers to explore new approaches to teaching because their efforts may 

not be recognized by the given criteria or may be deemed ineffective by school leaders 

who value quantifiable results.  In the EPMS, “the rewards of teachers are tied to their 

‘performances’, which are defined in terms of targets, indicators and evaluations under 

state regulation” (J. Tan, 2008, p. 117).  A yearly work review means that new methods 

must result in immediate academic outcomes for teachers’ efforts to be recognized and 

rewarded.  As Dube (2019) has observed, 

[p]erformativity and performative related tasks in a neoliberal context not 

only make teacher accountability visible, but can carefully construct and 

steer teaching practice in implicit and particular ways. (p. 32)  

As a summative assessment, the EPMS reinforces teachers’ perception that only 

quantifiable results matter, which is true for them and students.  The use of static 

indicators can reduce teachers’ motivation to explore new approaches to teaching such 

as drama because applying drama as pedagogy may not necessarily result in immediate 

academic outcomes.  Teachers may struggle to abandon ways of teaching to the test that 

have been proven to work if teachers believe that their efforts at change may not be 

recognized or may be deemed ineffective by superiors.  Moreover, teachers’ 

professional growth may be curbed if teachers choose not to reveal their deeper 

struggles or inadequacies to reporting officers and ask for help, fearing they would 

negatively affect their appraisal (J. Tan, 2008).   

The dominance of fear in their professional evaluation can further compel 

teachers to stick to methods they already know and have proven to work, which leaves 

little room for innovative teaching practice.  For example, in a study on the use of 

games in Singapore, E. Koh, Kin, Wadhwa & Lim (2012) found that teachers chose not 
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to use games as an alternative pedagogy even though the teachers were aware of the 

possible benefits games could bring to student learning.  The authors argue that teachers 

in Singapore felt constrained by the centralised curriculum and felt pressured by the 

need to ensure that students do well enough to be promoted to the next level of 

education (E. Koh, Kin, Wadhwa, & Lim, 2012).  Kiasi teachers are reluctant to 

experiment if they are unsure about their success rates or uncertain about the benefits 

that taking chances can bring.   

 The EPMS assessment of teachers also means that teachers in Singapore tend to 

comply with top-down policies instead of being personally committed to education 

reform to avoid damage to their professional performance and career advancement in 

schools.  In Stinson’s (2009) study of teachers in Singapore who had been appointed by 

school leaders to incorporate drama as pedagogy into their Secondary Two English 

Lessons for a year, she observes that teachers “appeared to go along with” (p. 237) the 

Principal’s initiative to apply drama as pedagogy but were not committed to the 

decision.  Stinson argues,   

[i]n Singapore the personal stakes in terms of Performance Reviews and 

top-down management make it very difficult for teachers to openly disagree 

or criticize a decision made by the school senior management.  (Stinson, 

2009, p. 237) 

Stinson posits that the teachers who were untrained in drama education and had little 

motivation to change teaching practice were unwilling or felt unable to take the 

professional risk to articulate their concerns to their superiors and preferred to remain 

silent about their opinions.  Hence, despite the teachers’ inability to believe in the value 

of new methods or their lack of full agreement with their superiors, they still attempted 

to align their teaching practice to policies and top-down directives, which is likely to be 

reinforced by the emphasis on compliance to authority in Singapore’s communitarian 

society.   

Although teachers may attempt new teaching methods, the lack of conviction in 

their actions makes Teach Less, Learn More the mechanical exercise the Education 

Minister had warned against.  Drawing from Colin Marsh’s (2004) work on the attitude 
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of the teachers in her study, Stinson (2009) comments that the attitude of the teachers 

towards curriculum reform can be described as dissonant, where they appeared to be 

motivated but contributed little to curriculum innovation. In contrast, consonant 

teachers are philosophically aligned and have a personal commitment to their role.  

Stinson proposes that as a consequence of teachers’ compliance without “buy-in” 

(Stinson, 2009, p. 225), there was a superficial application of drama as pedagogy that 

had minimal impact on students’ experience of embodied learning through drama.  

Stinson’s study indicates that an emphasis on teacher performativity in the education 

system can undermine the intentions of education reform if teachers engage in new 

methods without a commitment to changing existing beliefs to understand and support 

the use of the methods.   

In Stinson’s (2009) research, she notes the effects of the lack of teacher buy-in 

when “teachers have been recipients of top-down changes” (p. 236).  Stinson proposes 

that despite receiving mainly positive feedback about teachers’ experience of drama and  

the evident improvement in student achievement, the most significant 

challenge to the project was managing the ongoing teacher resistance that 

emerged in response to the lack of consultation from the school 

administration, and this was never happily resolved. (Stinson, 2009, p. 236) 

Stinson’s argument that teachers resist top-down directives from school leaders is 

particularly relevant in Singapore’s education culture that is controlled by a centralised 

MOE in a communitarian society.  Teacher resistance can be masked by an outward 

interest and professed value in the use of drama as pedagogy and inaccurately 

interpreted by school leaders as support for the programme.   

Wales and Gilmer’s (2009) survey of Singapore teachers who attempted drama 

pedagogies noted that teachers “expressed feelings of powerlessness in being unable to 

make their own decisions regarding their professional development” (p. 16) when 

school leaders appointed teachers to participate in drama training programmes.  Without 

discussion with the teachers, school leaders would “arrow” (p. 16) teachers to 

implement drama as pedagogy and send teachers for short drama education workshops.  

Similar to the teachers in Stinson’s (2009) study who were “antagonist towards the 
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whole project” (p. 237), the “arrowed” (p. 16) teachers in Wales and Gilmer’s study felt 

“resistant” (p. 16) towards change even though they felt they had to agree with school 

leadership and to keep silent about their misgivings.  Teachers can feel powerless and 

resentful towards new initiatives that have been thrust upon them without asking, which 

builds a greater resistance towards school leaders’ intention to change teaching practice.  

It is likely that when school leaders introduce new pedagogies in the name of education 

reform, teachers might comply but unwillingly and in ways that undermine the original 

intent of change.   

To overcome teacher resistance, school leaders can choose to give teachers the 

autonomy to experiment with new teaching approaches to achieve examinable outcomes 

by deciding what to teach and how to teach.  Teacher autonomy is the professional 

independence and freedom teachers have to plan and execute lessons to achieve 

learning outcomes. In a 2016 study of teachers in Singapore by NIE, researchers found 

that teacher autonomy contributed significantly to teacher motivation because teachers 

had the space to tailor teaching to the needs of different groups of students and create a 

suitable learning environment (Yang, 2017).  Teacher autonomy gives teachers more 

room to try out new methods that reduce the pressure of having to succeed immediately.  

To bring about the desired changes in teaching practice, opportunities for teachers to 

apply new pedagogies must first be created.  Attempting constructivist methods is 

challenging for teachers and school leaders need to provide practical support for 

teachers who desire to grow in this area.  Opening spaces for exploration help teachers 

to apprehend policies at the theoretical level and apply them in practical ways.   

School leaders can build more collaborative ways of teacher development by 

creating opportunities for constructive critique from colleagues, school leaders and even 

students so that practical improvements can be made.  A culture of learning for both 

teachers and students begins with the teacher’s learning to develop a culture that 

advances constructivist learning (Pedder & Opfer, 2011; Timperley & Alton-Lee, 

2008).  When teachers have the space and support of their school to explore 

constructivist approaches as part of their own learning as teachers, they can begin to 

influence the culture of the school to be less kiasi and become more open to new ways 

of learning.  
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Fulfilling Instrumentalist Aims: Quantitative Indicators of Educational Success 

Economic rationality continues to shape the aims and outcomes of Singapore’s 

education system today with the primary purpose of preparing the young for the 

working world.  Specifically, ‘instrumentalism’ best describes the neoliberalist 

reproduction of economic ideals and processes within an education system that is 

premised upon economic principles (H. Marshall, 2011).  Even though every education 

system has an agenda to maintain or transform existing societies through the processes 

of education, the term ‘instrumentalist’ refers specifically to a corporate model of 

education dominated by performance and competition (Pinar, Reynolds, Slattery, & 

Taubman, 1995), consistent with neoliberal societies.  To tailor the curriculum to meet 

projected economic demands, instrumentalist policy-makers select the skills and 

knowledge they believe to be most useful and relevant, and “the curriculum imperative 

is not educational in the traditional sense but directed towards what they [the 

government] see as the needs of the economy” (M. F. D. Young, 2008, p. 20).   

In an instrumentalist education system, the curriculum is determined by the 

perceived value of different subjects and how much the subject can contribute to the 

knowledge and skills necessary for the working world (Apple, 2011).  In today’s 

increasingly interconnected technologically advanced world, the scientific, technical 

and business disciplines tend to be favoured over the arts and humanities in Singapore 

(Chong, 2017).  As then Minister of Education Teo Chee Hean expressed in 2002, these 

disciplines are touted to be able to “fuel economic growth and allow a country to gain a 

competitive edge”, and prepare students with the “knowledge, skills and mindset to 

thrive in a technology driven and rapidly changing future” (Teo, 2002).  Accordingly, 

the centralised curriculum determined by policy-makers would include “traditionally 

regarded high status subjects, such as Maths, Science and English” (Dimmock & Goh, 

2011, p. 216).  Although the arts, specifically Music and Art, were included in the 

national curriculum and made compulsory for all Primary levels and up to Secondary 

Two, these were non-examinable subjects that were given a lower priority by teachers, 

parents and students (K. W. Ho & Gopinathan, 1999).   

When business principles are applied to the component of assessment in an 

instrumentalist model of education, summative written examinations are prized as 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



Attempting Drama as Pedagogy in Singapore 79	  

objective indicators of ability (Gibson, 2019).  Examination performance in Singapore 

is emphasized as reliable indicators of student achievement, which forms a meritocratic 

basis for selection to higher educational institutions and for employers to recruit staff 

(Y. K. Tan, Chow & Goh, 2008).  To change the emphasis and processes of education is 

difficult when the culture of education has been based on and steeped in free market 

business principles of competition.  In a neoliberalist society, different stakeholders of 

education, school leaders, teachers, students and parents have been conditioned to 

perceive education from a quantifiable perspective.  Furthermore, for more than two 

decades, schools in Singapore were publicly ranked based on a free market principle 

intended to give schools the opportunity to “reflect on their performance and devise 

strategies” (MOE, 2004) for improvement, similar to published lists of top-performing 

companies in the corporate world.  The information was made available to the public 

yearly as an additional insert in The Straits Times so that students and parents “would 

be able to make more informed choices as to which were more effective schools” (K. 

W. Ho & Gopinathan, 1999, p. 114).  All secondary schools and junior colleges were 

ranked according to their overall results in the annual GCE ‘O’ and ‘A’ level national 

examinations respectively.  The public ranking of schools resulted in feverish 

competition among schools with increased pressure on school leaders and teachers to 

improve student performance.  Some schools were even said to discourage students 

from choosing subjects such as the humanities, which were perceived to be difficult to 

score well in as there were no fixed answers that students could memorise and 

regurgitate during examinations (K. W. Ho & Gopinathan, 1999).   

Eventually realising the damaging effects of competition on the culture of 

learning in schools, the government stopped publishing the league tables in 2012.  

Policy-makers hoped that the removal of the league tables would reduce the unhealthy 

culture of strategic planning and competition at the level of school leaders and teachers.  

Subsequently, the slogan Every School a Good School15 was introduced to value the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 The Education Minister announced in 2012 during the removal of the league tables: “For many years, 
we published the academic bands of our schools to spur them to higher standards. Now when I ask our 
school leaders, many of you have told me that we now have interesting and innovative programmes 
across all our schools. School banding has not only served its purpose; it now gets in the way of “Every 
School a Good School” as it creates a public perception that MOE measures our schools strictly by 
academic grades.  The fact is there is no single yardstick to measure how “good” our schools are.” (Heng, 
2012) 
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diversity and strengths of schools that were not quantifiable or measured by the league 

tables.  With this new move, it was intended that educators would focus on developing 

the holistic student and invest in students’ strengths beyond academic excellence.  

However, even in the new vision of education, and despite the rebranding of schools, a 

quantitative measure of academic success continues to remain a priority for policy-

makers and educators, and the removal of the league tables has had little effect thus far 

on changing the competitive culture of education that has been inculcated over many 

years (Deng & Gopinathan, 2016).  

When then Education Minister Tharman first rolled out the Teach Less, Learn 

More policy to educators in 2004, he reiterated the importance of examination outcomes 

when applying new approaches to teaching.  He explained that examinations are the 

best means for “transparency” to give the public confidence in a meritocratic society 

where access to higher education and job opportunities are not based on cronyism or 

nepotism.  However, the Education Minister did acknowledge that “[t]oo much learning 

today is aimed at recalling facts and model answers for examinations” (Tharman, 2004) 

and pledged to  

seek a new balance in education.  And most fundamentally, we have to 

accept and promote more diverse measures of merit, even if they cannot be 

summarised in a single score. We have to shift from our heavily 

examination-oriented system. (Tharman, 2004)  

The Education Minister’s call for a move away from examinations to more diversified 

forms of assessment was an attempt to negotiate quantitative evaluations of student 

learning with other outcomes of education such as problem-solving or collaborative 

learning that could not be captured by written examinations.  However, it is challenging 

to move towards the Desired Outcomes of Education of the new vision of education 

when these are qualities that cannot be assessed through examinations.  After almost 

two decades of the Teach Less, Learn More policy, the ‘new balance in education’ 

promised by then Education Minister Tharman has yet to be achieved (Caleon, Tan, & 

Cho, 2018).   
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Current Education Minister Ong Ye Kung has acknowledged that the perennial 

emphasis on examinations has skewed students’ experience of education resulting in 

teachers’ struggle to balance examinations with other desired outcomes of non-

transmissionist learning.  At a recent annual Schools Work Plan Seminar in 2018, 

Education Minister Ong said,  

[w]e know that teaching and learning comprise three important components 

- curricular goals and content, pedagogy and assessment.  Today, the three 

components are not balanced. As we over-emphasised assessment, we 

inadvertently reduced the time available for schools to focus on teaching 

and learning. We need to redress this balance. (Ong, 2018)  

The Minister identified the need to create an equilateral relationship between 

assessment, curriculum and pedagogy to undo the association of education with 

examination results.   He subsequently reminded educators to change the objective of 

education to focus on the development of a life-long learner equipped with the 

knowledge and skills to cope with the demands of the 21st Century.  Despite his 

reminder, Education Minister Ong defended the need for the Primary School Leaving 

Examination (PSLE), the national placement examination for Primary School students 

as “an important system to take stock of a child in their first six years of education” 

(Ong, 2018) in the same speech in 2018.  

When the government continues to maintain that pen and paper assessments are 

the only reliable way of evaluating a child’s learning, old ways of measuring 

educational success are still prized and prevalent (Ab Kadir, 2017).  J. Tan (2007) 

observes 

there is evidence that crucial gate-keeping national examinations continue to 

exert an inhibiting and conservative influence on principals, teachers, 

parents and students, official talk of creativity and innovation 

notwithstanding.  (p. 317)  

Instrumentalist principles of prizing quantitative evaluations of achievement continue to 

underpin the performative education system, which undermine policy-makers’ attempts 

to focus on the process and experience of learning.  Even though policy-makers have 
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introduced new policies to address the needs and flaws of the education system, it takes 

time for the vestiges of older policies to fade away (Ab Kadir, 2017).   

It is likely that unless the fundamental premise of education is examined and 

revised, there is little need for new ways of teaching and learning.  Even though more 

than two decades have passed since the launch of the new vision of education in 1997, 

the current Education Minister Ong has recently noted that “teachers are on a high 

speed train… rushing, assessments and preparing the students for exams” (Davie, 

2018).  The prevailing emphasis on qualitative indicators of success affects how 

teachers respond to new pedagogies and their willingness to take on the risks that come 

with attempting new approaches that may be less effective when compared to rote 

learning methods of preparing students for examinations.   

Pragmatic Teachers: Teaching to the Test 

When quantifiable outcomes of education are valued and students’ ability to 

reproduce knowledge in written examinations is rewarded in national examinations, 

teachers are pressured to achieve examination results by adopting teaching methods that 

enable students to cope with examination demands (Caleon et al., 2018).  The focus on 

examinations as indicators of academic success in Singapore have resulted in teacher-

centered practices that teach to the test, which are also preferred by students in 

Singapore (Toh, 1994) who require and expect guidance from the teachers to help them 

pass their examinations (Cheah, 1998).   

Hong et al. (2019) have proposed that “a more didactic approach to teaching” and 

“passive learning behaviours and activities” (p. 2) can be attributed to instrumentalist 

beliefs about education.  As discussed in Chapter One, didactic teaching is also known 

as a transmissionist approach and traditionally, such teacher-oriented classroom 

practices involve teachers presenting and transferring factual content knowledge that 

focuses on the subject (Tsai, 2002).  Teachers assume that what is taught is equivalent 

to what is learnt, which is not uncommon in an instrumentalist education system where 

students adopt learning strategies such as rote learning to memorise and reproduce facts 

for examinations (Gopinathan, 2007; K. Koh & Luke, 2009).  M. F. D. Young (2008) 

has argued that when teachers and students resort to tactics such as identifying common 
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examination topics and questions to achieve examinations results, they reduce the 

purpose of education to become a placement test instead of being educational in the 

traditional sense of developing the individual to be prepared for the world.   

Despite the emphasis on constructivist principles in the Teach Less, Learn More 

approach where “discovery-oriented learning” (Hong et al., 2019, p. 2) encourage 

students to learn independently through interactive learning activities, MOE’s perpetual 

stance on examinations is unlikely to encourage teachers to take time away from 

examination preparation to more participative forms of pedagogy (Stinson, 2009).  

Juneja (2018) argues that the  

culture of performativity in education, through its obeisance to marks, 

grades, and detention as indicators of learning and merit, feeds off and in 

turn sustains beliefs in the role of education in maintaining the social status 

quo (p. 14).  

Asking teachers to relinquish their teacher-centred approaches to focus on students’ 

experience of learning in Singapore is challenging in an education system that has yet to 

design ways to measure and reward the outcomes from a constructivist process of 

learning.  As both Education Ministers in 2004 and 2018 have pointed out, there still 

needs to be an ongoing negotiation of the aims and processes of education to redress the 

imbalance between pedagogy and assessment within the Singapore education system.   

When teachers believe they are in a rush to complete the syllabus and have little 

flexibility to adjust the pace of teaching, they also spare little time to invest into meeting 

individual students’ needs and enhancing students’ experience of learning (Koh et al., 

2012).  Teachers’ lack of time is exacerbated by the national curriculum that is not 

designed to consider different groups of students who learn at a different pace and may 

not benefit from a one-size-fits-all approach to education (Gopinathan, 2007).  Although 

the centralised curriculum was created to ensure that students across all schools would 

obtain the same level of knowledge and skills to make education equitable and 
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accessible for all, the meritocratic16 principle can undermine the principles of a 

constructivist-oriented education reform by neglecting the uniqueness of each child.   

Furthermore, when teachers’ beliefs about education have been shaped by an 

examination-oriented culture, they use their prior knowledge of how students best learn 

for examinations and teacher-centred teaching methods to make sense of new policies 

and engage in pragmatic applications of new pedagogies.  The definition of the term 

‘pragmatic’ used in this context is based on K. H. K. Tan’s (2013) framework that 

classifies how teachers conceive and respond to new initiatives differently in 

Singapore’s education reform.  In K. H. K. Tan’s (2013) study on teachers’ conceptions 

of alternative assessment methods, he proposes the term ‘pragmatic’ to describe 

teachers who perceive new methods as a complementary tool to their existing teaching 

practice to bring about desired lesson objectives.  Instead of an overhaul in their 

pedagogy, pragmatic teachers selectively choose elements of new techniques to include 

in their regular lessons as enhancements to improve their teaching.  In contrast, teachers 

who are resistant to change and see a new approach as an unnecessary addition and 

burden are described as ‘conservative’ in the shift towards new ways of perceiving, 

doing and evaluating education.   

Making pragmatic decisions is not uncommon to teachers who are accustomed 

to playing different roles and using different strategies in the classroom to be effective.  

Teachers are adaptable individuals who think on their feet to effectively react and 

respond simultaneously to the multiple needs and challenges of teaching (Eraut, 2000; 

McIntyre, 2000).  At times, teachers may hold conflicting beliefs that result in 

contradicting actions in the classroom but the inconsistency is usually minor enough to 

be ignored by the teacher or justified by the need to meet more pressing demands 

because teachers believe their actions are generally coherent.  Teachers may also be 

unaware of the presence of dissonance in their practice because the complexity of the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 The theory of meritocracy claims to provide equity in a society by rewarding every person based on 
personal merit with educational credentials as the measure of competency.  However, meritocracy does 
not take into account factors that disadvantage students before they even enter the schooling system such 
as children’s socioeconomic circumstances that determine their access to pre-school education and 
knowledge capita, which teachers have to manage when they teach a class of 40 students from different 
backgrounds.   
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classroom context means that teachers frequently switch between different clusters of 

beliefs to manage the unpredictability of teaching.  However, in the move towards 

constructivist principles of teaching, teachers’ pragmatic decisions to revert back to 

didactic teaching can be very stark in the different roles they operate as facilitator or 

authoritarian source of knowledge.   

Nonetheless, despite the apparent contradictions of applying new pedagogies in 

pragmatic ways that serve to do little to bring about constructivist environments of 

learning, it appears inevitable that teachers place a priority on students’ ability to obtain 

knowledge that would be tested when they are situated in a performative culture of 

examinations.  As Gopinathan (2007) has noted about Singapore,  

change, while it is occurring, is not yet fundamentally changing pedagogy 

and practice.  Teachers having to cope with large classes, a content 

dominated curriculum and high-stakes examinations have taken on 

initiatives like thinking skills but rather than allow for a reconceptualisation 

of practice have, in many cases, bolted on acceptable elements and 

routinized procedures. (p. 67) 

Pragmatic teachers who attempt new pedagogies while keeping a focus on examination 

performance simply include new aspects of learning that fit into their usual teacher-

centred practice.  It has been observed that student participation and engagement are not 

priorities in the quest for academic achievement in Singapore (Deng & Gopinathan, 

2016; K. Koh & Luke, 2009; Koh et al., 2012), which is reinforced by “the traditional 

teacher-centred and content driven educational system” (Ab Kadir, 2017, p. 229).   

In Singapore’s examination-oriented education system, pedagogy and the 

processes of teaching and learning may be neglected in the primary focus of achieving 

concrete measures of educational success (Ab Kadir, 2017).  In relation to new teaching 

methods such as drama, teachers would be concerned with the pedagogy only to the 

extent that it can achieve examinable outcomes (Stinson & Freebody, 2006; 2009).  

Furthermore, if teachers are unable to perceive the shift towards new outcomes because 

of a fundamentally instrumentalist premise of education and the corresponding focus on 

examination performance as indicators of students and teachers’ success, there appears 
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to be little need for change in teacher beliefs or actions.  Because ‘‘teachers are 

inherently sensible rather than inconsistent beings’’ (Leatham, 2006, p. 92), they will 

naturally make choices that are perceived to yield the most benefits such as teaching to 

the test rather than take a risk with drama, especially if they are not trained in drama 

education and uncertain about the outcomes.   

Even though new policies in Singapore may emphasise on the development of 

thinking skills and recommend updated ways of teaching, research has shown that 

teachers may not fully adopt the principles because they appear to be inconsistent with 

the goals and ways of achieving academic success (Isikasal-Bostan, Sahin, & Ertepinar, 

2015; Brinkmann, 2019) or teachers may misunderstand and misinterpret these policies 

in the light of their teaching experience (Caleon et al., 2018).  Teachers could also lack 

the capacity and skills to work in ways that are aligned with policy even though they 

may work hard to implement them (Wolf, Borko, Elliott, & McIver, 2000; Hamilton, 

2018).  The diversity of situations and persons makes a difference in how far the 

reforms can succeed because some teachers with little drama skill may resist change 

while others may attempt change but may be held back by their capacities.  The ones 

who do make changes are perhaps those who are equipped with drama skills, and have 

sufficient knowledge and experience of drama education to trust that the dramatic 

process can achieve examinable learning outcomes.    

Teacher Professional Development: Learning to Apply Drama as Pedagogy 

Professional development for teachers that includes training in new pedagogical 

approaches is necessary to enable teachers to be cognitively exposed to and learn about 

non-didactic methods to move away from traditional teaching practice.  It is also crucial 

for teachers who seek to apply constructivist approaches to learn appropriate strategies 

to create self-directed learning spaces for students and support students’ self-discovery 

process and collaborative learning through appropriate questioning and scaffolding 

techniques (Hamilton, 2018).  Studies have pointed to the need for professional 

development for teachers with more teaching experience to support a change in their 

existing practice (Gunel, 2008).  Even for teachers who are newer to the profession, 

Dreon and McDonald’s (2012) study show that professional development is still 

necessary to enable these teachers to overcome their fears and anxieties of applying 
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pedagogies that they had not been exposed to as students by gaining more practical 

knowledge and teaching experience. 

In an education system that has always stressed performance, teachers in 

Singapore need to learn to accept that failure and uncertainty are a necessary part of 

growth in order to engage with constructivist teaching methods.  Teachers must first be 

willing to risk failure in their starting attempts at new pedagogies and be persistent to 

continue trying even when outcomes are not as ideal as expected.  Teachers should also 

learn to respond positively to student queries, confusion and errors to demonstrate to 

students that mistakes are acceptable in the process of learning (Watkins, 2000).  In the 

move towards student-centred learning, teachers need to avoid making conclusive 

statements about a student’s (in)ability and learn to give students feedback that can 

prompt students to reflect on their learning so that students can independently identify 

and correct misconceptions if any, to eventually construct their own learning 

(Brinkmann, 2019).  Research has shown that feedback dominated by transmissionist 

teacher beliefs about education tend to be evaluative and judgmental of performance.  In 

contrast, teachers working from a constructivist viewpoint give feedback that is 

descriptive and focused on learning competencies (McCallum, Hargreaves, & Gipps, 

2000).   

In the instance of applying drama as pedagogy as a constructivist approach, 

Dunn and Stinson (2011) argue that teachers must have the pedagogical knowledge of 

teaching a subject as well as artistry.  With both sets of skills, teachers would be better 

able to “manage form and content skilfully and purposefully to achieve heightened 

cognitive and affective responses simultaneously” (p. 619) during their drama lessons.  

Based on their study on Speaking Out, a drama for English Language learning project in 

Singapore, Dunn and Stinson (2011) observe that teachers who had no prior drama 

education training felt ill equipped and unable to use Process Drama despite having 

undergone five training sessions of one and a half hour each.  Even though the research 

team of trained drama educators had supported the teachers in the co-planning and co-

teaching of Process Drama, the researchers noted that the teachers “often ignored or 

disregarded” (p. 626) the input from the research team.  Teachers chose materials for 

Process Drama that were “motivated by a range of other factors, which were often as 
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simplistic as the desire to use a particular activity or even a warm-up game that the 

individual teachers had enjoyed participating in during the preparation sessions” or 

“highly functional and language focused” (Dunn & Stinson, 2011, p. 626) tasks, which 

resulted in little change in teaching practice.  The study indicates that the skill or artistry 

of the teacher to apply the dramatic form effectively for language learning cannot be 

developed instantaneously or achieved simply with collaboration with drama educators, 

suggesting that teachers need substantially more drama training to effectively apply 

drama as pedagogy in Singapore.   

However, the same study notes that even a short exposure to drama education 

may be beneficial because teachers can start to recognise the inadequacies in their 

existing approaches and begin to have buy-in and believe in drama’s efficacy as 

pedagogy.  The researchers discovered that “the teacher with the least experience or 

interest in drama, saw the beneficial impact of drama pedagogy in her class” (Dunn & 

Stinson, 2011, p. 624).  The teacher, Pei Shan, had no previous exposure to drama 

education and had only attended the five short workshops on Process Drama in the 

course of the study.  However, Pei Shan’s participation in the study led her to be 

convinced of drama’s relevance as pedagogy and she was so eager to continue exploring 

with drama that she requested for the partnership to continue for another year.  The 

change in Pei Shan’s attitude points to possibility of teachers’ growth when they are 

thrust into something new, and suggests the possible benefits if school leaders take the 

initiative to expose teachers to new forms of teaching. 

However, without adequate training to create teacher conviction and ability in a 

new approach to teaching, teacher-centred beliefs about education are likely to continue 

to underpin teachers’ selection and delivery of a new method and teachers would fail to 

bring about an experience of constructivist learning (Hamilton, 2018).  Mohd et al.’s 

(2007) case study of teachers who were untrained in drama education in Singapore 

indicated that top-down initiatives may be unsuccessful in changing teaching practice as 

teachers tend to revert to usual teaching practice.  In the ten-week pilot programme, 

drama was applied as “a pedagogical tool in the development of confident speakers” 

(Mohd et al., 2007, p. 107) in an integrated English Language and Literature approach 

known as the Communicative Arts for Secondary One students in Crescent Girls’ 
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School, an all-girls Secondary School.  Even though the findings of the action-research 

project showed that participants had shown more interest and motivation in the learning 

of English Language and Literature because of drama, these positive outcomes were 

subsumed under the demands of examination performance.  Once the period of 

obligatory drama pedagogy was over,    

all the classes reverted to the traditional English Language and Literature 

lessons in which the students’ written skills were sharpened in preparation 

of the SS [Second Semester] Examinations. (p. 111) 

The authors of the study indicate that drama was perceived by the teachers in the study 

as an optional pedagogy that was a waste of time that disrupted students’ examination 

preparation and teachers had to scramble to recover all that they had missed during the 

curriculum hours by using drama techniques.  It is likely that the teachers’ limited 

understanding of drama as pedagogy made them skeptical and unable to assess whether 

drama had achieved the objectives of the subject. 

In Wales & Gilmer’s (2011) survey where the majority of the respondents 

claimed that they were applying drama as pedagogy, the authors argue that these 

teachers  

did not understand the multi-dimensional nature of drama and had little 

understanding of drama as an art form and/or as a pedagogy (way of 

learning) or of the interdependence of the two for learning in the classroom. 

(p. 14) 

Despite the teachers’ openness towards drama as a new pedagogy, the teachers regarded 

drama as only “a device” (p. 11), “a treat to be used after exams” (p. 11) or as an 

engaging activity.  These beliefs about how drama could be applied in the classroom 

revealed teachers’ doubt about drama’s effectiveness as pedagogy to achieve subject-

specific outcomes.   

Wales and Gilmer’s (2011) study indicate that teachers who are untrained in 

drama education tend to perpetuate their belief that that drama can be easily applied as 

pedagogy, and that teachers require little training beyond the picking up of a few drama 
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games or conventions resulting in superficial applications of drama.  The survey noted 

that of all the respondents who professed to use drama in teaching practice, only 14% of 

Primary School teachers and 29% of Secondary School teachers who had responded to 

the survey had strong drama backgrounds where they were formally trained in drama 

education in an undergraduate or postgraduate degree or diploma.  The other 

respondents had either some brief exposure to drama education from an in-service 

course (about half of the Primary School teachers and 30% of Secondary School 

teachers) while the rest of the teachers (a third of Primary School teachers and 41% of 

Secondary School teachers) had no drama education training at all.  Drama was used 

most frequently in the form of “simple drama conventions” (p. 9) across both Primary 

and Secondary levels as an icebreaker activity that had minimal connection with the 

content of study.  It is likely that drama was perceived as “a toolkit of ‘strategies and 

‘conventions’ that can be picked up and used at random, requiring little training” (p. 

14).   

Without training in drama education, no significant changes can be observed in 

teaching practice that successfully shift away from direct teaching methods.  In Wales 

and Gilmer’s (2011) survey, the authors observe that teachers took “few risks with their 

drama use” (p. 11) and primarily used conventions such as tableaux, and spontaneous 

and rehearsed improvisations of texts.  They contend  

Although many teachers claimed to work with the drama education form 

commonly referred to as ‘process drama’ it was clear from the conventions 

teachers used in both primary and secondary school that many respondents’ 

understanding of ‘process drama’ was superficial. For instance teacher-in-

role and hotseating are fundamental conventions of process drama and no 

primary school claimed to use these conventions, although some secondary 

schools did. (Wales & Gilmer, 2011, p. 11)  

Wales and Gilmer (2011) argue that the teachers in the survey struggled to become 

facilitators who would guide instead of dictate student learning, and explain   

Since these two conventions require the teacher to forfeit power and 

facilitate truly student centred holistic learning, this indicates that primary 
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school teachers are not ready to take risks, relinquish their power/control or 

shift from teacher centred learning.  (Wales & Gilmer, 2011, p. 9-10) 

It is unsurprising that teachers who are not trained or exposed to drama education do not 

dare to ‘take risks’ in their teaching.  Teachers need to be adequately skilled in applying 

drama pedagogically to become confident that the giving of ‘power’ to students in and 

through the drama classroom in their new role as facilitators can lead to desired learning 

outcomes.   

Consequently, teachers who have little training and experience in drama education 

limit the extent the goals of education reform in Singapore can be achieved by applying 

new pedagogies.  For example, a study on a curriculum innovation project in Singapore 

showed that teachers who tried to adopt drama as pedagogy had little capacity to wield 

the approach because they were limited by their lack of knowledge and skill in drama 

education (S. H. Goh & Windersalam, 2007).  In the research study, the teachers who 

were not trained in drama education perceived drama solely as a form to showcase 

student learning in a finale presentation.  Only the performance element of drama was 

applied as the final step of innovative pedagogy for the teaching of an integrated 

English and Science syllabus, after students engaged with authentic tasks such as 

conducting interviews and experiments to encourage students to ask questions and learn 

collaboratively (S. H. Goh & Windersalam, 2007).  The use of drama in this study 

indicated the teacher-researchers’ limited beliefs about how drama could be 

pedagogically applied, which suggest that teachers tend to apply the unfamiliar 

pedagogy according to their understanding of drama.  The data from the interviews with 

students showed that drama had helped to boost students’ confidence and self-esteem, 

but these findings also indicate the limited ability of the teacher-researchers to observe, 

detect and collect other possible outcomes of students’ preparation process for a 

performance and the actual performance because these were not anticipated by the 

teachers.   

For teachers in Singapore who seek to apply drama as pedagogy, training in 

drama education is crucial to support teachers to learn about drama and to use drama 

pedagogically.  Even though professional development is a key condition for 

establishing and embedding new approaches to education, the length and intensity of the 
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exposure and training affects teachers’ ability to cope with the application of new 

knowledge (Pedder & Opfer, 2013; Timperley 2011).  Guskey (2002) argues that the 

extent teachers are able to adopt new teaching methods is dependent on the form of 

professional development, the quality of instruction, and the duration of the exposure.  

Similarly, in Desimone and Garet’s (2015) framework for effective professional 

development, “content focus, active learning, coherence, sustained duration, and 

collective participation” (Desimone & Garet, 2015, p. 252) were identified as the key 

elements necessary to shift teaching practice.  Darling-Hammond and McLaughlin 

(2011) also assert that for teacher professional development to be successful in 

changing teaching practice, teachers need to be active in the learning process and to 

experience the same methods of instruction they will be using to instruct.  The irony of 

using direct instruction to introduce theoretical principles of constructivist practices is 

often lost on teacher educators and policy-makers who do not realise that “this 

negligence of democratic difference among individuals will lead to teachers, and as a 

result, students who think uncritically and become passive citizens” (Naeini & 

Shakouri, 2016, p. 588).   

Formal training in drama education that stretches across a substantial period of 

time can help to shift teacher beliefs towards constructivist principles of learning or 

construct new beliefs about teaching and learning that make teachers more likely to 

explore drama as an alternative pedagogy.  To begin to build new beliefs about 

education and the incorporation of drama, teachers need to feel supported by drama 

education training programmes that can fulfill teachers’ priorities in education, and can 

address their misconceptions and apprehensions of drama for educational aims (Kim, 

2017).  In Mohd et al.’s (2007) aforementioned study in Singapore, teachers had no 

experience with drama and were only exposed to drama education in a short two-day 

workshop.  It is unlikely that the short training programme provided teachers with 

sufficient exposure to drama and embodied ways of learning to equip them with drama 

and facilitation skills to create a lesson based on constructivist principles.   

Research has shown that short training courses often have disappointing results 

because “teachers are likely to reject new ideas that conflict with their current ideas 

unless, as part of the professional learning, their existing understandings are engaged” 
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(Timperley, Ell & LeFevre, 2018, p. 17).  Wales and Gilmer (2011) observe that some 

teachers who requested and eventually went for a short drama education training course 

after participating in the survey still struggled in using drama in a student-centred way.  

Despite having gained theoretical and experiential knowledge of learning through 

drama, they still applied drama conventions as “formulaic predictable teacher controlled 

strategies” (Wales & Gilmer, 2011, p. 15), similar to Dunn and Stinson’s (2011) 

observation of the teachers in their study.  These studies from Singapore indicate that 

without adequate training in drama education and experience of embodied learning, 

teachers struggle to grapple with applying drama and function in the role of a facilitator 

in the classroom.   

To move teachers away from these ingrained beliefs and habits of teaching and 

learning requires time during training programmes to question and examine their 

existing beliefs, as well as practice applying drama in real classroom contexts to receive 

feedback to improve their approach.  By embarking on teacher training in new 

pedagogies, teachers may also become more willing to experiment with student-centred 

methods because they are aware of the benefits they can bring to their students’ learning 

process and examination performance.  The space within teacher training programmes 

serve also to reinforce and strengthen teachers’ new beliefs through clarification with 

experts and practice in a safe environment (Kagan, 1992). Teachers are more likely to 

try out new methods such as drama strategies during training programmes without fear 

of derailing student progress or preparation for examinations.  In relation to drama as 

pedagogy, it is likely that teachers’ concerns about whether they have the time to apply 

drama in their rush to complete the syllabus in Singapore are better allayed when they 

learn first-hand through experience that embodied learning is a worthwhile investment 

of time (Wales & Gilmer, 2011).   

Training in Drama Education: Clarity in Curriculum Content, Pedagogy and 

Assessment  

In a case study documenting the use of drama in a Singapore Primary school as a 

school-based innovation, the study notes that the teacher was able to operate as a 

facilitator of embodied and collaborative learning through her application of drama (S. 

F. Goh et al., 2007).  As discussed in the previous chapter, pedagogical reform under 
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the Teach Less, Learn More initiative encouraged School-based Curriculum Innovations 

(SCI) and four schools in Singapore were documented to have applied drama as 

pedagogy as their SCI approach to improve teaching practice.  In the use of drama to 

promote engaged learning under the PETALS framework in Tampines Primary School, 

the study found that the teacher who was trained in both English teaching and drama 

education managed large group discussions effectively to provide students with 

opportunities to learn from their peers.  The teacher was also observed to ask probing 

questions and to give positive feedback to allow students the freedom to construct their 

learning through collaborative learning with their peers.  Observers of the English 

lessons commented, 

[t]here seems to be much promise in the use of drama as a pedagogical tool 

to teach concepts such as power relationships, related values and ethics, as 

Drama allows students to be in character and this constitutes a safer 

environment for sensitive issues. (S. F. Goh et al., 2007, p. 232)  

As a trained drama educator and English teacher, the teacher was able to create a 

fictional space for students to take on roles to explore issues, and able to control the 

interactions and processes in the drama classroom to structure opportunities that gave 

students space to navigate their learning.  

The study also suggests that teachers trained in drama education are better able 

to withstand the pressures of an examination-oriented education system and the 

demands made of them by school leaders and colleagues.  Although the observers had 

appreciated the potential of engaging in a fictional world to negotiate real-world issues 

as mentioned above, they also critiqued the teacher’s lack of structure in the lesson and 

suggested “the teacher could deliver more logically-sequenced tasks to aid the students 

in reaching the learning outcomes set for them” (S. F. Goh et al., 2007, p. 232).  These 

observers were likely to be colleagues who were untrained in drama education and did 

not comprehend the improvisatory nature of learning through drama to allow students 

the autonomy to co-construct knowledge with the teacher.  The challenge for teachers 

who aspire to use drama as pedagogy is to manage the expectations of colleagues who 

are unfamiliar with the art form and the open-ended process of learning.  As Wales and 

Gilmer (2011) observe,  
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[e]ven those schools that nominated drama as one of their core pedagogies 

were found to be working with drama in multiple ways and for a wide range 

of purposes without clear structures or projections in place.  (Wales & 

Gilmer, 2011, p. 11) 

Even though school leaders can identify the benefits drama can bring to student 

learning, they need to create a teaching and learning culture that is supportive of 

changing familiar models of teaching, and trust that trained drama teachers can achieve 

examination outcomes and the aims of Teach Less, Learn More through drama as 

pedagogy. 

 When teachers are trained in drama education and to teach their specific subject, 

they are also better equipped to design appropriate assessments that evaluate both drama 

and subject-specific learning outcomes that are valued in a performative education 

system.  In another school engaging in curriculum innovation, two teachers conducted a 

yearlong pilot run entitled Fun in Learning Literature through Drama that they had 

designed for students to develop literary skills in the study of poetry, short stories and a 

novel (Yasmin, 2007).  The study conducted in Tampines Secondary School reported 

positive outcomes in the use of drama for English Literature learning because “students 

were encouraged to explore issues through relevant dramatic practices and to develop 

their creativity and self-awareness” (p. 238).   

Drama was reported to be highly efficacious in this study because the two 

teachers in the study were trained in both Literature teaching and drama education, and 

could effectively apply drama pedagogically to achieve Literature outcomes.  Unlike 

Literature teachers with no drama background who are likely to struggle with a new 

pedagogy, these two teachers were able to purposefully align the Literature curriculum 

with drama as pedagogy by making changes to the process and outcomes of assessment.  

To demonstrate the relevance and efficacy of drama as pedagogy for the teaching of 

Literature, quantifiable ways of measuring students’ experience of drama were created 

by the two teachers to help students become aware of the connections between the 

process of drama and outcomes of learning.  It was observed in the case study that 

formative assessments provided students with regular feedback of their understanding in 

both drama processes and Literature outcomes, which simultaneously guided and 
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evaluated students in their learning process.  The teachers also conducted evaluations of 

students’ drama skills by keeping video-taped records of students’ performances and 

having students write reflections after each lesson to track students’ progress and ensure 

rigour in the assessment process.  Students were also assessed on their level of 

engagement in the lesson and were expected to be “fully participative during lessons, 

whether in the form of discussions, short dramatic presentations or writing in or out of 

role” (Yasmin, 2007, p. 238).  The teachers’ pedagogic skills in drama education 

enhanced their application of drama for Literature learning, and resulted in a meaningful 

and effective change in teaching practice.   

When teachers are trained in drama education, they also have a greater capacity 

to incorporate drama in meaningful ways that can cater to the different learning needs 

and styles of students.  For example, the research findings of the use of drama in 

Tampines Secondary School in the above-mentioned case study noted that there was a 

small percentage of students who did not enjoy the process of learning through drama.  

The author of the study, Yasmin (2007) argues that the onus then falls on teachers to 

employ different strategies within the general umbrella of drama to cater to students 

who are not “automatically ready for creative dynamics” (Rodrigues & Badaczewski, 

1978, as cited in Yasmin, 2007 p. 241).  She suggests that such students may be “wary 

of exposing their feelings before others and tend to be content to sit passively in classes, 

thus remaining safe from peer scrutiny and possible criticism” (Rodrigues & 

Badaczewski, 1978, as cited in Yasmin, 2007 p. 241), and urges teachers to be flexible 

to incorporate non-drama based teaching strategies to engage students at different 

levels.  In the hands of teachers who are aware of and able to wield the “Protean” 

(O’Toole et al., 2009, p. 3) nature of the art form, drama then becomes a flexible 

medium that creates different types of spaces for students to construct their own 

learning when teachers keep in mind the larger aim of engaged learning.  Teacher 

training in drama education is necessary to hold both the pedagogical and aesthetic 

processes together to achieve the full promise of working with drama.  

Conclusion 

Even as policy or school leaders recommend ways to promote engaged learning, 

teachers must first apprehend the purpose and process of the new teaching strategy, and 
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be able to connect students’ learning experience to specific topics and subject outcomes 

(E. Koh et al., 2012).  Policy-makers, school leaders and educators need to be aware 

that the use of drama can be multifarious and its efficacy for various purposes is not a 

given nor self-evident.  The presence or application of drama in a classroom does not 

necessarily bring about the process or benefits of embodied learning.  Teachers need to 

be trained in drama education and engage in critical reflection to apply drama as 

pedagogy effectively and own the constructivist principles behind drama.   

Furthermore, teachers’ motivation in adopting drama methods must be examined 

lest drama be applied in a superficial manner that makes little difference to existing 

teaching practice.  Although teachers may appear to be receptive of new initiatives, 

teachers are subject to the educational culture and context they teach in, and require 

much time and support from policy-makers and school leaders to change ingrained 

teaching habits.  Pragmatic teachers who interpret the Teach Less, Learn More policy as 

including an occasional engaging activity by using a drama game have also not 

addressed the core principle of the reform, which requires a major shift in how students 

think and learn about a subject through personal exploration and experience.  

When teachers’ beliefs about education and experience of schooling as students 

have been shaped by a neoliberalist education system, they rely on their prior 

instrumentalist beliefs to make sense of new policies.  Even though a critique17 of the 

premise of instrumentalism and the corresponding perspective of life that validates and 

reinforces the model of economic rationality that societies pursue is out of the scope of 

this thesis, policy-makers need to re-consider the extent new teaching approaches can 

take root when teacher beliefs have been shaped by a performative education system.   

It is important to recognise that teacher beliefs are socially structured and 

teachers’ actions are influenced by the context in which they work because human 

beings’ sense-making and decision-making processes are not purely cognitive but are 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 Chris Higgins (2008) draws our attention to the dangers of instrumentalism as a “point of view on life” 
that “likes to pass itself off as life itself” (p. 10). Higgins believed that instrumentalism provides states 
and governments with rhetoric to reduce the complexity and meaning of life, and define living in purely 
material and economic terms.  He questioned the premise of instrumentalism and the corresponding 
perspective of life, which validates and reinforces the model of economic rationality societies pursue.   
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also shaped by the environment.  The next chapter will describe the teaching contexts 

and professional backgrounds of the six participants in this study to contribute to an 

understanding of teachers’ complex sense-making process in their appropriation of 

drama as pedagogy.   
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Introduction 

This study investigates what teachers say about drama as pedagogy and how they 

translate their beliefs into different classroom contexts to identify the various factors 

that influence teachers’ decision-making and actions.  The first section of this 

methodology chapter will describe the design of the study and explain why and how the 

six teachers were chosen to participate in this study to frame the research study.  

Believing that every individual and situation is different, studying a diverse group of a 

small number of participants is intended to privilege “one particular instance of 

educational experience and attempt to gain theoretical and professional insights from a 

full documentation of that instance” (Freebody, 2003, p. 81).   

The second section of the chapter will describe the unique teaching context and 

professional background of each teacher in greater detail as part of a “thick description” 

(Geertz, 1977).  The contextualisation of the negotiations teachers had to make to 

comprehend and enact drama as pedagogy is crucial because the participants’ 

knowledge and experiences of education and the world are not created in a vacuum but 

are located within society, shaped by and shaping social interactions.   

 The third section of the chapter forms the bulk of this methodology chapter to 

introduce the data collection and data analysis process in this research study.  The 

section will describe the process of collecting data, the challenges faced during the 

course of fieldwork, and the ways used to navigate around different obstacles to obtain 

as much insight into teachers’ experience of applying drama as possible.  The section 

will also explain how the collected data was analysed and the rationale for the approach 

towards organizing the data analysis in the subsequent chapters of the thesis.   

 The final section of the chapter will acknowledge the role of the researcher as a 

subjective interpreter of the participants’ words and actions since “nothing speaks for 

itself” (Denzin, 1994, p. 500).  The researcher’s personal background and motivation 

for embarking on this study will be examined to surface the researcher’s personal filters 

that determined how the data was analysed and presented.  The section will also present 

the limitations of this initial investigation into the factors that affect how and why 

teachers would apply drama as pedagogy in Singapore classrooms even as this study is 
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intended to contribute to a larger understanding of how drama can be useful in 

Singapore’s education reform.   

Teachers as Enactors of the Curriculum: Privileging the Teacher’s Voice and 

Choice in the Case Study 

 The decision to conduct an in-depth study of a small group of six teachers was 

shaped by the intention to identify the extent teacher beliefs and other factors influence 

teachers’ application of drama as pedagogy.  This approach was chosen to create richer 

descriptions of teachers’ personal and teaching contexts as compared to working with a 

larger group.  It is because the perspectives of teachers are valued in this study that the 

final number of participants was capped to six teachers to ensure there was sufficient 

time with each teacher during the stage of fieldwork.  As a qualitative study, ample time 

had to be allocated to observe the six teachers’ lessons and have informal conversations 

with them to form a clearer impression of the teachers.  Having more research 

participants might have led to details being overlooked or having unspoken meanings 

go undetected, given the limited capacity of a researcher.  The focus and attention given 

to each teacher within the period of study allowed for the data to be unpacked more 

rigorously, making sense of information that did not fall neatly into patterns or themes.   

 The choice of multiple participants who consist of Primary and Secondary school 

teachers with varied levels of training and exposure in drama indicates paradigmatically 

that there is not one version of drama as pedagogy.  Instead, the six teachers provide 

unique perspectives from specific contexts that can contribute to a larger non-essential 

understanding of drama applied in Singapore classrooms.  The appreciation of 

multiplicity is particularly relevant to a qualitative study on drama because the art form 

is “powered by ephemeral, transitory and multiple realities” (Taylor, 1996, p. 273).  

When the subject of study is about the “Protean” (O’Toole et al., 2009, p. 3) art form of 

drama, it is only fitting that the methodology is adaptable to ever shifting and evolving 

truths, and values different perspectives.  In the same way that students’ experiences 

and individual perspectives are valued when teachers apply drama as a medium for 

learning in the classroom, having multiple sources contributed to a more nuanced 

collective understanding of teacher beliefs and external demands that shaped the six 

teachers’ decisions and application of the art form.    
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 Case study was the methodology chosen in this study to privilege human 

experience, which resonates with the ethos of drama and of education where the 

individual is valued holistically in all its complexities.  By paying “close attention to the 

influence of its social, political and other contexts” (Stake, 2000, p. 444), case study 

allows for the analysis of human actors within a specific education context.  Following 

Yin’s (2003) definition of case study, this research study was framed as an embedded 

case study with multiple units of analysis. This meant that the teacher participants were 

regarded as distinct units, which were analyzed separately to identify their beliefs about 

drama and how these beliefs affected their experience and practice of drama.  Each 

teacher as a unit was also subsequently analyzed together as a group of six teachers to 

collectively understand the case of drama as pedagogy in the context of education 

reform in Singapore.   

Case study methodology considers the multiple contexts teachers and their 

actions are situated in and within, which leads to a more critical construction of how 

and why teachers use drama as pedagogy in their teaching, and the factors that can 

influence the use of drama education in an instrumentalist education system.  Based on 

non-positivist philosophical principles and constructivist ways of knowing, the 

methodology values depth in contextual understanding.  Drama academic and 

practitioner Joe Winston (2006) advocates the use of case study as a research 

methodology for qualitative studies on drama and believes that drama researchers 

should apply methodologies that “chime with the forms of knowledge generated by the 

art form of drama itself” (p. 43).  As O’Toole (2006) explains, “case study honours the 

agency of the participants and positions them as experts rather than merely a source of 

data for analysis” (p. 46).  

 No restriction was placed to study a more homogenous group in a fixed context 

because any findings would not necessarily be representative of the group.  However, 

although there was no rigid criterion for the participants, there were general limits 

placed to contextualise the complexity of incorporating drama in Singapore.  Each 

participant had to be NIE-trained and teaching in a public school to investigate the 

extent new policies under the revised Thinking School, Learning Nation vision of 

education had influenced their beliefs and actions as a fully qualified teacher within the 
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Singapore education system.  All six participants were teaching in public schools at the 

time of the study, and are trained in their respective subject areas, either with a 

Bachelor’s Degree in Education or a Post-Graduate Diploma in Education18.  Only 

teachers who professed to have used drama in some way in their teaching were invited 

to participate in the study.  It was intended that having participants who believed they 

were applying drama as pedagogy could contribute to a ground-up understanding of 

their notion of drama and their beliefs that motivated their actions in the shared 

Singapore context.    

 Secondly, only Primary or Secondary School teachers participated in this study 

because there is a fixed curriculum for Primary and Secondary education in Singapore 

that work towards preparing students for the high-stakes examinations during students’ 

final year of schooling at the institution.  Hence, all teachers would be grappling with 

similar realities of student performance and a centralised curriculum despite teaching at 

different levels.  No pre-school or tertiary teachers were allowed to participate in this 

study because there is a wide range of private and public institutes at these two levels, 

and their teaching methods are not necessarily guided by government policy unlike 

Primary and Secondary education.  Pre-school education is not compulsory in 

Singapore and there is no centralised curriculum that is used to assess students’ 

capability to enter Primary schools.  The post-Secondary options for students range 

from receiving a skill-based vocational-oriented education from the Institute of 

Education and local Polytechnics, or pre-University preparation courses at Junior 

Colleges.  These multiple routes prepare students for different outcomes, which are out 

of the scope of this study to examine the impact of drama as pedagogy in education 

reform.   

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 In Singapore, all teachers have to undergo pre-service teacher training at the National Institute of 
Education (NIE) for a minimum of a year, specializing in either Primary or Secondary education before 
they can be deployed as full-fledged teachers.  If they join the teaching profession as a graduate from 
another field, they will receive a Post-Graduate Diploma in Education after a yearlong training 
programme.  Others can enter the teaching profession with a diploma or ‘A’ level results, and receive a 
Bachelor’s Degree in Education after three or four years, depending on whether they were offered an 
honours programme (MOE, 2020).   
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It is anticipated that the outcomes of this thesis can be useful to other studies and 

have currency beyond the thesis even though it is acknowledged that the experience of 

each teacher is unique and the findings of the study are non-generalisable.  However, 

particularities in the cases might also be recognized in different contexts and lead to 

“naturalistic generalisations” (Stake, 2000, p. 22), which are less didactic and can be 

“both intuitive and empirical, and not idiotic” (Stake, 2000, p. 22).  It is possible that a 

high degree of similarity and congruence between different contexts can potentially lead 

to a “transferability” (Lincoln & Guba, 2000, p. 167) based on “fittingness” (Lincoln & 

Guba, 2000, p. 167).  The limitations of this study that aims to have a big picture 

approach and assemble a bricolage to give a general sense of how drama can be applied 

in an instrumentalist education system will be discussed in the final section of the 

chapter.   

Training and Exposure to Drama Education: Recognising the Importance of 

Teachers’ Professional Backgrounds 

To contextualise the discussion on the six teachers in the subsequent analysis 

chapters, the teachers’ professional background, their level of training in drama 

education, and how they came to participate in this study will be described in this 

section.  Even though the participants had not been chosen to participate in the study as 

representatives of any group of teachers, the natural distinction between the six teachers 

based on their teaching contexts, professional backgrounds and level of drama 

education training will be applied to introduce the participants.  It is intended that 

identifying the participants with pseudonyms that corresponded with their ethic group 

could better position the teachers as individuals living in multi-ethnic Singapore and not 

as impersonal sources of data.  The names of the schools they were teaching in were 

created from random places in Singapore and popular tropical fruits to reflect how 

actual streets and schools in Singapore are named.   

May and Taufiq were teaching in Marine Grove Primary School (MGPS) and 

they were the two participants in this study who had no prior experience and training in 

drama education.  They had been assigned by the school leaders of the co-education 

Primary school to participate in the Teaching Through the Arts Programme (TTAP).  

The TTAP is an initiative by the NAC to collaborate with schools to support teachers in 
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their exploration of the arts to teach curriculum subjects.  Under the TTAP programme, 

NAC would assign a relevant teaching artist, a practitioner of the art form, to partner 

with teachers to plan and execute the art form as pedagogy in any chosen curriculum 

subject.  At the time of the study, MGPS was in their third year of collaborating with 

the same drama practitioner, in the TTAP initiative to incorporate drama into the 

teaching of Mathematics.  The drama practitioner, Sue, was referred to as a ‘teaching 

artist’ in the collaboration to indicate her background as a theatre-maker and her 

proficiency in applying drama pedagogically.   

I had first heard about TTAP at an Arts Education conference in 2013 where 

May and Taufiq’s colleague had presented a paper on the positive effects of drama for 

Mathematics learning in MGPS.  When I subsequently approached the school to invite 

teachers to participate in the research study, May and Taufiq were nominated by the 

Principal from all the teachers who were involved in the TTAP at Primary Two, Three 

and Five Levels.  This was the first time May and Taufiq were involved in the TTAP 

programme.  The school leadership believed greatly in the potential of drama for non-

arts learning for all subjects and at all levels and was very enthusiastic about the 

teachers’ participation in the TTAP.  For example, in the same year this study was 

conducted, school leaders invited Sue to conduct a daylong drama education workshop 

during the school holidays for all teachers to learn how drama could bring about 

subject-specific learning.  MGPS was very proud of being a pioneer in the use of drama 

for Mathematics learning and was also considering the use of dance for certain Science 

topics.   

At the time of the study in 2014, May had officially retired from the teaching 

profession but had returned to MGPS as an adjunct teacher who would have a lighter 

administrative workload but still be fully involved in day-to-day teaching 

responsibilities.  May was a Chinese female teacher in her late 50s who had been 

teaching Mathematics and English at the Primary level for over three decades.  May had 

no formal training in drama education and her only prior exposure to drama applied in 

educational settings had been a brief encounter in a social studies workshop.   

 Taufiq was a Malay male teacher in his early 40s who had been teaching Primary 

level Mathematics and Science in MGPS for about ten years at the time of the study.  
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He had been working as a banker previously before making a mid-career switch to a 

teacher and teaching became his newfound passion.  He was committed to his role as an 

educator and revealed during his interview that he was usually assigned to academically 

weaker classes because he was able to teach this profile of students effectively.  

Although Taufiq was experienced in teaching Art in Primary School, he had no prior 

experience or exposure to drama as pedagogy. 

Rachel was a Eurasian female in her mid-40s trained in teaching English and 

Physical Education with almost 25 years of teaching experience in Polytechnics and 

Secondary schools.  She had been teaching in Lychee Secondary School, an all-boys 

Secondary school for the past 15 years.  Rachel was not trained in teaching English 

Literature and was eager to explore with drama as her first step to grow her pedagogical 

skills in the subject.  Rachel’s superiors were very supportive of her attempt at applying 

drama as pedagogy to teach English Literature19, and had provided her with the funds to 

attend the Teaching Shakespeare through Drama workshop, which will be described 

subsequently.   

Her school context also provided the opportunity for her to experiment with 

drama because Rachel’s school leadership promoted a culture of teacher autonomy 

where teachers were encouraged to take the initiative to explore different teaching 

approaches.  Teachers in Lychee Secondary had the liberty to decide when and how to 

complete the worksheets and assignments that were prepared by a team of teachers 

based on the national curriculum as long as their students were prepared for 

examinations.   

Vicki was an Indian female teacher in her late 20s who was trained to teach 

English and English Literature at Secondary level.  Since graduating from teacher 

training, she had been teaching in co-educational Potong Ayer Secondary School, and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 The aims of the English Literature syllabus are to develop students’ appreciation of the language and 
skills for analyzing different genres and texts by: perceiving and interpreting the world around them and 
the context the text was written; engaging personally with texts; and identifying the craft and effect of 
literary texts.  There are two equally weighted papers in the assessment format for the O-levels with one 
paper focusing entirely on students’ study of one set Drama text chosen by the school.  Six possible 
Drama texts are available for schools to choose including Singapore playwright Haresh Sharma’s Off 
Centre and classics such as Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar and George Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion. (SEAB, 
2018)   
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was coming to the end of her four-year teaching bond20 with MOE.  Vicki was given 

much freedom to incorporate drama into her lessons as she was one of only two 

Literature teachers in the school.  She was also highly regarded by her superiors because 

her students had consistently performed well in Literature at the national examinations 

so she was given free reign in her teaching practice.  In her short four years as a 

qualified teacher, Vicki had contributed an article about teaching Literature in enjoyable 

and creative ways in a book published for teachers in Singapore, and Vicki’s school 

leaders and educators from other schools in Singapore considered Vicki an effective 

teacher who used innovative methods.   

However, Vicki had no prior knowledge or exposure to drama education, and 

like Rachel, was only equipped with basic drama education techniques from a five-day 

Teaching Shakespeare through Drama workshop, which both teachers had attended at 

the same time in 2013.  The workshop was conducted during a weeklong school 

holiday, and the choice to give up their break to learn about drama education indicated 

Vicki and Rachel’s desire and commitment to exploring new pedagogies.  The 

workshop was based on the drama techniques of the Royal Shakespeare Company, and 

its Singapore run was organised by the Singapore Repertory Theatre, and taught by 

renown UK drama educator and academic Jonothan Neelands and Rachel Gartside from 

the Royal Shakespeare Company in the UK.  The details of the course that was designed 

to provide teachers with the opportunity to experience embodied learning as 

participants, and space to reflect on the relevance and feasibility of applying drama in 

their own contexts will be elaborated in Chapter Five.  I got to know Rachel and Vicki 

as fellow participants at the workshop, and subsequently approached them individually 

to invite them to participate in this research study. 

At the time of the study, Khairul, a male Malay teacher in his mid-20s, had just 

completed his undergraduate studies and had started teaching at the start of the 

academic year.  Khairul was the only teacher in this study to have undergone four years 

of pre-service teacher training at NIE with a major in Drama and a minor in English 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 Upon completing teacher education training at the National Institute of Education (NIE), teachers have 
to serve a three year bond because MOE pays their full tuition fee.  Trainee teachers also receive a 
monthly salary and bonus from MOE during their time of study.  A teacher who leaves the service before 
completing the three-year bond “will have to pay liquidated damages to the Ministry” (MOE, 2020).  
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from his Bachelor of Arts (BA) Degree programme in Education (NIE, 2018).  In 

Khairul’s BA (Ed) Theatre and Drama training, he learnt about drama as a performance 

art and how to teach the art form pedagogically.  As mentioned in Chapter One, the 

performance aspects of his studies included acting, playwriting, directing, and devising, 

which were taught in modules such as “Performance Responses: Rehearsing, Staging 

and Responding” (NIE, 2018).  The components of education and drama in the 

curriculum included modules such as “Planning and Facilitating Drama Education”, 

which aimed to equip trainee teachers with the necessary skills to create effective drama 

lessons (NIE, 2018).  Khairul was also an aspiring playwright with a deep interest in 

theatre, and was deeply committed to amateur and professional theatre projects after 

school hours.  Khairul’s training and background made him a firm believer in the 

relevance of applying drama as pedagogy, and the value of the arts as an integral part of 

a child’s development.   

Khairul’s teaching context was also different from the other participants in the 

study because of his teacher training in both English and Drama.  He was in the unique 

situation of teaching in two affiliated Secondary schools where he taught English three 

days a week in one school, and taught Drama21 as a subject in the other school the other 

two days of the week.  Permission for him to participate in this study had to be sought 

and was given from his superiors in both schools even though the study focused only on 

his teaching of Drama in the all-boys Chempedek Secondary School.  In Chempedek 

Secondary School, Drama was part of the school’s new English syllabus to adapt the 

centralised national English Language22 and English Literature curriculum to their 

school’s context.  As part of their attempt at curriculum reform, school leaders 

recognised that the larger purpose of language learning was to build students’ ability to 

thrive in the 21st Century with literacy and communication skills.  The school leaders 

wanted the integrated subject to connect the links between the Drama, English 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 As mentioned in Chapter One, the capitalization of the letter ‘D’ is used to indicate Drama as a subject 
within the education system in this thesis.  Whenever the lowercase is used, it refers to drama’s 
application as pedagogy.  With reference to the six teachers, the uppercase Drama is used only to refer to 
the subject Khairul was teaching as part of the English syllabus in Chempedek Secondary School.   
 
22 The aims of the English Language syllabus are to build students’ ability to communicate effectively in 
English by focusing on: ability to comprehend and interpret information from a variety of mediums and 
sources; and express themselves verbally and in writing in Internationally Acceptable English (SEAB, 
2013).  
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Language and English Literature objectives to achieve the aims of Teach Less, Learn 

More and fulfil the outcomes of the new vision of education.   

 Devi was an Indian female teacher in her early 30s with six years of experience 

teaching English and Mathematics at the Primary level.  At the time of the study, Devi 

had just transferred to Churchill Primary School from another Primary School.  I had 

met Devi at an education conference in 2013 where I was presenting a paper on the use 

of drama for social-emotional learning.  Devi had attended my presentation and, during 

the question and answer segment had contributed her experience of using drama in 

response to a question posed by another member of the audience.  After the 

presentation, we had a chat and I subsequently invited her to participate in the study.   

 Devi was the only other teacher in this study to have training in drama education, 

and had just graduated from a yearlong full time Masters programme in Drama 

Education from NIE.  As described in Chapter One, the higher degree focused on drama 

performances and processes in relation to educational contexts, and emphasised the 

multi-disciplinary approach in drama learning.  Devi’s training in drama education 

enabled her to learn about and apply Process Drama in a coherent and sustainable 

manner because she had developed skills in using drama as a vehicle for learning.  Devi 

had voluntarily taken a year off teaching to embark on the Masters programme full-time 

as part of her professional development, which revealed Devi’s deep interest and 

commitment to drama as an alternative approach to teaching and learning.   

Investigating Teachers’ Professed Beliefs: Conducting Semi-structured Interviews  

 Before the research study could commence officially, consent had to be sought 

from various stakeholders to acknowledge the aims and processes of this study and to 

support the working relationship between the teachers and the researcher.  Approval 

was first obtained from the ethics board in NIE, NTU (Appendix C) and permission 

from MOE (Appendix D), followed by an invitation to teacher participants and their 

school leaders to participate in the study (Appendix E).  After the schools and 

participants had indicated their decision to participate in the study, an initial schedule to 

conduct interviews and observe their lessons was worked out with each teacher.   
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Interviews were conducted to privilege the views of the teacher participants, and 

lesson observations by the researcher as a non-participant observer contributed to an 

understanding of how individual teachers came to interpret their experiences of 

applying drama in their particular context.  As inductive methods (L. Cohen, Manion, & 

Morrison, 2007), interviews and lesson observations yielded much depth and 

complexity in the search for answers from human actors, actions and interactions within 

the school setting.  In addition, teachers were asked to keep a reflective journal to 

document their thoughts over the ten-week period individual teachers had identified as 

the most likely time they would be applying drama.  Although the reflective journals 

were intended to document what teachers were thinking about their thinking, decisions 

and resultant actions, this method of collecting data was unsuccessful, as will be 

discussed subsequently.   

To capture teachers’ beliefs about drama, the education system and the realities 

of exploring with new teaching methods, interviews were conducted to allow for 

teachers to articulate their thoughts about education and drama.  Two interviews were 

initially planned for each participant, with the first interview before or at the start of the 

ten-week observation period and the second interview conducted at the end of the ten 

weeks.  The time lapse between the two interviews was planned to provide adequate 

time to allow for a comparison between teachers’ thoughts about drama, and any 

evolving perspective of their experience of applying drama.  It was anticipated that ten 

weeks of applying drama as pedagogy would give teachers time to generate new 

insights or surface dormant notions about drama or teaching and learning.  However, in 

Rachel’s and Vicki’s instance, the duration between the two interviews stretched 

beyond the planned ten-week period because they were unable to find time to meet 

during the school term and preferred to have the final interview conducted during the 

school holidays.  Nonetheless, identifying teachers’ “multiple realities” (Pyett, 2003, p. 

1173) across a period of time acknowledged teachers’ complex cognitive process at 

work and provided a basis of comparison of whether these beliefs were stable or 

evolved in the process of using drama.  The two planned interviews were audio-

recorded and subsequently referred to as formal interviews (Appendix F).  Immediate 

impressions from the interviews were also recorded in the field notes (see Appendix G 

for an example of the field notes extracted from the final interview with Vicki).   
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The interviews with the teachers were planned to be semi-structured where 

participants did not have to answer a rigid set and sequence of questions in an open-

ended interview process.  Instead, questions that were deemed most appropriate to 

different teachers and their context were chosen to let the conversation evolve 

organically, building from and on participants’ responses (Rose, 1994; Crabtree & 

Miller, 1999; Diefenbach, 2008; Whiting, 2008; Brinkmann, 2014).  Hence, some of the 

prepared questions were not asked when more interesting threads of thought were 

followed based on the teacher’s response.  The loose structure of the interview had the 

researcher responding to what was said rather than bulldozing through a list of 

questions, which helped to create an atmosphere of openness and trust where the 

teachers realised that their thoughts and opinions were valued.   

Based on the literature review that personal, professional and cultural factors 

influence the extent teachers participate in education reform, the questions in the first 

interview were designed to obtain an impression of the teacher, their personal and 

teaching background, and their general beliefs about teaching.  For instance, E. Koh et 

al.’s (2012) study on the adoption of games in the Singapore classroom identified 

personal, professional and cultural factors as push and pull factors that influence 

teachers’ perception and use of new pedagogies.  Applying their framework into this 

study, in addition to basic profiling questions about the subjects and levels each teacher 

taught and the number of years they had been teaching, the questions in the first 

interview were designed to elicit teachers’ beliefs about education and identify external 

factors that led them to apply drama in their teaching (see Appendix H for the list of 

interview questions).  For example, the questions “describe your journey that led you 

into teaching” and “describe your experience of teaching thus far” were intended to 

understand teachers’ background and glean teachers’ underlying beliefs about teaching 

and learning in general.  Other questions such as “How long have you been aware of the 

term or idea of drama [in] education23?” and “how long have you been applying drama 

[in] education?” were meant to draw out teachers’ understanding and experience of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 The term ‘drama [in] education’ was initially used in this research study to denote ‘drama education’ 
and ‘drama in education’ with the former as a term for teaching about drama as an art form, and the latter 
to identify the use of drama for educational aims.  Subsequently, during the data analysis process, the 
term ‘drama in education’ was further unpacked to ‘drama as pedagogy’ to indicate more precisely the 
application of drama as an instructional method.   
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drama as pedagogy.  These same questions were also intended to detect environmental 

factors such as education policy, centralised curriculum and school support as push 

factors that encouraged teachers to apply drama, which could be further elaborated with 

follow-up questions asked during the semi-structured interview.   

In addition, to hear from teachers’ directly about the contextual influences on 

their teaching practice, “describe what you believe to be a typical classroom setting in 

Singapore” was asked to discuss the culture of education in Singapore, and “describe 

what you believe to be a typical classroom setting in your school” to understand the 

culture of teaching and learning specific to each school and teacher.  All teachers were 

also asked to “describe what you believe to be a typical scenario in your classroom” to 

document their current teaching practice before their application of drama.  It was 

intended that these descriptive questions could identify personal pull factors that 

motivated teachers to attempt drama and yield more information about teacher beliefs 

based on their practice to supplement direct questions such as “what do you think is the 

value of drama [in] education?” that might only elicit what teachers perceived as model 

responses.   

For the teachers who had attempted to apply drama as pedagogy before this 

study, comparative questions such as “what does your classroom look like when you are 

using drama?” and “how do your lessons differ when you use drama in your 

classroom?” to describe whether and how their teaching practice had changed because 

of drama.  To complement these descriptions of the drama classroom, teachers were 

also asked, “what do you hope to achieve through drama [in] education?” to reflect on 

their aspirations for drama as pedagogy and the efficacy of the method to achieve their 

aims.  Regardless of their experience in applying drama, all teachers were asked “what 

can you do to enhance your students’ learning?” and “what methods of support do you 

feel would be helpful to your further professional development?” to understand what 

teachers believed about their roles in the classroom and whether they were personally 

interested and motivated in applying drama pedagogically as part of their growth as 

teachers.   

The questions for the second interview, which is listed as Final Interview in 

Appendix H were crafted to document teachers’ reflection and learning through their 
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involvement in conducting drama-based lessons. Questions such as “what difference has 

drama [in] education made in your teaching?” were meant to provide opportunity for 

teachers to give their perspectives on what they thought and thus indicate their 

interpretation of how drama pedagogy works.  To support teachers to articulate their 

experience of applying drama, specific questions such as “describe key moments in 

your lessons” were asked to help teachers to identify significant positive and negative 

episodes that had shaped their understanding and use of drama.  It was intended that 

these descriptions could support teachers to subsequently respond to questions such as 

“what do you understand about drama [in] education now since this research project?” 

to articulate their thoughts about the ways and processes in which drama could be 

applied pedagogically, and eventually “describe the value of drama [in] education” to 

their teaching practice.   

Questions to understand the challenges teachers encountered and elicit teacher 

opinion on how they could be better supported to apply drama were also included into 

the second interview.  These included “would you continue to apply drama [in] 

education? Why or Why not?” and “what difficulties have you encountered in the past 

10 weeks?” to hear from teachers about their evaluation of drama’s efficacy and 

relevance as well as identify external factors that may have contributed to their 

experience of applying drama pedagogically.  Teachers were also asked their opinion on 

whether “it would be useful to introduce drama across the curricula” to further map out 

teacher beliefs on how drama can be applied and the effect drama can potentially have 

on teaching and learning.  For the teachers who were keen to continue in their 

exploration of drama, questions such as “how would you like to improve on your drama 

lessons?” and “what methods of support do you feel would be helpful to your further 

professional development in using drama in your classroom?” were included to identify 

ways that teachers desired to grow in, especially with the support of school leaders or 

the policy-makers.  

In the process of conducting interviews, the tone of the interview was made as 

informal as possible to establish a relationship with the participant, build rapport and 

gain trust.  In this study, the researcher was positioned as an equal with emphatic 

understanding and personal feelings who would freely share opinions and answer 
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participants’ questions because there can be “no intimacy without reciprocity” (Oakley, 

1981, p. 49).  The desire to do so was not as a ruse to put the participant at ease to elicit 

more information or other “opportunistic reasons” (Fontana & Frey, 1994, p. 369), but 

to have an honest conversation between two educators with personal opinions and 

personal experiences of drama. 

The sense of camaraderie and openness during the interviews had a positive 

effect because some participants were comfortable enough to share less than socially 

desirable thoughts about their experience as teachers, the school they were teaching in 

or the education culture in Singapore.  For instance, Vicki confided in her final 

interview that she was contemplating leaving Potong Ayer Secondary School to teach in 

the Institute of Technical Education (ITE), a post-Secondary education institution in 

Singapore (Appendix G).  It is probable that Vicki had felt comfortable enough in the 

interview process and trusted the researcher to speak of such sensitive matters when her 

superiors did not know of her intentions.  However, the conversational tone of the 

interview also had its drawbacks because some participants treated the study more 

casually and were not committed to meet for the interviews.  The implications of a less 

formal relationship between the researcher and participants will be further discussed in 

the final section of the chapter on the limitations of the study.   

Capturing Teachers’ Emergent Beliefs: Adapting to Changes in the Data and Data 

Collection Process 

This section will detail the changes to the initial research plan in the process of 

fieldwork to provide a measure of flexibility for the participants and to accommodate 

different teachers.  To obtain more evidence of teacher beliefs and their thought 

processes in their use of drama, reflective journals were also initially planned as a 

platform for the participant to look back at their thoughts and actions more critically.  It 

was anticipated that these weekly reflections of teachers’ attempts at drama as pedagogy 

could provide further data to examine how a teacher is affected and influenced by 

internal and external expectations, and societal constraints (Dacre & Mackey, 1999).  In 

addition, the keeping of the reflective journal over ten weeks was meant to track any 

change in teacher beliefs in the time lapse between the two interviews, which could also 

serve as a reference for the second interview where amalgamated thoughts and recurrent 
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issues could be explored in greater length and detail.  However, during the data 

collection process, the six teachers were resistant24 towards writing their reflections 

even when prompted face-to-face or reminded during the week via mobile text 

messages.   

The teachers’ lack of enthusiasm in documenting their applications of drama, 

thought processes and reflections can be an indication that the teachers did not prioritise 

reflective practice in their use of a new pedagogy.  As argued in the previous chapters, 

without actively reflecting during and after a drama-based lesson, teachers are less 

equipped to adapt and adjust to the open-ended method of teaching that drama offers.  

The implications of neglecting to reflect on their actions will be examined in the 

subsequent analysis chapters.      

 In every research process, change and unanticipated circumstances occur, from 

minor changes in schedules to major roadblocks such as teacher resistance. These must 

be mindfully managed, as best possible, to yield fruitful outcomes.  When a research 

process often encounters the unexpected or unanticipated (Ely, Anzul, Freidman, 

Garner, & Steinmetz, 1991), researchers need to respond to uncertainty.  This ability to 

adapt when new situations arise is similar to the role teachers play in their application of 

drama as pedagogy to facilitate and work with students’ ideas, responses and 

interactions to enable them to learn meaningfully.  By relinquishing control over the 

research process and the need for absolute answers in the research study, power was 

shared with the research participants as co-constructors of knowledge in the same way 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24When I met the teachers face to face for lesson observations and asked about their reflective journals, 
they often expressed embarrassment and explained that they were too busy or it had slipped their minds.  
Although I occasionally reminded the teachers of their commitment to keep journals in the research 
invitation and addressed the need for reflective journals to help teachers think and reflect on their process, 
the teachers kept stressing that they had no time.  When the teachers first raised their struggle of having 
no time, I had assumed that the teachers meant that they were too mentally engaged or actively involved 
in aspects of teaching that they could find no time and felt they had no capacity to pen their thoughts 
down.  Hence, I then asked the teacher participants to verbally record their thoughts and send the 
recording to me via a voice-recording feature on a smart phone application, Whatsapp, commonly used in 
Singapore for text messaging.  I could then compile their thoughts and unpack them at the final interview 
rather than add to their teaching workload.  When none of the teachers responded to my prompts and 
reminders of documenting reflections verbally, I had a hunch that it may not be an issue about the lack of 
time but the value of investing their time in reflection.  The teachers may have regarded the reflection 
process as an additional and unnecessary demand on their time, and the implications of the lack of 
reflective practice will be examined in the subsequent chapters.    
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students contribute to their own learning in the classroom.        

 To still fulfill the aim of capturing teachers’ emergent and possibly changing 

beliefs about drama for the purposes of this study, the reflective journal was 

subsequently replaced with casual conversations deliberately initiated before and after 

each lesson observation.  It was intended that the inclusion of casual conversations as a 

source of data in the place of reflective journals could also serve as moments of 

reflection where the teachers would use the researcher’s presence as a physical 

sounding board and create a process similar to writing reflections. This subsequently 

provided the researcher with an opportunity to better understand some of the ideas the 

teachers were working with, and their experience of drama pedagogy.  Most of the 

teachers were willing to engage in these chats with the researcher because it did not 

appear to impose upon their time or take away time from other responsibilities.  These 

conversations become valuable sources of data because the chats before the lesson 

observation provided insights into how teachers had planned for a drama-based lesson 

and the objectives they intended to achieve; and the post-lesson conversations gave 

them an opportunity to express an immediate valuation of their application of drama and 

concerns regarding what worked and what needed to be improved.  Documented as 

informal interviews in the data collection process (Appendix F), these casual 

conversations were not audio-recorded to help teachers feel more at ease and field notes 

were taken immediately after the conversations.   

Another unexpected source of data for May and Taufiq also emerged in the 

course of this research study in the form of group planning meetings they attended 

together with the drama practitioner that was audio-recorded (Appendix F).  Each 

meeting was subsequently regarded as a group interview for May and Taufiq during the 

coding process to glean insights into teachers’ thinking and planning process as well as 

observe the process of collaboration and the dynamics of the relationship between 

teacher and teaching artist.  Having access to these meetings also provided insight to the 

depth of commitment and support the school management gave to drama, and provided 

much insight on the dynamics of the teacher participants’ school context, especially 
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when May and Taufiq’s colleagues25 and school leaders, including the Principal 

occasionally attended these meetings.   

Uncovering Teachers’ Tacit Beliefs: Observing Teachers in Action  

To gain a fuller understanding of what teachers believe about drama pedagogy, 

which goes beyond just what teachers say about drama, lesson observations were 

conducted.  It was intended that the documentation of how teachers incorporated drama 

into their lesson plan, how teachers applied drama to achieve their objectives, and the 

different ways drama emerged in their lessons would either support teachers’ professed 

beliefs or surface teachers’ tacit beliefs.  As described in Chapter One, teachers’ beliefs 

and actions may not always be congruent and teachers are often unaware that their 

beliefs and actions appear to be contradictory to an observer.  Teacher beliefs can be 

better inferred from what teachers practice in the classroom in relation to what they say 

about their motivations and aspirations for learning.  Observed inconsistencies can lead 

to a deeper investigation into teacher beliefs that teachers may not be conscious of or 

may not have articulated.  Incongruence between what is said and what is done can also 

point to how other factors, such as school systems and learning cultures, impact the way 

beliefs can be put into action.      

To provide a “systematic description of events, behaviors, and artifacts in the 

social setting chosen for study” (C. Marshall & Rossman, 1989, p. 79), lessons were 

observed in a naturalistic setting, with the researcher as a non-interventionist and non-

participant observer.  It was intended that the presence of the researcher be unobtrusive 

and allow for the lesson to be conducted as authentically as possible, in a real-life 

setting, to document the process and realities of teachers’ application of drama.  To 

reduce the effects of different classroom dynamics caused by different groups of 

students, each teacher’s drama lesson was observed only when they taught the same 

class.  Even when some teachers applied drama across all their classes, for example, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 The researcher was also introduced to other teachers and school leaders in MGPS during these planning 
meetings, which provided opportunities to converse with other teachers and observe other drama-based 
classes conducted in the school.  These conversations and observations subsequently served as data 
collected from the fieldwork process and added detail to May and Taufiq’s unique involvement in the 
TTAP initiative.  
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Rachel and Khairul, the lesson observations centred on the same class with a consistent 

group of students throughout the observation period.  This made the researcher more 

familiar with the particular classroom context and thus able to make more astute 

observations about how the teachers were navigating the challenges of drama pedagogy 

in their lessons.   

In this research study, the teachers did not have to adhere rigidly to the number 

of lesson observations even though the invitation to participate in the research study had 

indicated at least five lesson observations.  To respect each participant’s autonomy as 

teachers who would make the most appropriate pedagogical decisions, they were not 

compelled by the researcher to apply drama at least five times in the ten-week research 

period.  It was also anticipated that the regularity and frequency of their use of drama 

could serve to indicate teachers’ motivation and commitment to an attempt at changing 

teaching practice.  The lack of strict enforcement of teachers’ initial commitment 

resulted in a varying number of lesson observations during the observation period 

depending on when each teacher deemed drama to be relevant for their teaching 

objectives.  Consequently, there was a disparity in the number of lesson observations 

with each teacher, which ranged from two to ten lesson observations, and the initial 

hunch was proved accurate as the least experienced teachers applied drama in fewer 

lessons when compared to teachers who were trained in drama education (see Appendix 

I for lesson observation dates).   

The decision to have no recording devices was made from the start of the study 

to minimise the presence of the researcher and to observe the classroom in as 

naturalistic a setting as possible.  However, it must be acknowledged that having no 

form of recording meant an inability to reference back to a particular instance in the 

lesson, and no way to gain new insights that may have not been noticed in a life setting 

by the researcher.  Furthermore, due to resource constraints in this study, it was not 

possible to have an additional field-noter who could have triangulated the data.  As will 

be examined in the final section of the chapter, researcher subjectivity in the data 

collection process limited the focus to particular details, which entailed leaving out 

some other material that may be worth noting given another research frame or lens.   
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However, the decision not to bring recording devices into the classroom proved 

to be wise in a Primary School setting where students are younger and can be more 

affected by changes in classroom settings.  During one lesson observation, a primary 

school decided to video record the same drama lesson for teacher training purposes.  

Despite placing the video camera at the back of the classroom to minimise student 

distraction, students were visibly amused by the teacher who was wearing a head-set 

that served as a microphone and synchronised the lens of the video camera that 

swivelled to track her every movement.  Throughout the lesson, a few students sought 

opportunities to move closer to the teacher so as to be included in the camera frame, 

turned their heads around to look at the moving camera, grinned and made funny faces, 

which attracted even more students to look at the camera.  The video camera then 

became not only a distraction for students but also created unanticipated classroom 

management issues for the teacher.  

To ensure that comprehensive field notes were taken during the lesson 

observations, DeWalt and DeWalt’s (2002) running observation record was adapted 

with the intention to focus on the teacher, sense the unspoken classroom dynamics and 

note significant moments “where connections, correlations, and causes can be witnessed 

as and how they unfold” (Adler & Adler, 1994, p. 378).  The written observation record 

also included a sketch of the environment of the classroom to provide a physical setting 

to how drama was used.   The sketch was intended to complement the questions in the 

first interview that sought to understand whether drama lessons would transform 

teaching and learning spaces, and to ascertain whether the six teachers in the study 

struggled with space constraints, which was a factor some teachers in Wales and 

Gilmer’s (2011) study had raised as preventing their use of drama.  The observation 

record was divided into three columns with the first column documenting the 

researcher’s observations on the teacher’s use of drama and key actions in the classroom 

in five-minute durations and not a second by second indiscriminate description of what 

the teacher said and did (see Appendix J for a sample observation plan).  The decision 

was made not to furiously record everything the teacher did in order to obtain a better 

sense of what was happening in the classroom and the general mood of the lesson to 

make significant observations.  The attention given to students was mainly intended to 

note whether teachers’ interactions with students sustained a more open-ended, non-
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didactic approach to teaching through drama.  General classroom dynamics, individual 

students’ behaviour and interactions were also recorded if deemed interesting or 

significant to understanding the teacher’s approach to drama.   

To understand how teachers’ initial plans mapped with reality and identify any 

classroom factors that could influence or change their intentions, the attention of the 

observation was primarily given to teachers and their application of drama during the 

lesson.  Described as a “focused observation” (Angrosino & Mays de Pérez, 2000, p. 

673), the observations were focused intentionally on teachers’ actions that were related 

to their responses from the first interview and subsequent informal chats.  However, it is 

acknowledged that the weakness of such a focused approach is inadequate 

documentation of student interactions during a drama lesson and responses to teachers’ 

application of drama.  Even though part of the observation process also included 

students, it was primarily to observe teachers’ nonverbal and physical communication, 

and their response to students (Merriam, 2009).   

For example, in an extract from Rachel’s lesson using role-play to evaluate 

students’ understanding of the themes from Macbeth by enacting a chosen theme in a 

modern context, notes were made whenever Rachel or her students said or did 

something significant instead of writing descriptions of students’ role-play presentations 

(Appendix K).  Although this meant that students’ work could not be referred to again 

since there was no video recording, greater attention could be paid to what Rachel said 

in response to the student presentation, which is of greater value in this study on 

teachers’ application of drama.  It was observed that Rachel did not evaluate students’ 

role-play based on artistry or drama skills, and she commented primarily about the 

relevance of the modern enactment to the original play and students’ ability to draw out 

the themes.  This observation was subsequently identified as Rachel’s inability to 

critique the elements of drama in student performance in the analysis process, which 

contributed to the argument in this thesis that teacher training in drama education is 

necessary for yielding maximum outcomes from the application of drama as pedagogy.   

Despite the limitations of a focused approach, it is intended that the attention on 

the teacher helped to guide the researcher’s decision on what and where to observe 

since there were always multiple interactions happening simultaneously in the 
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classroom.  For example, Rachel had said that she wanted her students to “learn through 

play” (Interview 3, 130314) so her process of creating a playful lesson were prioritsed 

during the lesson observations to draw out what Rachel meant by play and whether her 

beliefs corresponded to her actions.  Special attention was also paid to each teacher’s 

role as a facilitator because how the teacher stimulated discussion and collaboration 

during the application of a drama convention is an important aspect of constructivist 

learning through drama, as argued in Chapter One.   

In addition to the researcher’s observations, two more columns were included in 

the observation record to document the researcher’s immediate thoughts and subsequent 

thoughts on the same instance.  Immediate thoughts were recorded as reflection-in-

action, and subsequent thoughts as reflection-on-action as a researcher, which Philip 

Taylor (2003) has suggested is useful to capture the researcher’s instinctive response to 

the teacher’s action in the moment as well as after the lesson.  The two-step reflection 

process of reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action recorded in the field notes were 

particularly valuable data sources because there was no video or audio tape-recording 

for the lesson observations and there could be no further reference to the lesson apart 

from what had been described and recorded on the observation notes.  For example, in 

the instance of Rachel’s lesson observation mentioned above, it was recorded in the 

reflection-in-action column that Rachel’s students were “on the ball” and set up the 

performance space without supervision when Rachel left the classroom to collect her 

laptop that she had forgot to bring to class (Appendix K).  Subsequently, after the 

lesson, upon reflection-on-action, the incident created the impression that her students 

were “serious and keen” and notes were made regarding the “culture of the school”.  

These reflections subsequently contributed to the data analysis where the profile of 

students and school culture were identified as factors that encouraged Rachel to apply 

drama as pedagogy.   

Together with the unexpected source of data from informal interviews before 

and after lesson observations, the formal interviews and lesson observations sought to 

identify the various factors that influenced teachers’ decision to apply drama.  The table 

in Appendix L summarises the forms of data collected from the six teachers.  As will be 

explained in the next section, what the teachers said and how they used drama during 
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their lessons were analysed and juxtaposed to understand teachers’ motivations, 

intentions and choices made during the lesson.  This added to a deeper understanding of 

what drama entailed for teachers who had varied training and exposure in drama, in 

terms of teacher preparedness and response in the classroom.   

Making Sense of Teacher Beliefs and Actions: Principles and Practices in The 

Process of Data Analysis  

The process of data analysis will be described in this section to explain how the 

interpretation of the data had been derived through careful selection and distillation of 

the data sources through different coding methods.  Denzin and Lincoln (2011) have 

supported the use of a variety of coding methods to ensure “rigor, breadth, complexity, 

richness and depth” (p. 10) to the data interpretation process.  Accordingly, this research 

study applies Saldaña’s (2013) approach of coding different sources of data, which he 

terms eclectic coding (pp. 187-193) to describe how different coding methods can be 

applied to analyse data.   

Eclectic coding can be considered a hybrid form of coding that allowed for data 

from different sources to be examined in relation to each other, and to apply emergent 

themes across data sources to draw out teacher beliefs and identify other factors that 

influenced each teacher’s capacity to apply drama as pedagogy.  In order to mine the 

data adequately, each source of data from every teacher was coded individually and the 

resultant themes from each source were pulled together to identify categories that were 

significant for the teacher.  These categories were then compared across the different 

teachers, which resulted in the final analysis and organisation of the findings of this 

study.   

For the formal interviews that had been tape-recorded, concept mapping was 

applied where the interview was listened once through, and the contents of the interview 

mapped out on the second listen (Simons, 2009).  Important vignettes from the 

recordings of the interviews that emerged through the process of concept mapping were 

then transcribed.  For example, from Taufiq’s final interview, the vignettes that were 

transcribed included his reasons for using drama as a “more engaging” method in 

comparison to his previous use of outdoor Mathematics trail, the need for routines for 
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“tail end students”, his understanding of learning through aesthetics, and his belief in 

written work (Appendix M).  These vignettes subsequently contributed to the data 

coding and theme-ing process, which will be elaborated on later in this section.   

Helen Simons (2009) has argued that working directly from audio-recordings in 

this way “avoids the tendency to view the transcript as a sacrosanct record” (p. 123) and 

“the trap of assuming that transcripts carry all the meaning” (Simons, 2009, p. 123).  

Based on the example of Nigel Northcott’s (1996) doctoral thesis on the appraisal of 

nursing, concept mapping served as a simultaneous form of transcription and coding to 

“optimize the process of coding, categorizing, interpreting and transcribing all in one 

activity” (Simons, 2009, p. 124).     

The holistic process of concept mapping to simultaneously think, reflect and 

map meaning and implications of words spoken during the interview required much 

attention to listen, analyse and document key moments.  It was intended that concept 

mapping could simulate a more authentic response and analysis of what had transpired 

during the interviews by re-listening to same recording to accurately transcribe and 

categorise a vignette appropriately.  Listening to the interviews again also provided new 

insights to emerge by paying attention to the teachers’ tone of voice that may have been 

neglected previously.  For example, the inference that Taufiq appeared to place all the 

responsibility on Sue, as a drama practitioner, to devise and plan for the drama lesson 

was only made during concept mapping, and not during the group planning meetings.  

Taufiq’s tone of voice and the emphasis on the way he said ‘you’ when he had declared 

to Sue “you are the catalyst [. . .] you have to make [the Mathematics concept] more 

layman” (Group Planning Meeting 2, 110914) during a group planning meeting was 

only picked up during the second listen of the interviews.  As will be analysed in 

Chapter Four, his words and tone were a significant indicator of his beliefs about his 

role in the TTAP.   

Reviewing the interviews in this organic way through concept mapping enabled 

memories of the interviews to surface and bring back to mind thoughts that had 

occurred during the process of interviewing but were not recorded in the field notes.  

Listening to the teachers’ voices also reminded the researcher of each individual 

teacher’s identity and personality that had shaped their beliefs about drama and 
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education.  The immersion in the audio reality of the interview added a human touch to 

the process of analyzing data because the teachers were valued as individuals with 

historicity and not merely as research participants.   

Reviewing the recordings and the organic emergence of codes and categories 

through concept-mapping was also more relevant to a study on drama where the 

principles of obtaining new knowledge are more fluid.  Instead of a clinical separation 

between transcription and coding, and the subsequent mechanical process of sifting out 

themes without giving thought to the life(s) behind the data, concept mapping provided 

the flexibility to traverse between the micro and macro aspects of the teacher’s 

perspective of drama, and surface related educational issues that subsequently formed 

the themes for analysis.  However, it must be acknowledged that there was a weakness 

of not having fully transcribed interviews to base the analysis because only vignettes 

identified as relevant or important were transcribed, and data may have been ignored in 

the initial concept mapping that might have proven valuable subsequently.   

Applying concept mapping to distil the interview from different coding lenses 

simultaneously meant that as the researcher listened to the interviews, codes were 

handwritten into relevant categories on different sheets of paper, pre-divided into three 

headings: causation, values, and others to form three separate maps.  Causation coding 

and values coding were applied to identify why teachers were using drama as pedagogy, 

to examine teacher beliefs that were surfaced from the data, and to detect other factors 

that influence teachers’ decision-making process.  The last section was labeled ‘others’ 

to note excerpts from participants’ own words, which Saldaña (2013) defines as ‘in 

vivo’ codes.  These quotes did not seem to directly fit into causation or values coding 

but were considered by the researcher on a hunch to be significant and might contribute 

to the data analysis.  Eventually, some of these in vivo codes led to themes that 

contributed to a complex understanding of the influences that affect teacher beliefs in 

education reform.  For example, as can be seen from Devi’s ‘others’ map in Appendix 

N, the role of the teacher in a drama classroom was identified as an important factor that 

influenced her decision to apply drama as pedagogy as an open-ended approach to 

learning. 
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In causation coding, the reasons behind teachers’ use of drama were mapped and 

transcribed from the interviews in the first iteration of the data analysis.  In the second 

iteration of causation coding, key words from the transcriptions were marked in 

different colours using highlighters on the concept maps to organise these reasons into 

groups and brief comments were made as headings to identify the variables and factors 

behind why teachers used drama.  Some of these reasons had been identified from the 

literature review while other reasons emerged organically from the data.  For example, 

the second analysis of Devi’s causation map showed that socio-emotional learning 

(highlighted in yellow) was a reason for Devi’s use of drama that had not been initially 

identified from the Literature.  That reason was singled out with other reasons from the 

Literature such as drama providing a different form of learning (highlighted in blue) and 

enhancing critical thinking skills (highlighted in pink), and brief comments made in 

coloured ink on the concept map as possible headings (Appendix O).  In addition, the 

second iteration of causation coding also provided examples of the identified themes.  

For instance, based on Devi’s causation map, problem-based learning was categorized 

as elements of critical thinking that motivated her questioning techniques during drama 

conventions.  Devi explained that drama provided a “problem-based kind of learning” 

(Interview 2, 020414) where “if [students] have a problem, they will have to figure it 

out” (Interview 2, 020414).   

The second type of coding applied in the analysis of the interviews was values 

coding to identify the values, attitudes and beliefs of the participant by isolating three 

components: what teachers believed was important (value), what they thought and felt 

(attitude), and their worldviews that guided their action (beliefs) (Saldaña, 2013).  Even 

though the distinctions between the three categories were slippery, the differentiation in 

values, attitude and beliefs helped to draw out different nuances in teachers’ beliefs.  To 

apply an example of values coding from Devi’s lessons as seen in Appendix P, she 

valued student opinion and she had an open attitude in her classroom that welcomed 

student contributions.  Correspondingly, her belief that “students learn more than what 

you teach them” (Interview 5, 240414) through drama led to open-ended Process Drama 

lesson plans that provided students with space to dialogue with the teacher and their 

peers.  In the second iteration of values coding, key ideas were highlighted according to 

the same colours as causation coding to generate themes.   
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Subsequently, these themes from the three categories of values, attitudes and 

beliefs were merged together under the general heading of beliefs and typed out.  For 

example, Khairul believed his role in the classroom was to provide students with 

opportunities to succeed by creating learning conditions that gave students a safe space 

and time to think (Appendix Q).  His beliefs about the teacher’s role revealed 

constructivist principles in his thinking process, which resulted in a teaching practice 

that was observed to have moments of independent and collaborative learning.   

Eventually, the themes that were identified from values coding, causation coding 

and ‘others’ map from the recorded interviews were collated and classified into 

categories.  To continue from the previous example based on Khairul, the themes that 

surfaced from the different sets of codes were grouped and the headings were 

highlighted in different colours (Appendix R).  Khairul’s interviews yielded themes 

such as the ability to think as an artist and his shift in thinking as a drama teacher since 

he started teaching.  These themes contributed subsequently to the argument that 

teachers trained in drama education are better able to reflect on their teaching practice 

and professional growth, which enables them to apply drama as pedagogy more 

meaningfully and effectively.   

The field notes from the informal interviews were also coded according to 

causation and values coding to supplement an understanding of teachers’ planning 

process and their immediate thoughts after a drama lesson.  As these notes had been 

hastily made during and after conversations, the field notes contained key ideas that 

were followed up during the final interview at the end of the ten-week research period, 

and contributed to theme-ing the data.  These field notes from the informal interviews 

were an especially important source of data for Taufiq who did not meet for an 

interview before the study began and spared little time to speak with the researcher, 

which will be explicated in the final section of this chapter.  For example, without the 

short conversation after the first lesson observation, Taufiq might not have mentioned 

his past attempts at teaching equivalent fractions in novel ways, and how he used 

different techniques to manage his students’ attention (see Appendix S).  From this 

informal interview, Taufiq’s beliefs about the importance of hands-on activities for 

student learning and his priority on student management were surfaced, which was 
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followed up during the final interview.  The themes from the collation of formal and 

informal interviews were eventually contrasted with the teacher beliefs that emerged 

from the field notes on the lesson observations.   

Similar to the interviews, the field notes from the lesson observations were 

coded based on causation and values coding, and the codes were primarily taken from 

the notes made in the reflection in and on action columns.  As the lesson observations 

were focused on teacher’s actions, the reflections asked questions about teachers’ use of 

drama and made inferences about what teachers believed based on their actions, which 

contributing greatly to the creation of themes.  For example, from Vicki’s lesson on 

tension through the creation of tableaus, Vicki’s choice to “read off slides” (Field notes, 

Lesson Observation 2, 210714) with minimal contribution from students led to the 

causation code that Vicki used drama as a tool to illustrate literary devices through 

student presentation, which had been noted in the reflection-on-action column 

(Appendix T).  Similarly, Vicki’s belief in the teacher as an all-knowing source of 

knowledge had been written in the reflection-on-action column that subsequently 

became a code in the values coding process. 

The codes from the lesson observations were eventually included under the 

themes from the interviews to form general categories as the final step of the coding 

process for each participant.  These categories included all the themes that had surfaced 

from coding the data, which revealed inconsistencies within teacher beliefs, and also 

between teacher beliefs and their actions during the lesson observations.  To return to 

Taufiq’s example above, even though the codes from the formal and informal 

interviews had indicated that he believed hands-on activities were beneficial for student 

learning, the themes that emerged from the analysis of Taufiq’s comments during the 

group planning meetings and his actions during the actual lessons revealed that written 

work and memorizing were a priority in his teaching practice (Appendix U).   

The themes under each general category were also compared across teachers and 

commonalities that arose between teachers led to them being grouped together in the 

analysis presented in the next three chapters.  For example, May and Taufiq professed 

to be interested in applying a new hands-on pedagogy but their subject-specific 

objectives in the TTAP initiative led to similar challenges in their use of drama 
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(Appendix V).  In addition, May and Taufiq were both in the unique context of having 

help from a drama practitioner to design and conduct drama-based lessons, which 

offered a perspective of the extent to which teacher beliefs and teaching practice could 

be influenced by external support.  Furthermore, both May and Taufiq were not trained 

in drama education, and their teaching styles was not observed to have changed much 

during drama-based lessons, which remained primarily about preparing students for 

examinations through conventional drill-and-practice.  Hence, the teachers were 

grouped together to analyse how instrumentalist beliefs in a performative education 

system can shape teacher beliefs and influence teachers’ application of drama as 

pedagogy.   

Rachel and Vicki were grouped together in the analysis because both teachers 

believed in the value of constructivist learning in the study of Literature and desired that 

students would develop other skills such as critical thinking and logical reasoning 

through drama.  However, Rachel and Vicki’s teaching practice contradicted their 

professed beliefs because they were observed to apply drama didactically during their 

lessons even when they believed they were giving students space to learn experientially.  

In Chapter Five, Rachel and Vicki’s beliefs and use of drama will be examined through 

the lens of cognitive dissonance to analyse the challenge of changing deep-rooted 

beliefs to achieve education reform.  Based on Leatham’s (2006) sensible systems 

theory of beliefs discussed in Chapter One, the incongruence between the teachers’ 

actions and constructivist beliefs indicate that another set of tacit beliefs were guiding 

their actions.  It is likely that Rachel and Vicki’s contradictory beliefs stemmed from 

instrumentalist beliefs similar to May and Taufiq, which focused on examinable 

outcomes.  It will also be argued that Rachel and Vicki were ill equipped to bring about 

the potential of drama they perceived and desired due to their lack of formal training in 

drama education, which resulted in them reverting to usual teaching practice.   

Like the other four teachers in this study, Devi and Khairul had instrumentalist 

aims in their use of drama for subject-specific outcomes in the performative education 

system in Singapore.  However, their exposure, training and experience in drama 

education had equipped them to be able to make certain choices to negotiate the 

different expectations and outcomes they had of drama.  As argued in Chapter Two, 
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teachers need to engage in critical reflection to perceive the inadequacies of their 

teaching practice and the need for change.  Critical reflection is particularly relevant for 

teachers who wish to apply drama as pedagogy to move away from didactic practice 

and create open-ended opportunities for student learning that are supported by teachers’ 

questioning and probing.  In Chapter Six, Devi and Khairul’s engagement with critical 

reflection in their application of drama will be shown to have helped teachers negotiate 

conflicting beliefs in their attempt to use drama pedagogically, and their professional 

growth.   

The Influence of the Researcher: Examining Subjective Interpretations in the 

Research Process 

 The weaving together of a composite picture of how six teachers’ personal 

experience of drama is determined by teachers’ beliefs and influenced by structural and 

contextual factors can be best described as a bricolage, “a pieced-together set of 

representations that are fitted to the specifics of a complex situation” (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2011, pp. 7-8).  The researcher is also a part of the bricolage because the 

interpretation of the details, complexities and situated contexts of participants’ 

experience is filtered through the researcher’s experience.  Framing this study from a 

social constructivist paradigm acknowledges that knowledge and experiences of the 

world are not created in vacuum but are located within society, shaped by and shaping 

social interactions.  Based on the assumption that there is no absolute reality and 

knowledge, and reality and knowledge are constructed, “an interpretative, naturalistic 

approach to the world” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p. 7) allowed me to make sense and 

interpret the data and research from my ‘situatedness’ as a researcher.  In other words, 

the interpretation and analysis presented by the researcher does not exist independently 

but has been filtered and constructed through a personal lens.   

My direct and personal engagement with the research participants throughout 

the process of data collection, and the subsequent analysis of data are acknowledged as 

value-laden acts that did not occur in isolation.  I wish to dispel the falsity of value-free 

writing and the researcher’s position and understanding of the world is explicated in this 

final section to provide readers with the opportunity to validate the research analysis 

and findings based on their own interpretative frameworks.   
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 Whilst I did my utmost to let the data speak for itself, what spoke loudest had 

already been filtered through the aim and intent of the research study to identify the 

factors that shaped teacher beliefs and affected teachers’ capacity to applying drama as 

pedagogy in response to education reform in Singapore from the perspective of 

teachers.  As the researcher, I was actively collecting, interpreting and (re-)presenting 

the data in my field notes.  For example, in the process of conducting interviews, I was 

consciously selecting and framing questions, and responding to the participant as a co-

constructor of the interview process.  It is likely that the data collected would have been 

different if another researcher had conducted the interview or another research lens had 

been applied (Clough, 1992).  As mentioned in the previous section, the analysis of the 

data was also an act of interpretation that carefully selected and distilled the data to 

present elements that were not self-evident.  

In acknowledging my role as researcher, I bring my personal history and 

experience as a student and as a teacher in the Singapore context into the data collection 

and analysis process.  With no prior background in drama education, I had stumbled 

upon the aspirations of drama for educational aims when I was teaching in a vocation 

school, the Institute of Technical Education (ITE) in Singapore, which catered to the 

bottom twenty per cent of each academic cohort and the student population was 

generally academically weak.  The majority of my students could not read or write well, 

and preferred group discussions to individual written work.  Drama seemed to be a 

teaching method that could engage students in a fun, interactive form of learning to 

allow them to be more interested in their work.  Applying drama was also a practical 

tool to expend the energy of students who were easily bored by sitting in a classroom all 

day.  Drama also promised change as a tool for social intervention (Taylor, 2003; 2004; 

Somers, 1996), and I believed that drama would be an appropriate strategy to use to 

facilitate personal growth in my students, in changing habits like late coming and 

absenteeism, and potentially address and build their self-confidence and self-belief.  

Subsequently, to learn to harness the power of drama for young people’s academic 

learning and personal growth, I embarked on a Master of Arts in Applied Drama to be 

equipped to employ drama and find a premise to base the hope and promise of drama.  
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However, despite my Masters programme, I felt I had limited knowledge of the 

art form and the academic exposure to drama had left me with mainly theories about 

drama education.  Due to the lack of exposure and practice in conducting drama-based 

lessons, I had little experience with applying drama in educational contexts.  I felt ill 

equipped to apply drama specifically in an education context, and continued to struggle 

with doubts about the efficacy of drama and how learning could be achieved through a 

dramatic process.  Whenever I had the opportunity to facilitate drama projects in 

schools, I would experience a great sense of discomfort in staying true to the democratic 

principles of drama in facilitation based on the theories I had been exposed to in my 

Master of Arts study because I would revert to telling students what to do and directing 

their words and actions even when I was attempting to apply drama in an open-ended 

manner.  Subsequently, I became aware that my previous teaching background in a 

performative education system might have led to deep-seated beliefs about teaching and 

learning that contradicted my desired process and outcomes for drama.  The confusion 

and dissonance between my beliefs were exacerbated by fears of inadequacy and 

insecurity as a drama facilitator, which made me resort to using specific drama 

conventions in an isolated manner to achieve clear pre-determined learning outcomes.  

The inadequacy of my attempts at drama education created a sense of frustration that 

there was so much more to drama than I felt I needed to fathom and practice but was 

unable to.   

It was essentially this cognitive and affective tension within me that prompted 

me to embark on this research study to discover how teachers applied drama in 

Singapore’s examination-oriented culture.  It was in the course of this research study 

that I recognised that the importance of teacher beliefs, and experienced personally how 

discomfort can uncover fundamental beliefs, reveal dissonance, and lead to change 

when new actions are aligned with new beliefs.   

I have endeavoured to be reflexive and aware of the subjectivity of myself as 

researcher and provide the backdrop to the study to be responsible to articulate my 

values and beliefs so as to empower the reader to make personal conclusions from the 

analysis presented in the subsequent chapters (Barone, 1990).  My personal background, 

experiences and evolving understanding of applying drama in the classroom have 
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coloured my perspectives, and affected the questions I asked, the observations I made 

and the meanings that emerged from the study.  Even though there was a conscious 

effort to be unbiased towards or against any teacher or practice in this study, I felt I had 

identified most with Rachel and Vicki in the process of conducting research.  I could 

empathise with these teachers’ struggle in reconciling the theory and premise of 

constructivism in using drama with long-established beliefs about learning that 

encouraged didactic teaching.  My lack of formal drama training also meant that I 

tended to hold the lessons and outcomes of the trained drama educators, Devi and 

Khairul, in higher regard and as positive examples of how teachers could insert drama 

into their curriculum effectively and meaningfully.   

I am also reflexive about my evolving journey as a neophyte researcher who is 

an active participant in this research process to examine my role as co-constructor of 

knowledge.  I was initially fixated on finding absolute answers that would address the 

research questions concretely, and it was only after much frustration and critical 

reflection that I was able to be reflexive enough to question my own assumptions.  

Despite professing belief in the constructedness and fluidity of knowledge, I discovered 

in the process of conducting the research that I actually had a positivist view of the 

world and correspondingly, the research.   

It is intended that the transparency in my journey as a researcher and the 

research process can add to the validity of my study even as the study is premised upon 

the “paradigmatic uncertainty in the social sciences” (Lather, 1991, p. 64) and does not 

yield neat findings.  Angen (2000) proposes that a commitment to honesty on the part of 

researchers who question and present their axiological assumptions to provide non-

dogmatic findings in their study be known as an ethical validation of a research study.  

Together with substantive validation, which occurs when researchers are self-aware and 

recognise their role as co-constructors of knowledge and understanding in the process of 

the study, a qualitative study can show “the trustworthiness or goodness of a piece of 

research” (Angen, 2000, p. 387).   

In addition, I have documented the evolution of my thought processes 

influenced by my reading on drama for educational aims and the context of education 

and education reform in Singapore in the two earlier chapters to make clear my chain of 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



Attempting Drama as Pedagogy in Singapore 133	  

thought and process of arriving at interpretations.  It is intended that the background 

would allow the research to resonate with the context itself and within the subject, and 

lead to readers finding the outcomes plausible and engage in the analysis.  O’Toole 

(2006) has emphasised on the need to situate a study in the light of previous knowledge 

to evaluate whether the explanations given to the descriptions of drama education in a 

qualitative study are coherent with existing literature.  This establishes the study’s 

credibility or how believable the outcome of the study because readers are privy to the 

larger theoretical context underpinning the study and where the research is located 

philosophically.   

Limitations of the study 

As part of the reflexive process as a researcher, the following 

acknowledgements of the limitations of this study are intended to suggest ways of 

improving subsequent studies on drama or teacher beliefs in relation to education 

reform in Singapore.  Firstly, the findings in the study are based on the fieldwork of one 

researcher, which increases the possibility of a biased process of collecting and 

interpreting data.  As raised earlier, in a semi-structured interview process, the 

researcher’s replies in a conversational manner during the interviews tended to lead the 

discussion towards certain areas of interest and pre-existing assumptions.  Despite being 

reflexive of the researcher’s filters and influence in shaping the conversation and 

recognising the social interaction and relationship(s) at play in an interview, it would be 

beneficial to have more than one field worker and have a team approach to assemble the 

bricolage.  This could have increased the reliability of this study especially when there 

is no video-recording during interviews and no form of recording during lesson 

observations for the researcher to refer back to.   

Secondly, positioning the researcher as a friend may have made participating in 

the research study more informal, which led to some participants casually changing pre-

arranged interview and lesson observation dates.  As mentioned previously, there was 

less data collected from Taufiq because there was only one occasion where he 

consented to have an interview at the end of the research period.  Prior to that interview, 

Taufiq kept pushing back the appointments to meet, especially for the first interview 

that was scheduled to be conducted before the ten-week observation period began.  
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Although the group planning meetings helped to provide an additional source of data, it 

is possible that these group planning meetings had ironically contributed to Taufiq’s 

reticence to meet up separately with the researcher for an interview.  Perhaps he 

believed that his views had been amply aired during the planning meetings and it was 

unnecessary to schedule additional time for a formal interview.  Consequently, the lack 

of conversations with Taufiq and the few lesson observations limited the amount of data 

that could be gathered from Taufiq.   

The third limitation of this study is the focus on drama as pedagogy, which 

disregarded the other subjects or classes the participants taught, unless they were 

relevant to the research question or contributed to a rich description of the teachers’ 

context.  This may have led to a partial (mis)understanding of the teachers in not 

perceiving their full teaching responsibilities and the nuances in their role as teachers 

and their teacher identity.  

Fourth, the desire to have a big picture approach to the study to assemble a 

bricolage of the impact of teacher beliefs in education reform, and a general sense of 

how drama is applied regardless of specific contexts meant that only factors that applied 

to the majority of the participants or were extremely significant were reported in this 

study.  Specific contextual factors such as the type of school were not examined except 

to give a fuller description of the participants.  For example, the difference in teaching 

Primary and Secondary levels, and co-education and single-sex schools, were not 

mentioned by any teacher except for Rachel who actively articulated her ideals of 

teaching boys in an all-boys school.  Other demographic details of teachers’ race, age 

and gender were also not identified as primary factors influencing teachers’ complex 

sense-making process towards the application of drama.   

In addition, the natural fit of drama to the subject taught was not examined in 

this study even though the Mathematics teachers in this study were the least receptive to 

drama as pedagogy.  It was possible that their resistance was due to the incompatibility 

of drama as a teaching method for the subject of Mathematics.  However, the effects of 

drama-based learning for different subject outcomes is out of the scope of this study that 

seeks to identify teacher beliefs and the factors influencing teachers’ use of drama to 

enact education reform.  Furthermore, as will be analysed in the next chapter, the 
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imposition of a top-down initiative on teachers untrained in drama education had a 

greater impact on the extent teachers believed in drama and participated in education 

reform.  In subsequent studies, more attention can be given to the discipline and 

teaching of Mathematics to examine whether drama is relevant as pedagogy across all 

subjects and the extent drama can be applied as a teaching approach in different 

subjects.   

Despite the beneficial outcomes of applying drama as pedagogy across the 

curriculum as discussed in Chapter One, it must be acknowledged that promoting drama 

as an instructional method for teaching is also problematic.  Although positioning the 

art form as pedagogy gives drama an entry point into an examination-oriented education 

system, the justification of drama’s presence in the curriculum by using instrumentalist 

measures and terms such as better student performance in examinations may 

inadvertently reinforce stakeholders’ perception that drama is not an intrinsically 

valuable part of a child’s education.  When applied as pedagogy, it is possible that 

teachers value drama only for the benefit it can bring for subject-learning and 

transferrable skills, and not as an aesthetic experience that has value to the growth and 

development of young people as human and humane beings.  Consequently, 

emphasizing on the instrumental use of drama or other art forms for other subject 

learning may lead to the Arts being perceived, measured and valued only according to 

how much they can enhance existing subjects in the curriculum.  Although a critique of 

applying drama as pedagogy is out of the scope of this thesis that focuses on teachers’ 

experience of using drama in response to education reform, these repercussions are 

raised in this section on limitations to indicate possible challenges for drama educators 

in the future if drama becomes established as a pedagogy in Singapore’s education 

system.   

Conclusion  

 This chapter has presented the process of research, describing each stage of the 

research from its conception to the analysis, intending to be self-reflexive and make the 

study’s assumptions and premises as clear as possible.  The researcher is positioned not 

as an empty conduit for teachers’ voices nor a bearer of objective truth but with biases 

that shape the analysis and presentation of what drama means to the six teacher 
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participants and how they practice it in their classrooms.  The subjectivity of the 

researcher and the impact on the research study is perhaps best encapsulated in Laurel 

Richardson’s (1994) metaphor of a crystal to describe how research studies are: 

prisms that reflect externalities and refract within themselves, creating 

different colours, patterns, arrays, casting off in different directions.  What 

we see depends upon our angle of repose. (L. Richardson, 1994, p. 522) 

Recognising that the perspective of the researcher is limited to an angle of vision, the 

insights gleaned from data is acknowledged to be dependent on how the researcher 

holds the study up to the light.  In the next three chapters, the interpretations of how 

teachers navigate education reform and cope with the complexities of applying drama as 

pedagogy will be held up into the light.   
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Introduction  

In view of policy changes, teachers are not unaware that constructivist approaches to 

teaching are encouraged in the move towards Teach Less, Learn More to create 

Thinking Schools.  However, as argued in Chapter Two, teachers with instrumentalist 

outcome-oriented beliefs in a performative education system may struggle to see the 

importance of new teaching methods when they continue to feel the pressure to prepare 

students for examinations.  This chapter will examine May and Taufiq’s experience of 

drama in the Mathematics classroom and investigate their choices and responses in the 

context of the TTAP initiative and school leaders’ push for arts-based teaching 

approaches.   

As described in the previous chapter, May and Taufiq were Mathematics 

teachers untrained in drama education and assigned to collaborate with the NAC 

commissioned drama practitioner, Sue, to design and implement drama-based lessons.  

At the time of the study in 2014, MGPS was into its third year of partnering with Sue 

after the successful use of drama to teach the Mathematics topic of ‘Area and Perimeter’ 

to Primary Four classes in the first year of TTAP26.  However, this was May and 

Taufiq’s first participation in TTAP, and their interviews and attempts at applying 

drama as pedagogy indicated the complexities of negotiating teacher beliefs within a 

system that did not offer them much opportunity for training nor support a more 

collaborative process that could have led to the teachers taking ownership of the 

programme.       

The first section of this chapter will describe MGPS’ attempts at incorporating 

drama as a pedagogical approach, and discuss the aspirations of school leaders in their 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 MGPS’ involvement in TTAP started in 2012.  The drama-based lesson plans on ‘Area and Perimeter’ 
had been regarded as a success by the teachers, school, teaching artist and NAC, and reinforced the 
school management’s belief in the value of drama. MGPS continued the partnership with the teaching 
artist to explore how drama could be applied in other topics of the Mathematics syllabus and applicable 
for different levels.  The initial ‘Area and Perimeter’ lesson plan involved students taking on a role of a 
farmer to illustrate the difference between the area of a plot of land and the perimeter surrounding the 
land.  To visualise and experience the difference between the commonly confused terms, students worked 
in groups to decide on the types of produce they would like to grow within the area given and how to 
erect a fence around the perimeter to protect their crops.  In subsequent years, the school encouraged 
every teacher to use a drama approach to teach ‘Area and Perimeter’ at Primary Four, either to follow the 
pioneering TTAP teachers’ lessons plan, or to improvise and adapt the drama-based lesson to suit the 
needs of their class.   
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participation in the TTAP.  Despite the intention to work in a partnership with the 

teaching artist to design and implement a drama-based lesson for the two weakest 

classes in the Primary Three cohort of the school, the two teachers had limited choice 

and say in the top-down imposition.  School leaders had nominated May and Taufiq to 

participate in the TTAP initiative without discussion with the teachers, and the 

Mathematics topic of fractions to be used in this specific TTAP collaboration had been 

pre-selected by the head of MGPS’ Mathematics department.  It will be contended in 

this section that the lack of teacher ownership and buy-in for the TTAP affected the 

extent teachers were willing to adjust their beliefs and teaching practice to adopt drama-

based lesson plans.  It will also be argued that MGPS’ exploratory phase of discovering 

how and the extent drama could be useful for Mathematics learning resulted in teachers’ 

involvement in the TTAP initiative being conceived in a piecemeal manner, and school 

leaders and teachers regarded drama as an ad hoc tool to achieve specific Mathematics 

learning objectives.     

The second section of the chapter will examine the process of co-designing a 

drama-based lesson by the teachers and teaching artist, which revealed the teachers’ 

instrumentalist beliefs that limited drama’s efficacy for Mathematics learning and 

reduced drama lessons to an interactive game.  Even though the teaching artist had 

intended for drama elements of characterization to anchor students’ learning, the 

teachers’ lack of drama skills and resistance to the TTAP led to a different emphasis and 

motivation in their application of the lesson plan.   

The third section will analyse the scepticism May and Taufiq had towards 

embodied learning created by the reliance on written practice for student learning and as 

indicators of student understanding.  Consequently, the teachers’ application of drama 

was cursory and eventually manipulated during the drama lesson to perpetuate teacher-

centred teaching.  In their incorporation of drama, teachers also applied exam-smart 

strategies and the effects of these calculated decisions on students’ learning and 

confidence will be examined.  The chapter will close with the challenges of desiring 

change in teaching practice through collaborations with external experts when little time 

was spent on dialogue between the different stakeholders of the TTAP initiative.   
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Reducing Teacher Agency: The Burden of Top-Down Initiatives 

The expectation by school leaders that drama can transform teaching practice to 

produce engaged learners can add an unrealistic burden on teachers who are not trained 

in drama education but are required to be able to incorporate drama seamlessly and 

effectively into their lessons.  Both May and Taufiq were not trained in drama 

education, and had been ‘arrowed’ to participate in the TTAP and apply drama during 

their Mathematics lessons with Primary Three students.  In a conversation with the 

school principal of MGPS about the existing partnership with NAC to have a teaching 

artist support teachers to craft drama-based lessons, the head of the school asserted her 

belief in play-based alternatives of learning such as drama (Field notes, 040714).  The 

principal also explained that the decision to involve May and Taufiq in the TTAP was 

based on the academic profile of their classes, which were the lowest achieving two 

classes in the entire Primary Three cohort since the school wanted to explore how 

drama could be relevant as pedagogy for weaker students’ conceptual Mathematics 

understanding.  The focus of the conversation on the potential of drama and the merits 

of non-conventional approaches to teaching with no mention of the teachers’ training or 

individual capacity to apply drama suggest that the principal had neglected to consider 

teachers’ preferences and abilities, and had assumed that teachers would be able and 

willing collaborators.   

The top-down impositions limited May and Taufiq’s agency in making decisions 

most appropriate for their students as the Mathematics teachers were not consulted 

regarding the choice of topic to apply drama as pedagogy.  Instead of deliberating about 

the topics the two teachers needed extra support in or the areas they felt drama-based 

learning was most relevant for, the Mathematics Head of Department (HOD) had 

independently decided on the topic of fractions as having the most potential for drama 

without any discussion with May and Taufiq.  Isolating one topic for the TTAP may 

have been a tactical approach to experimenting with the process and outcomes of drama 

as pedagogy but indicated that MGPS had no coherent vision to create a sustainable use 

of drama for the long-term.   

It is likely that the lack of discussion with the teachers regarding their 

involvement in the TTAP reduced the likelihood of teachers applying drama in a 
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relevant manner that could support student learning or perceiving drama’s value when 

they had little choice in the matter.  Moreover, the HOD only scheduled for the teaching 

artist to meet with the teachers in July according to when fractions would be taught 

based on the pre-planned Mathematics syllabus for the year (Field notes, 040714).   

It was observed during the first group planning meeting in July that the teachers 

felt constrained by the fact that they were only involved in the planning process for 

TTAP with the teaching artist in the second half of the year.  Meeting at a later time also 

meant that they had to follow and work from the HOD’s original decision of topics even 

if the teachers felt that drama was more relevant for other parts of the Mathematics 

curriculum because there were not many topics that remained to be taught in the rest of 

the academic year.  Believing that the drama lesson plan should have been introduced 

much earlier in the academic year in the foundational topic of multiplication and 

division, May explained to Sue, “your idea is very good to teach multiplication right 

from the beginning […] but now [we are] teaching equivalent fractions” (Group 

Planning Meeting 2, 110714).  Even though the teachers went along with the decisions 

of school leaders, their concern that the hastily included drama components were not 

relevant to the Mathematics objectives for the topic is likely to have negatively affected 

their experience of applying drama and their beliefs about drama’s efficacy as 

pedagogy.   

Teachers, who are on the ground and have to navigate the realities of the 

classroom, would be the best people to decide when and how to use drama instead of 

having the topic and timings decided and imposed on them.  Having little control over 

the timing of TTAP and the topic, as well as teachers’ late involvement in the 

collaboration process with the teaching artist prevented a relevant teacher-driven 

application of drama from the start of the academic year.  A top-down push of drama in 

the TTAP initiative may have alienated the teachers and perpetuated a shallow 

understanding of drama as pedagogy because teachers were rushed to apply drama in a 

given topic, and had little interest or time to explore how drama could be useful to bring 

about engaged learning in their specific classroom context.   

The lack of choice in their participation and application of drama also reduced 

May and Taufiq’s ownership over the programme, which is likely to have affected their 
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capacity to believe that they had useful inputs to offer and may have led to a dismissal 

of drama’s relevance as pedagogy in their teaching.  For example, Taufiq declared to 

Sue “you are the catalyst [. . .] you have to make [the Mathematics concept] more 

layman” (Group Planning Meeting 2, 110914).  From his emphasis on ‘you’, Taufiq 

appeared to shrink from his responsibility as a teacher and his role as a collaborator in 

the TTAP by placing the onus on Sue, the designated teaching artist, to devise and plan 

for the drama lesson.  By reducing his involvement in the planning process, Taufiq 

indicated that he was unwilling to participate in the TTAP and the reluctance was 

evident from his brief use of the drama lesson plans subsequently.   

However, May and Taufiq may also have contributed to the school leadership’s 

assumption that they were keen to be involved in the TTAP even if it were not an 

accurate reflection of their desires.  For instance, May gave the impression that she was 

eager to try drama as a new approach and had excitedly explained during an interview,    

I notice that whenever there’s something new, [the school leadership] will 

put me in their level to teach.  Because I will swim one27.  I’m very 

enthusiastic about things.  When I feel it’s good, I will go for courses and 

workshops to learn […] I’m very open.  I move with [the] times one.   And 

if I find that something is good, I’m very enthusiastic about it. (Interview 5, 

250914) 

May believed that she would ‘move with the times’ and update teaching practice 

because she was keen to learn new things to make her lessons relevant in changing 

times.  However, as a teacher with decades of experience, May had endured the many 

changes in the education system and had witnessed the tendency of policy-makers and 

school leaders to introduce ‘something new’ to improve the education process and 

outcome.  Ironically, constant change in the name of continual improvements may have 

had the unintended effect of teachers’ perceiving new theories and approaches as 

disparate attempts that contribute little towards long-term change.  It is possible that 

May had perceived drama as a new-fangled fad and without drama education training, 

perpetuated existing teaching methods by using drama superficially.  May’s application 

of drama will subsequently show that enthusiasm or being open to alternative forms of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 One’ is a colloquial term used in Singapore to denote emphasis.   
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teaching is insufficient and does not necessarily equate to building sustainable teaching 

practices that can lead towards a collective shift in the direction of Thinking Schools, 

Learning Nation.   

It is possible that the teachers felt pressured to appear enthusiastic about drama 

and supportive of TTAP to maintain their superiors’ good impression of them.  It was 

observed during the group planning meetings that May and Taufiq were less vocal and 

more agreeable to Sue’s ideas whenever the principal, the Mathematics HOD and the 

Mathematics Level Head joined the group planning meetings with Sue and the TTAP 

coordinator.  Although school leaders may have assumed that their attendance at the 

group planning meetings indicated support for teachers and for the programme, teachers 

might have interpreted their presence as a form of surveillance of teachers’ adherence to 

school initiatives.   

May and Taufiq’s response to top-down initiatives is not uncommon because 

many teachers in Singapore are “arrowed” (Wales & Gilmer, 2011 p. 16) or tasked by 

their superiors to apply drama but as examined in Chapter Two, the lack of teacher 

autonomy and consultation can reduce teachers’ learning from the new experience or 

taking ownership over the new pedagogical approaches.  As Stinson’s (2009) study 

shows, teachers need to have buy-in before they are willing to engage in drama and only 

then can teachers learn to effectively apply drama as pedagogy.   

Teacher beliefs about new pedagogies can be detected by the lack of 

commitment to the initiative or the application of drama during their actual teaching.  

Regardless of what May and Taufiq professed to believe about drama’s efficacy, their 

actions revealed that they were not committed to the process and outcomes of engaged 

learning by investing time into drama as pedagogy.  In desiring improvements in 

teaching practice, it may be more effective for school leaders to empower teachers to 

make their own decisions regarding their classrooms, and support teachers to learn 

about new pedagogies that can equip them with necessary skills.  Giving teachers the 

space to be self-directed in their choice of training programmes can lead to more 

opportunities for teachers to engage in reflective practice and critically examine the 

limitations of their existing styles and be personally motivated to adjust their beliefs to 

adapt to new approaches.  Otherwise, teachers like May and Taufiq would have no 
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genuine interest in changing teaching practice and regard new methods as unnecessary, 

especially in a performative education system. 

Misconceptions of New Pedagogies: Drama as “a Magic Pill”  

The introduction of drama without due consideration to the curriculum and the 

pressures teachers faced is likely to have contributed to the two teachers’ inability to see 

the value and place of drama as pedagogy especially when there was no attempt to make 

systematic connections between drama as pedagogy and the Mathematics curriculum.  

For instance, during the second group meeting, the TTAP coordinator forewarned Sue 

that running the programme would be challenging for teachers in   

this race against time because Term Three is really very short with PSLE28 

Oral [resulting in] two days off [school].  And there’s also National Day, so 

[teachers] are fighting against the syllabus. (Group Planning Meeting 2, 

110714)  

Despite the school leadership’s awareness of the time constraints teachers faced, they 

persisted in their decision to implement the TTAP collaboration during the same time 

period.  The TTAP coordinator’s comment suggested that school leaders viewed drama 

as a method that could easily be manipulated on demand to immediately fit and meet a 

need in an ad hoc manner, and teachers would not need to spend much time designing 

and implementing a new pedagogy.     

The decision made by the Mathematics HOD and TTAP coordinator to run the 

drama-based lessons during the period of examination preparation gave teachers an 

additional burden of squeezing out time for drama during their lessons.  Having the 

planning and execution of drama done during a high stress period where teachers have 

little time and capacity to think about and reflect on their teaching also meant that there 

was little chance of drama bringing about any long-term change in teaching practice.  

For example, in a post-lesson discussion with the teaching artist and the TTAP 

coordinator, May questioned the need and relevance of drama, “Is this the right time 

[for drama] to come in? Drama? In this period of time?” (May, Field notes, 250914).  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 Primary School Leaving Examination.  As a nation-wide examination for the graduating Primary Six 
cohort, school on the days of examination was cancelled for all other levels. 
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May then proceeded to flip through her calendar and list aloud the dates of upcoming 

examinations and school events that would have removed her curriculum time for 

Mathematics even without introducing drama.  May’s questions revealed her desire for 

drama to be implemented at a more appropriate juncture within the Mathematics 

curriculum and in academic calendar, suggesting that including drama as pedagogy now 

would be irrelevant.  It could be inferred that May was exasperated by her involvement 

in the TTAP from her irritated tone of voice and tense body language that was observed 

during the discussion.  Despite her claims of being open and adaptable to new 

pedagogies, May struggled to see drama’s relevance within the curriculum, revealing 

her belief that drama was appropriate only when there was time to spare. 

Similarly, Taufiq also felt pressured by the limited time he had to cover the 

syllabus and believed that drama was irrelevant in the rush to complete the Mathematics 

syllabus for the year.  In the final group planning meeting, Taufiq asked “how much 

time [do] we have? How many [topics] to cover [in] Term 4?” and in a less audible 

voice after flipping through the teaching plan for the year, answered to himself “I’m 

very stressed when it comes to this” (Group Planning Meeting 3, 110914).  Taufiq’s 

concern about time and the need to ensure all topics are covered before the final year-

end examinations and still incorporate drama as pedagogy eventually resulted in Taufiq 

using only a partial segment of the drama-based lesson plan in two of his Mathematics 

lessons instead of the anticipated four to five lessons as will be further analysed in the 

next section.   

May also reverted to usual teaching practice once the requisite drama-based 

lesson plans had been completed, indicating her lack of commitment to drama.  When 

asked whether drama was present in the lesson plan, May candidly replied,  

[n]ot really.  I thought drama was going to be introduced 

slowly […] but I cannot whole day use drama.  This 

week, I have no time.  (May, Interview 4, 240914) 

May appeared unconcerned that she was not using drama in her teaching and felt her 

disregard of drama was justified as she had ‘no time’ to allow the drama elements to 

slowly build and lead students gradually into the learning.  Despite May’s professed 
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enthusiasm about applying drama in her teaching, her actions undermined her words 

and revealed her scepticism towards drama and her preference for direct teaching 

methods.   

The timing of TTAP and the way teachers were co-opted into the programme 

suggested that the school leadership had vague notions of how drama could work, and 

did not carefully consider how drama could bring about the process and outcome of 

engaged learning.  For example, the TTAP coordinator in MGPS who was also a 

Mathematics teacher believed that students would better remember what they had learnt 

participating in drama lessons as “anything fun hooks them” (Group Planning Meeting 

1, 040714).  By perceiving drama as a “meaningful way of drilling in that thing that you 

want them to remember” (TTAP coordinator, Group Planning Meeting 1, 040714), it 

reduced the complexity of drama processes and embodied learning to an activity that 

served merely to reinforce existing methods of ‘drilling’.  It was unclear to the TTAP 

coordinator how the application of drama as a point of reference for students to 

remember an enjoyable moment in their schooling experience could result in greater 

student engagement and learning.   

The adhoc implementation of drama in May and Taufiq’s TTAP experience 

indicated that school leaders had a simplistic assumption that drama was a 

straightforward method that could magically transform teachers’ ability to teach, and 

overcome students’ learning challenges in Mathematics.  Commenting on educators’ 

naïve expectations of drama without considering the fullness or complexity of applying 

drama as pedagogy, Sue said exasperatedly that the perception of TTAP was equivalent 

to a plea of  

oh, please, drama come and save me.  Come and save my kids.  It’s always 

a magic pill. (Group Planning Meeting 2, 110714) 

Sue’s remark was telling of school leaders’ lack of understanding about drama as 

pedagogy based on blithe assumptions about the ease of applying drama in teaching 

Mathematics and ambiguous perceptions of drama.  It is likely that these incomplete 

notions of drama and education in general were perpetuated in the teaching staff.   
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For instance, Taufiq expressed great belief in drama’s efficacy for Mathematics 

learning in his interviews, and explained how his interest in visual art and background 

as an art teacher had allowed him to grasp the value of the drama (Interview 2, 011014).  

However, Taufiq had only a superficial understanding of drama, and shallow notions of 

how drama could be applied to enhance student learning as an icebreaker or as an 

activity that could increase student interest in a lesson.  When asked why he used drama 

and how drama was beneficial for student learning, Taufiq did not give direct answers 

and steered the conversation to his past attempts at experiential learning instead.  For 

example, he described the making of mushroom models out of plasticine to learn about 

how mushrooms reproduce but could not elaborate how the process indicated that he 

had integrated art into the teaching of Science.  He claimed art was necessary to  

[m]ake sure they learn […], it’s more of a making, more of hands-on 

activities, they cannot [just] sit down and do work and write.  Cannot, they 

will not learn.  (Interview 2, 011014)  

Although it can be inferred from Taufiq’s response that his approach to teaching was 

more aligned to constructivist principles with student participation and ‘hands-on’ 

learning, it was unclear how and why artistic expressions would benefit student 

learning.  He also gave other examples of how he would encourage students to learn in 

experiential ways such as his creation of a Mathematics trail that brought students out of 

the classroom to learn about the practical applications of Math concepts when they  

counted the number of lights [. . . and] they form fractions our of the things.  

For example [out of] 10, how many are not lit up. (Interview 2, 011014)   

However, these instances of alternative methods of teaching centred on concretising 

abstract Mathematics concepts and did little to explain Taufiq’s assertion that art and in 

this instance, drama could be a relevant tool for Mathematics teaching.    

Realities of Instrumentalist Beliefs: Reductive Applications of Drama  

As teachers who were untrained in drama education but were subject experts in 

teaching Mathematics, May and Taufiq were ill equipped to modify ingrained teaching 

habits that had previously ensured students were sufficiently prepared for examinations.  
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May was accustomed to teaching the concept of equivalent fractions through the use of 

concrete illustrations and more comfortable with teaching tools that were “hands-on, 

with manipulatives”29 (Interview 5, 250914) believing these were “more effective to 

help children see fractions” (Interview 5, 250914).  Taufiq explained that the visual 

conceptualisation of fractions through manipulatives or dividing shapes into equal parts 

should then be followed up with worksheets where they “leave a blank for [. . . students 

to] fill in” (Group Planning Meeting 3, 110914) to help students to systematically 

understand the component parts of a fraction in pictorial form and articulate their 

understanding on paper.  The two teachers considered the use of concrete manipulatives 

and written practice as the most effective approach for the learning of fractions that 

combined both experiential learning and memory work.   

Despite the potential of drama to bring about Mathematics learning (e.g. 

Gerofsky, 2011) and drama’s applicability to students who are more kinesthetically 

inclined (e.g. Conrad, 2005), the lack of drama education training to adjust their core 

instrumentalist beliefs about education prevented May and Taufiq from working with 

drama potentialities in their lessons.  In the collaboration to include drama in the TTAP 

initiative, May and Taufiq did not appear to adjust their beliefs about the best teaching 

approach for fractions and were hesitant to explore alternatives.  It was observed during 

the group planning meetings that the two teachers’ focus was to identify specific drama 

elements that they could somehow incorporate into their existing approach to depict 

fractions conceptually (Field notes, 040714).  As Sue commented to the TTAP 

coordinator, the teachers were  

so task [oriented, asking] ‘what game do we play?’. [But] then, the retention 

is lost. (Group Planning Meeting 1, 040714)   

Consequently, much confusion and miscommunication during the first group planning 

meeting was observed because the teachers kept focusing on creating a drama game or 

using a drama convention that was linked explicitly to the Mathematics objectives of the 

lesson.  In contrast, Sue tried to clarify the different aspects of the topic and identify the 

challenges students faced so that teaching and learning needs could be addressed 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29Manipulatives are tangible aids students can use to concretise abstract notions such as the use of beads 
to help students learn Mathematical operations of addition, subtraction, multiplication and division.   
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through the drama lesson and learning could be retained.  The divergent expectations 

and outcomes the teachers and teaching artist had of TTAP contributed to a tense 

working relationship that minimised the positive effects of the collaboration, as will be 

discussed in the final section of this chapter.   

As a teaching artist, Sue believed that creating a narrative with characters would 

harness students’ pre-existing experience and understanding of people and relationships 

to create deeper understanding of Mathematical concepts.  During the brainstorming 

process with the teachers in the first group planning meeting, Sue managed to identify 

students’ weakness in multiplication and division as the key reason behind their 

inability to understand and compute equivalent fractions.  Consequently, Sue proposed 

a drama activity about multiplication and division through the association of numbers 

with personalities to strengthen students’ foundation understanding before introducing 

the topic of equivalent fractions.   

Recognising that the teachers “think in the numbers and the calculations” whilst 

she thinks “in the characters and the story [ . . . and] setting” (Group Planning Meeting 

1, 040714), Sue tried to help the teachers to understand the reasoning behind her 

suggestions.  She gave the example of the number two, which is a factor for many 

numbers, characterized as very friendly and popular, in comparison with the number 

seven, an odd number with few numerical friends, with the pun deliberately intended.  

In this manner, students would discover and come to understand that a lot more 

numbers are divisible by the popular two than by the odd seven.  Sue believed that 

retention and recall through drama partly stemmed from creating associations between 

different aspects of life such as understanding that the number two is a very common 

factor through their existing knowledge and experience of a friendly neighbour.  She 

explained to the teachers the rationale behind characterizing numbers,  

[ . . . ] we want to connect it all to a neighbourhood so that when [students] 

leave the class, it means something to them.  [ . . . ] You can even ask them 

‘Does anyone in your neighbourhood remind you of the number 2 because 

this person is so friendly?’  So when you look at this person [the next time], 

what do you think of?  The multiples of 2.  [ . . . We] personify so that we 

can link up people to the numbers and personalities.  You can start to build 
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the stories of prime numbers and it’s ongoing.  [ . . . We need] to make it 

relevant [and] it’s the consistency that resides within the class because this 

retention [issue] is a problem.  I see it more of a resident programme in the 

class rather than ‘ok, let’s do equivalent fractions today. (Group Planning 

Meeting 1, 040714)  

The personification of numbers was intended to enable students to understand and 

remember the number relationships and patterns in multiplication and division before 

introducing the concept of equivalent fractions.  Sue planned for the activity to 

encourage students to make links between numbers and their relationship with other 

numbers through words and relationships that students were frequently exposed to in 

their day-to-day life.  She hoped that this approach to the topic would help students to 

retain the learning, and see the connection between different Mathematics topics and 

computation skills.     

 As a resident programme, an “activity that can be brought back again and again” 

(Group Planning Meeting 2, 110714), Sue had 

[wanted] something that provokes more thinking.  The big picture of this is 

not only equivalent fractions, it is the multiples.  And the inherent problem 

is [students’] problem multiplying and dividing.  [I am] trying to let 

[students] see the whole pattern of multiplication and division for the bigger 

picture rather than just equivalent fractions. (Group Planning Meeting 2, 

110714) 

As a drama practitioner who understood the potential of drama for sustained learning, 

Sue wanted to use drama in a way that could address existing learning difficulties and 

potentially pre-empt other problems.   

Although the drama elements within the activity and the teaching objectives were 

very clear to Sue, the teachers were unable to connect the activity to the learning 

outcomes.  Taufiq believed that the profile of students he was teaching “can be very 

clueless” (Group Planning Meeting 2, 110714) and asked Sue “how to guide them a bit 

more?” (Group Planning Meeting 2, 110714) within and through the drama process.  

May also declared that  
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after this [drama] game, I’ll definitely have a fixed fixture on the board [so 

that the concept] will be visually displayed until they can drum [the 

numbers] in their heads”.  (Group Planning Meeting 2, 110714)  

The teachers’ lack of experience and expertise in drama education hindered them from 

understanding and appreciating fully the opportunities for students to form mental 

impressions of numbers and make Mathematical associations through the drama 

activity.  The teachers preferred a non-ambiguous approach and subsequently requested 

for another drama activity that had clear and specific links to the topic of equivalent 

fractions based on their beliefs about their students and how fractions should be taught.   

To accommodate the Mathematics teachers’ request and lack of drama skills, 

Sue modified the drama conventions of teacher-in-role and hot-seating into a game 

format to help teachers grasp the drama-based lesson plan.  The ‘houses game’ built on 

the previous activity of characterizing numbers and placed the teacher in role as a 

security guard who was looking after the houses of the personified numbers.  Students 

were given the role of numbers and, when chosen to be in the hot-seat to volunteer their 

response, had to explain to the security guard how they were associated with the 

homeowners before they were allowed entry.  For example, a student in the role of the 

number eight could choose to enter either the house of two or four if he or she provided 

the correct number association or password such as ‘eight divided by two is four’ or 

‘four multiplied by two is eight’.  To be played in three successive stages30, the houses 

game was intended to extend the number associations they had built in the first activity 

from characterization of numbers and give students the opportunity to articulate their 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 The game positioned the numbers 2, 3, 4, 5 and 7 as owners of different houses. In the introductory 
layer of the game, students were given a number each and would decide which houses they could enter in 
role as numbers using a correct mathematical equation as a password given to the teacher who would be 
in role as a security guard.   The next layer was to have students find a friend with another number, and 
have both numbers use a similar password to enter a house. For example, for a student pair with the 
numbers 6 and 8, they would be able to enter the house of 2 because both numbers could be divided by 2. 
This level was intended to enable students to identify factors common to two numbers. The final layer of 
the game was to place the two numbers vertically, one stacked on top of the other, to resemble fractions 
with a numerator and denominator, where the same mathematical procedure of finding a common factor 
is reinforced. It was intended that the three layers of the game would lead students through the process of 
finding common factors to reduce numbers to their simplest terms, scaffold students’ ability to identify 
the relationships between different pairs of numbers, and eventually recognise equivalent fractions such 
as 6/8 = 3⁄4 through the act of dividing or multiplying. 
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thinking, and practice the computation procedures and process in obtaining equivalent 

fractions.   

Sue had designed the game for students to construct their own learning by 

considering and exploring the necessary computations to form an equation that could 

accurately express the relationship between numbers.  She demonstrated questioning 

techniques that could immerse students in their role as numbers and draw out self-

directed learning in students with questions such as “I wonder what it’s like to visit 

these people? What number do you think would like to visit them? Let’s see whether 

your number can visit any of these four houses” (Group Planning Meeting 2, 110714).  

Through the game, the usual role of the teacher as provider of answers was to be 

changed to a facilitator who could demand for answers and explanations in a plausible 

way within the dramatic framework.  However, as was observed when their respective 

lessons were conducted subsequently, May and Taufiq neglected the playful element of 

engaging students’ imagination and asked straight-forward questions such as “what 

house can your number go into?” (May, Field notes, Lesson Observation 2, 230914) and 

focused on Mathematical calculations.  There was no observable change in their role as 

teachers.     

Unable to perceive and bring about the full potential of drama for the 

Mathematics-specific objectives they desired, the teachers enacted the planned drama 

according to their personal understanding, experience and skills as a Mathematics 

teacher.  As Sue had remarked of May, teachers had the tendency to “take a little piece” 

of drama and “go off on a merry tangent” (Group planning meeting 2, 110714).  The 

lack of drama education training meant that teachers’ examination-oriented focus 

determined their actions even though they may profess to value constructivist methods.  

For Taufiq who had previously explored occasionally with new ways of teaching 

Mathematics such as an outdoor Mathematics trail, facilitating the drama-based lesson 

plan in a student-centred manner to bring about engaged learning was not evident and 

perhaps beyond his capacity.  Encouraging students to recite their times-tables while 

moving from class to class to “use their voices [ . . . and] make [their travelling] 

purposeful” (Taufiq, Group Planning Meeting 2, 110714) is very different from trusting 

students to learn through discovery.   
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Even though Taufiq had seemed so supportive of the different ways drama could 

be implemented, Taufiq’s eagerness to use drama appeared to stop at the planning stage 

and remain at a theoretical level.  Taufiq had seemed to grasp more easily and readily 

the suggestions offered by Sue during the group planning meetings as compared to 

May, and Sue had praised Taufiq’s enthusiasm to the TTAP coordinator.  However, the 

ideas that he had applauded and declared to be useful in the meetings, he never 

subsequently implemented, indicating the challenge of applying drama as pedagogy 

when teachers have little ownership over their participation and are not trained in drama 

education.   

The two teachers’ actions in the classroom signaled their resistance to the 

demands of drama as a constructivist approach in their focus on the computation aspect 

of the topic to meet examinable outcomes instead of the potential to teach the concept of 

equivalent fractions through the drama-based lesson plan.  The teachers valued the 

game primarily for the practice in computing equivalent fractions the game provided 

and not the experience based on constructivist principles, which affected their 

application and facilitation of the drama game.  For example, May said during the final 

group planning meeting that she “must make sure there is a connection. I don’t [want] 

to have a break [between the drama and the Mathematics outcomes]” (Group Planning 

Meeting 3, 110914).  May placed little confidence in the process of embodied learning 

and trusted visual reminders and repetition for students’ knowledge retention.  During 

the lessons on equivalent fractions, May’s lack of belief in drama resulted in a reduction 

of the drama lesson plans to short insertions between her usual use of manipulatives and 

written work to teach the concept.   

May’s fear that the drama elements would contribute little to student learning 

was reinforced by her need for control over the classroom and the process of learning.  

May commented to Sue that she had to prepare examples to guide students and “try to 

elicit [responses] from them” (Interview 2, 180914) to which Sue replied that May 

should “trust them” (Interview 2, 180914).  The contrast between the teacher and the 

teaching artist’s approach to the lesson revealed the former’s focus on directing student 

learning and lesson outcomes, and the latter’s desire to provide space for student 

exploration trusting that the process would lead to student learning.  This brief exchange 
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also indicated that May believed that her role as a teacher was to instruct while Sue 

viewed herself as a facilitator who believed in children’s inherent capacity to learn and 

make meaning for themselves.   

The way the two teachers applied the planned drama lessons suggest that May 

and Taufiq were so compelled to complete the given syllabus and focus on examinable 

outcomes that they neglected to build students’ Mathematical understanding within and 

across individual topics.  It is problematic that the teachers were not keen to spend extra 

time on revising basic concepts even though they had earlier identified it to be a cause 

of students’ struggle in the topic.  May and Taufiq just wanted to focus on the topic that 

was allocated and they had to cover within the specified teaching schedule, which 

resulted in some inclusions of drama in their lessons but these applications indicate no 

real change in the underlying beliefs about education and principles behind teaching 

practice.   

“Exam-smart” Teaching: Limiting the Aims of Education Reform 

 Despite MGPS school leaders’ attempts to achieve the aims of Thinking Schools, 

Learning Nation through TTAP, it was evident that much still had to be done to help 

May and Taufiq to move away from examination outcomes.  It will be argued in this 

section that the two teachers’ priority on examination preparation and performance 

during their drama lessons has been shaped by the performative focus of education in 

Singapore.  Furthermore, as explained in Chapter Two, the culture of education in 

Singapore has tended towards communitarian values that position teachers as all 

knowing authority figures was likely to have also contributed to May and Taufiq’s 

understanding of their role as teachers who transmit information and impart knowledge.   

It was observed during the group planning meetings that the focus on 

examination preparation determined what the teachers taught and how they taught.  For 

example, May’s strategy to cope with examination demands was to resort to the tactic of 

choosing specific numbers to familiarize students with the number equations that would 

frequently emerge for examinations.  May explained,  

[w]hen we have time, we go on to other multiples [ . . . ] because time is 

running out already.  [ . . . ] Now I got no time already.  [ . . . ] Now I got to 
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teach exam-smart already so just teach the numbers that will come out for 

exams.  [ . . . ] I will keep drumming [into] the children, the factors of these 

numbers. (May, Group Planning Meeting 2, 110714)  

To May, being ‘exam-smart’ meant the ‘drumming’ of numbers into students’ minds 

through repetition to have students recall the technical operations between numbers.  

May would identify specific questions or question types that she anticipated would be 

tested, ‘the numbers that will come out for exams’, to ensure that students had ample 

practice.  Studying for the test in this manner is likely to undermine Teach Less, Learn 

More principles and reduce the possibility of developing a self-directed critical thinker.   

 Taufiq’s strategy was to identify the questions that tested student knowledge in 

rudimentary topics to prepare his students from the tail end of the Primary Three cohort 

for the examinations.  Knowing the examination would assess a variety of mathematical 

skills and topics, Taufiq wanted to ensure that his students could complete 

at least all the basic questions, the first five questions [of the exam paper], 

all are basic questions, the knowledge questions.  They can tackle it so [it] 

can push them out of ‘U’ [ungraded] grade, [with a] minimum 20 [marks]. 

(Group Planning Meeting 2, 040714)  

Believing that the profile of his students meant that they had only enough capacity to 

cope with basic knowledge questions, Taufiq wanted to ensure that they could manage 

at least certain segments of the examination paper to obtain an “E” grade to prevent 

them from being retained at the same level.  He knew students had a weak grasp of 

concepts and so, did not bear much hope that students could successfully attempt 

questions that demanded high-order thinking applications such as solving word 

problems. Taufiq wanted to give students enough practice to ensure that they had 

sufficient knowledge and created foolproof strategies such as drawing sticks for 

students to visually compute questions as “an alternative to memorizing [by] giving 

them something to count” (Group Planning Meeting 1, 040714).  Even though it was 

slower, it was an effective way of achieving the right answer to obtain a much-needed 

mark and enable students just “to pass” (Taufiq, Group Planning Interview 3, 110914).   
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It is likely that Taufiq’s beliefs about his students’ abilities affected his beliefs in 

the potential of drama for learning and retention.  Taufiq described his students as  

very weak [academically and] cannot see because it’s not straight-forward 

[and they] will be very blur31.  They are very weak, they don’t see the link. 

(Group Planning Meeting 3, 110914) 

His experience of teaching weaker students had shaped Taufiq’s belief that direct 

teaching methods worked better to help his students grasp Mathematical concepts.  He 

felt that his lower achieving students would struggle to make logical links between 

number relationships within a fictional framework as proposed by Sue, and would need 

more teacher direction.  It was observed that Taufiq had simply skipped the entire 

characterization activity when he conducted the lesson and started immediately with the 

houses game.  His actions indicate that he was reluctant to invest lesson time into 

building associations between numbers, characters and relationships, and felt that the 

houses game had a more direct relevance to the Mathematics learning objectives. 

Changing teaching practice requires teachers to examine and revise their beliefs 

about effective teaching and how students learn best or else they tend to reproduce old 

principles in their use of new methods.  For example, May was extremely candid about 

what she desired to achieve through the drama, and her teaching focus was to prepare 

students for the upcoming end of the year final examinations.  Even during her 

interview, May emphasized how she had integrated drama into her usual “exam-smart” 

approach by proudly proclaiming 

I’ve given thought to these numbers.  Why I chose these particular numbers.  

These come out in the examinations.  (May, Interview 1, 180914)  

May did not anticipate that students could or would make personal connections about 

number patterns and relationships, but hoped that the predominant numbers featured 

during the drama activity would lead to memory and subsequent recall.  May preferred 

rote learning techniques as direct and time-effective methods to help students to achieve 

the correct answer.  Her approach to applying the drama lesson revealed that her 

primary objective was for students to achieve academically regardless of pedagogy, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 Colloquial term for being unaware.  In this context, the meaning of ‘blur’ can be regarded as being lost.   
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which indicated no change in her beliefs despite her use of a new method.   

 Time, and the lack thereof, to complete the given syllabus before the final year-

end examinations was also found to be a major concern for the teachers.  The teachers 

had fixed portions of time allocated to each topic so Taufiq reduced the number of 

planned drama lessons from four to two so that he could still have two lessons based on 

his usual approach to teaching equivalent fractions.  May reacted to Sue’s suggestion of 

introducing the activity of characterising numbers earlier on in the year to give students 

more exposure and practice in foundational concepts, and said  

now cannot, now [we have] got to go on to [the topic of] Area and 

Perimeter.  [We are] only given one week [for Area and Perimeter] and 

there are so many [school] activities on, so we are torn.  (Group Planning 

Meeting 2, 110714) 

May felt pressured by the need to complete the topics within the syllabus and had to 

adhere to the time allocation lest any topic be neglected.  The rigidity of the fixed 

centralised curriculum meant that May and Taufiq’s academically weak students who 

needed more time to grasp and practice concepts had to resort to quick fix tactics to be 

ready for examinations.   

As discussed in Chapter Two, result-oriented outcomes of instrumentalist beliefs 

discourage kiasi teachers from taking risks with new forms of learning as they fear 

failure and the repercussions on student examinations and the corresponding evaluation 

of their performance as teachers.  Kiasi teachers would prefer methods that have helped 

students to perform during previous examinations and tend towards rote learning.  

However, as observed from May, it is likely that teachers who emphasise on results 

might inadvertently neglect student understanding.  In an interview, May said that she 

felt compelled to use rote learning because  

[s]ometimes, these weak classes, sometimes, by rote learning [they learn] 

faster, you know.  [ . . . Once,] finally, I got so fed-up with them. I got really 

no time.  I said you are given 16 divide by 2.  You see this number, you 

count 16 sticks and you cancel cancel, two, two, like that finish already.  So, 

they can do, they finish, they pass.  That type, they do not know the logic of 
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grouping and sharing but [it] is ok [ . . . ] Because the end in mind is ‘I 

must pass exams’.  [ . . . ] This type of thing (drama) is good but we still 

need a long period of time.  This one (drawing and counting) is by rote 

learning.  This one (drama) is to let them stay engaged.  They are interested 

and in the long run, I think it helps. [ . . . ] That one, that method is just to 

pass exams.  [ . . . ] But time, no time already lah32, [must] go on to the next 

class already.  (May, Interview 5, 250914, emphasis mine)   

To prepare weaker students whom May believed would ‘not know the logic’ of the 

Mathematics topic to answer examination questions, May made conscious decisions not 

to explain the concepts behind the teaching.  May reasoned that obtaining the right 

answer was a greater priority and had taught her students to compute questions on 

division using a method that was not conceptually correct because ‘that method is just 

to pass exams’.  In the rush to prepare students for examinations, she chose to sacrifice 

students’ understanding of a subject to have sufficient content knowledge and focus on 

students’ ability to answer examination questions.   

 Education reform is a complicated process when teachers like May have a kiasi 

attitude that is motivated by ensuring student performance, which justifies an exam-

smart approach to complete the Mathematics syllabus and move on to the next topic in 

the interest of time.  Teaching with examination results as ‘the end in mind’ is a 

manifestation of a kiasi belief of prioritizing what is assessed as the most important in a 

performative education system, and ignoring other aims of education.  The act of 

reducing conceptual knowledge to computational steps can also be described as a kiasi 

approach to teaching because it was regarded by May as a fail-proof method to help 

students to pass examinations.  Consequently, it is challenging for teachers to attempt 

alternative teaching methods such as drama that are introduced as beneficial for the 

same Mathematics objectives as well as develop Mathematical thinking when teachers 

prefer fast and effective exam-smart methods.  Even though kiasi approaches can 

bypass student understanding, they ultimately achieved the end goal of passing 

examinations and therefore, were considered to be legitimate to May.  In contrast, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32 ‘Lah’ is a colloquial term used in Singapore that can mean “an affirmation, dismissal, exasperation, or 
exclamation in different contexts” (C. Ng, 2018).  In this context, May’s use of “lah” sounded like an 
emphasis in her complain on the lack of time in the Concept Mapping process.    
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drama required an investment of time that May did not believe that she had and was 

unwilling to explore despite her profession that drama could ‘help’ students to be more 

‘interested’ in learning.   

 Unlike the memorization of tools to aid students in computation such as the times-

tables, the ability to recall computations may enable students to cope with examination 

questions but will not suffice when they have to build on the concept at higher-levels.  

Rote learning techniques tend to reduce student understanding when students memorise 

steps to replicate conceptual knowledge that enable them to reproduce correct answers 

with no corresponding mastery of the content (Gerofsky, 2011).  It is likely that 

neglecting student understanding in exam-smart strategies and the emphasis on rote 

learning can fail to take into account students’ individual background and experience to 

assist students in bridging the gap between what they know and what they need to know 

valued in constructivist-based teaching.  Instead of developing the ability to make sense 

of new information and generate their own learning, students are directed to pockets of 

seemingly meaningless data and trained to follow steps and derive answers.   

 When May and Taufiq gave students explicit instructions on what to learn and 

how to learn during the drama lesson, they can be described as going against the desired 

outcome of education to nurture confident students.  This critique was made of the 

teachers by Sue who believed that only when students gained a confidence in their 

ability to do mathematics, could they learn the necessary knowledge and skills, and 

transfer the learning to pen and paper assessments.  As she remarked in exasperation in 

response to May’s insistence on limiting the numbers used in the drama activities, 

[f]ine, you want to cap it at 24 because you want the kids to pass but what 

about the future for them?  Then you’re passing the buck to another teacher.  

Already, somebody has passed you the buck [because] they don’t know 

multiplication and division.  Someone has passed you the problem. So, for 

me, it’s like ‘now, then what? You pass the next problem to someone else?’  

And then soon, who’s at stake?  The kids are at stake! Your grades are not 

at stake for this exam but they will be for the next teacher.  (Group Planning 

Meeting 2, 110714)  
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Sue vehemently argued that rote learning in place of conceptual understanding would 

mask students’ inabilities and misunderstandings about foundational topics that are not 

exposed until a related topic emerges at higher levels.  Although students would be able 

to cope with examination demands at a certain level, students’ partial understanding 

would result in failure in the future when attempting the related topic at a higher level 

because of students’ lack of foundational understanding.  Sue was concerned about the 

effects on students’ self-esteem and subsequent interest in learning when they 

perpetually experienced a sense of inadequacy and failure stemming from confusion and 

misunderstanding in a topic.   

 Sue’s disapproval of teachers resorting to ‘exam-smart’ strategies that gloss over 

students’ learning was a critique on teachers’ preoccupation with examination results at 

the expense of the student.  Sue’s insight on how teachers respond to student inability 

suggests that the difficulties of education reform can be attributed to the persistent 

priority of examinations, and teachers’ roles as tactical helpers for students.  From her 

observations made of May, Taufiq and the other MGPS educators, Sue had astutely 

identified that teachers often disregarded students’ prior knowledge and instead focused 

on techniques to answer questions in their rush for time.  As a result, the students 

suffered from the perpetual ‘passing the buck’ from teacher to teacher with no sustained 

intervention to address their issues with a topic.  Sue believed that examination results 

were not an accurate indication of students’ ability or understanding since the students’ 

current struggle with multiplication and division was the result of previous teachers who 

had resorted to rote learning in the topic to help students be promoted.   

Although drama had been presented as an opportunity to address students’ 

conceptual misunderstandings about fractions and build a strong foundation in the basic 

concepts of multiplication and division from the first TTAP group meeting, May and 

Taufiq disregarded Sue’s proposals and instead, were persistently focused on finding 

drama strategies for the topic specifically allocated to the TTAP.  The teachers’ limited 

attention on drama during the planning and execution of the lessons indicate no real 

shift in teacher beliefs towards constructivist principles even though there were some 

changes in their teaching practice with the introduction of the drama activity and houses 

game.  In teaching practice that values drill-and-practice to fulfil written examination 
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requirements, constructivist methods of learning such as drama can be regarded by 

teachers like May and Taufiq as irrelevant approaches that take up too much time.  

Exploring alternative pedagogy is an inconsequential concern for teachers who have to 

cope with examination demands.  In the new aims of education, it is problematic that 

May and Taufiq were unable to grasp that their exam-smart approaches were 

perpetuating students’ inability to succeed in Mathematics learning.   

Scepticism Toward Embodied Approaches: Cursory Attempts at Engaged 

Learning 

 The aspiration to bring about education reform is complicated by teachers’ 

differing beliefs about engaged learning, what being engaged looks like in a classroom, 

and the extent student engagement really matters to student learning.  For example, in 

the TTAP coordinator’s response given earlier, the value of drama lay in providing fun 

elements within a lesson intended to ‘hook’ students to enliven teaching and increase 

student interest in the lesson.  May had similar views about drama as a deviation from 

rote learning, a form of amusement that could make students pay heed to the teacher 

and the lesson, and did not consider drama as a meaningful pedagogical approach.  In a 

conversation over text message, May said,  

drama captures my pupils’ attention because traditional rote learning is 

boring.  I believe that meaningful and fun activities make learning concepts 

relevant and interesting to us and we will be more receptive. (Field notes, 

170714)  

Although May alluded to student engagement in the form of mental stimulus found in 

‘meaningful’ or purposeful activities, she had no clear notion of what the rhetoric meant 

and was generally sceptical of the possible connections between drama and learning.  

Furthermore, this form of engagement required a different level of commitment and 

drama expertise from the teacher, which May was ill equipped for without training in 

drama education.   

To bring about engaged learning, the teachers needed to plan and integrate 

drama into a lesson to meet Mathematics learning outcomes, and to facilitate the lesson 

to give students space to grapple with making personal connections.  Having a fun 
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activity to break the monotony of a traditional school day demanded much less of a 

teacher who wanted to apply drama as an alternative approach to learning.  Although 

May desired to create a sense of enjoyment through fun to motivate students to be more 

involved in their learning, she neglected to consider that engaged learning was more 

about students’ contributing to their own process of learning and less about giving 

attention to the teacher as encouraged by the Teach Less, Learn More policy.   

In contrast, Sue’s understanding of student engagement and her notion of fun as 

a drama educator was more aligned to constructivist principles.  She had intended that 

the characterisation of numbers and role-taking during the houses game would give 

students the opportunity to apply their minds to “tap into the imagination because these 

kids have wild imaginations.  If they don’t use it during learning, it’s not going to be 

exciting for them” (Group Planning Meeting 2, 110714).  Sue believed that the drama 

elements had the potential to help students to participate in Mathematical learning in a 

playful but meaningful manner to take ownership over their learning.  The aspect of 

enjoyment and fun in drama could activate student interest and the use of their 

imagination to create links between existing experience and new knowledge.   

 Teachers’ limited understanding of the value of play and imagination in learning 

can be attributed to their distrust of embodied ways of learning when they have habitual 

ways of teaching Mathematics.  Both May and Taufiq believed that cognitive processes 

were activated primarily through listening and practice, and the act of writing things 

down was crucial to retain student learning.  From the first group meeting, May had 

raised her concerns about the inadequacy of drama to consolidate and assess students’ 

learning.  In the second meeting, May reminded the other teachers of her previous 

request, which revealed her scepticism towards the effects drama as pedagogy could 

bring for the intended Mathematics outcomes.  May said,  

[s]o, can I ask? Is it good to have a piece of written work to follow up with 

this activity whereby so the children can internalise after this activity? [… 

with] something solid, concrete for them to pick out? […] So at least when 

they do the written work […] they sit down and really think about it. […] If 

not, during the activity, they have fun, fun, fun for one hour, [therafter] they 
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cannot recall [anything they have learnt] already.  At the end of the day, 

they don’t learn anything (Group Planning Meeting 2, 110914)   

In her request for worksheets to do after the drama game, May revealed her belief that 

thinking, learning, and recall only occured during written work and the ‘fun’ drama 

created in a lesson had little relevance to Mathematics learning.  May’s adamant beliefs 

about the need for writing explained why she allocated much time during her lessons for 

drill-and-practice.  Similarly, Taufiq also believed that students “need to transfer [their] 

learning somewhere, if not [it will] go [to the] air” (Group Planning Meeting 2, 

110914).  To Taufiq, drama’s value was as an interactive game that merely transferred 

Mathematical exercises from worksheets into a kinaesthetic activity on the whiteboard, 

and the demonstration of learning still had to be written on paper eventually.   

Written work was also valued by Taufiq as a verification that students had done 

more than just ‘play’ and assure teachers that students had achieved the learning 

objectives.  Explaining his support of May’s request to have worksheets, Taufiq said 

[a]fter every activity, I have writing because they need to know. Play play 

play but must write.  Even just now, you see, the moment we ask them to 

write on the board, we know the girl doesn’t know.  But at least now we 

know she doesn’t know. (Interview 2, 011014) 

To Taufiq, ‘knowing’ could come only through writing and the example he raised of the 

girl whose misconceptions had only been identified through writing on the whiteboard 

had been observed during his drama lesson.  The experience reinforced Taufiq’s trust in 

written assignments to assess the depth of student understanding and to correct 

misconceptions.   

There is space in drama-based learning for worksheets and written tasks to 

assess student learning and preventing students from mimicking others’ responses or 

copying peers’ answers when involved in group and class discussions.  However, the 

insistence on written work can direct teachers’ focus to obtaining correct answers 

during drama-based learning and reduce the value of interactive and participative 

elements in embodied learning.  For example, Taufiq eliminated the drama elements of 

make-believe and characterization when he modified the houses game to have students 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



Attempting Drama as Pedagogy in Singapore 164	  

write the Mathematical equations on the white board to gain entry into the house.  The 

entire drama game became a front for didactic teaching for Taufiq to unpack students’ 

mistakes instead of facilitating students’ responses and guiding students to identify their 

mistakes through the drama.  It was observed that class discussion evolved to be a 

monologue with the parroting of steps and answers provided by the teacher’s leading 

questions, and many students stopped responding to Taufiq’s questions.   

Didactic teaching that centred on the teacher and not the student resulted in 

Taufiq’s use of drama as a gimmick at the start of the lesson and a fun diversion within 

the lesson.  Even though Taufiq did not conduct the first drama activity to personify 

numbers, he initially appeared to have grasped and applied the power of creating 

narratives in drama by taking the initiative to begin his drama lesson by sprinkling 

imaginary fairy dust on his students to transform them into magic numbers to cast them 

as numbers to play the houses game.  Going beyond what was described in the teaching 

artist’s lesson plan to create a fictional world where students could take on roles, Taufiq 

explained during the post-lesson interview, “it’s not planned” (Interview 2, 011014) to 

“sprinkle dust on them” (Interview 2, 011014), and the idea to contextualise the lesson 

through make-believe had occurred on the spur of the moment.  However, after the 

initial brainwave of harnessing the imaginative quality of drama, Taufiq slipped back 

into usual direct teaching methods as described earlier.  Only when he noticed his 

students were not concentrating on his lesson, did he reference back to the initial idea of 

magic numbers to regain students’ attention before resuming with teacher talk, and this 

cycle occurred throughout the entire lesson to gradually waning student interest.  Taufiq 

was unable to sustain the participative quality of the lesson, and the use of the drama 

game served primarily as an attention-grabbing opening to a typical lesson on 

equivalent fractions.   

From their reliance on written forms of learning, it could be inferred that May 

and Taufiq had a fundamental belief that the mind and the process of thinking were 

distinct and separate from the body.  Their assumption shaped and eventually 

undermined the entire constructivist premise that emphasised the experience of learning 

and embodied learning principles through drama.  Although the drama game was 

intended to provide students with opportunities for collaborative learning by working in 
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pairs and contributing answers during discussions with the larger class, the Mathematics 

teachers did not give students much chance to articulate their thinking and learn from 

each other.  In May’s instance, she used the game as a novel way of obtaining 

volunteers whose answers were evaluated and used as a teaching point.  During the 

lesson, May called a few students individually up to the front to provide answers, and 

May used their responses as a platform to correct, clarify and further explain the 

concept of equivalent fractions.  There was essentially no change in either teacher’s 

teaching practice during the drama-based lessons and there was little evidence of 

engaged learning in students.   

 By directing students’ thinking, teachers position students as passive receptacles 

in a didactic education system, and their motivation to make personal connections 

between existing and new knowledge decreases significantly, which goes against the 

desire for engaged learners and the principles of constructivist teaching.  As introduced 

in Chapter One based on Piaget and Vygotsky’s theories of learning, encouraging 

students to articulate their thinking and explore options is a key aspect of teaching based 

on constructivist principles.  Even when students make mistakes, teachers can ask 

probing questions to help students to construct their own learning and correct their 

responses to come to personal conclusions about the information they receive.  

Furthermore, as argued in Chapter Two, engaging in drama requires teachers to put on 

the other three hats of playwright, director and actor to sustain student interest and to 

navigate the challenge of when and how to intervene in students’ learning process.  

However, the lack of training in drama education resulted in May and Taufiq perceiving 

themselves only as teachers, and they reverted to whiteboard teaching to identify and 

correct students’ mistakes, which removed any opportunity for personal discovery and 

peer learning  

In contrast to the Mathematics teachers, Sue believed that students learnt best 

during a lesson that encouraged them to explore and make personal connections when 

they were physically, mentally and emotionally involved in the act of learning.  To Sue, 

drama was an open-ended approach that served as a catalyst that could enable students 

to “make the connection [and] it’s for life” (Group Planning Meeting 1, 040714).  Sue 

believed that he role of the teacher in the drama-based learning was to say ‘kids, go 
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figure’ (Sue, Planning Meeting 2, 110714), and force students to take charge of their 

learning.   

Even though Sue stressed the need for open-ended learning during the group 

planning meetings, the teachers struggled to find ways to support student learning apart 

from direct intervention.  For example, in a group planning meeting, Sue had explained 

that  

the game, the drama is this: what are [the numbers] like? What kind of 

house would they live in? Just ask [the students] to think. ‘So, if you are this 

number, whose house can you go in[to] and why?  Discuss.’  They will have 

to think why.  [. . . Teachers,] Don’t do it first, let them figure it out first 

then let students decide where the number fits because that’s flexible. 

(Group Planning Meeting 2, 110714) 

However, after the teachers’ continually focused on how to craft questions to guide 

students’ responses during the discussion, Sue exasperatedly burst out, “but the teacher 

is always [going] ‘I’m framing it out for you’ (Group Planning Meeting 2, 110704).  

Although Sue had described how the drama elements could be introduced by asking 

questions to spark student imagination to allow students to grasp number relationships 

and lead to an open-ended experience of learning, the teachers did not appear to have 

learnt nor applied Sue’s examples.  It was challenging for these teachers who were 

untrained in drama education to comprehend what she meant.   

The teachers did not perceive any problem in framing the learning for students 

indicating that they were used to making learning direct and clear for students.  For 

example, May commented that she would “teach [students] explicitly lah33” (Group 

Planning Meeting 2, 110714) when Sue suggested teaching multiplication tables using a 

game.  Although Sue criticized the teachers for doing the ‘figuring out’ for students by 

making explicit connections between component parts for students, she was not in the 

same position as the teachers who had been teaching using manipulatives and believed 

in making abstract concepts clear.  Only through training and exposure in embodied 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 As mentioned in the previous footnote, ‘lah’ is a colloquial term used in Singapore and in this context, 
from the Concept Mapping process, the ‘lah’ sounded like May was simultaneously dismissing Sue’s 
suggestion while emphasizing that it is normal to teach explicitly.    
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approaches such as drama can help teachers overcome their skepticism and grow from 

didactic teachers to become facilitators who support students to discover and make their 

own associations between different pieces of knowledge.   

Negligible Impact on Teaching and Teachers: Drama as Irrelevant   

Instrumentalist beliefs about education and drama can lead to a superficial and 

cursory implementation of drama that strips the pedagogical approach of the process of 

embodied learning.  As has been demonstrated, a drama practitioner’s carefully planned 

lesson and meaningful creation of a fictional world can be undermined by teachers, if 

they, like May and Taufiq focus on ensuring lesson objectives are met.  Although the 

TTAP initiative had positioned drama strategically as a vehicle for effective teaching, 

there was negligible observable impact on students’ experience of learning when 

students’ thinking and learning were still directed by the teacher during the drama 

lessons.  Both Taufiq and May conducted the drama-based approach as a computation 

exercise and did not give students the time or space to ‘figure’ things out or to come to 

their own conclusions.  In a transmission-centred teaching culture, it is possible that 

drama is pared down to a participative activity at best and at worst, operates as an 

entertaining icebreaker during lessons.   

The teachers’ actions may have stemmed from a lack of clarity about the aims 

and roles of all partners in the TTAP initiative because the teachers saw their 

involvement as a short-term one-time event.  The teachers did not have the same 

motivation as the NAC to see the different art forms gradually integrated into the 

curriculum as a formal way of learning.  In a casual conversation with one of the NAC 

programme coordinators, she mentioned that the agency’s vision for TTAP was that 

students would have more opportunities to participate and experience the arts in schools 

as compulsory aspects of their education (Field Notes, 180914).  At the time of the 

study, only Music and Art are official subjects within the national curriculum as 

subjects so the TTAP was part of the attempt to increase the presence of drama in 

schools.  The NAC had intended that an increased contact with the arts in students’ 

schooling years through the TTAP would result in a wider and deeper appreciation of 

the arts among the Singapore population in the years to come.  
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It is also likely that May and Taufiq did not grasp the longer-term purpose of 

TTAP because of a lack of communication between school leaders and teachers.  In the 

ten-week study period, it was not observed that MGPS school leaders clarified their 

expectations for TTAP or explained their intentions behind the exploration with drama 

as pedagogy to the teachers on any occasion.  At the first group planning meeting, the 

TTAP coordinator did not begin the discussion with an overview of the programme 

with the expectations of teachers and teaching artists but launched into planning for the 

topic of fractions immediately.  Other school leaders who occasionally sat in on a 

planning meeting for brief moments did not speak, and there was only one occasion 

observed when the principal made a remark that hinted at the purpose and intent of 

TTAP.  After May’s drama lesson, the Principal commented on the need for teachers to 

“step back” and “service” students’ thinking by asking questions and inviting 

participation instead of asking students to keep quiet and listen based on her few 

minutes of observation (Field Notes, 180914).  The principal’s brief comment implied 

that a key benefit of drama was its ability to generate discussion and to enable teachers 

to facilitate student-led learning.  However, the incongruence between the principal’s 

expectations and the reality of May’s drama lessons was not observed to have been 

further addressed by the Principal or the TTAP coordinator in subsequent group 

planning meetings. 

Moreover, after each drama-based lesson, May and Taufiq were not debriefed by 

NAC or school leaders about their experience or given any opportunity to critically 

reflect on their application of drama to potentially rethink their beliefs or actions.  The 

lack of follow up on the teachers’ experience of participating in TTAP and applying 

drama indicated that the school leadership’s primary concern was not teachers’ 

experience and growth through the collaboration to create sustainable change in these 

teachers’ teaching practice.  Instead, it seemed that teachers just had to follow through 

on top-down directives to provide an appearance of change through the school’s 

involvement in TTAP, which reinforced a superficial application of the drama lesson 

plans and may not have resulted in any long-term effect in May or Taufiq’s teaching.  

Teachers’ negative perception of the relevance and contribution of drama to 

Mathematics may also be exacerbated by the tendency of school leaders to include new 
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embellishments to the curriculum without consultation with the teachers.  May 

explained that it was not uncommon for the school to introduce unplanned and 

unexpected programmes at short notice.  Citing the example of a recent disruption to her 

English classes, May said  

suddenly we got [some] funds out of the blue [and had] eight sessions of 

storytelling.  Eight sessions mean eight hours taken from my English 

curriculum.  There is a certain gain [from participating in storytelling], the 

children have more exposure, the children are more confident, they learn the 

script by heart, they act it out. [. . . But] out of the blue, [this programme] 

just comes out so [I] have to slash down, remove the comprehension part [of 

my lessons] so I wonder whether, I mean, certain part you cannot take out 

[from the syllabus so] you gain certain area[s], you lose certain area[s].  

(Interview 5, 250914)  

May elaborated that the school had hired a speech-and-drama vendor to conduct an 

eight-week storytelling programme to be conducted during English lessons because 

there was extra funding to spare that year.  If the school did not use the funds, they 

would be allocated a reduced budget the following year.  Even though May felt that 

students had benefitted from the course, she complained that the improved public 

speaking skills were only useful for the oral examination, and she now had reduced time 

to teach comprehension and other components that would be tested for the English 

examination.  May’s comments indicated that her instrumentalist beliefs about 

education underpinned her teaching across all subjects as she was also focused on 

examination outcomes in her English lessons.  Her dismissal of alternative pedagogies 

across different subjects indicated that her beliefs about drama were reinforced by her 

general scepticism towards non-didactic teaching practice.   

May’s matter-of-fact description in a resigned tone of voice suggested that she 

did not appreciate these unplanned insertions into her teaching schedule yet it appeared 

that she felt powerless to resist these top-down initiatives because she had little choice 

and no room to reject the school leadership’s directions.  Although May did not speak 

of her involvement in the TTAP as an unexpected intrusion, it is possible that May had 

misinterpreted school leaders’ interest in drama as pedagogy as a practical way to tick 
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all the boxes required of schools to engage in curriculum innovation since school 

leaders had not articulated their aims and rationale for TTAP.  As discussed in the first 

section of this chapter, May and Taufiq were not involved in the planning process until 

the second half of the year when they met with the teaching artist to concretise the 

lesson plans.  The teachers were not consulted about the timing or their choice of topic 

to apply drama as pedagogy, which could have reduced teacher buy-in.  The lack of 

consultation in May’s participation in TTAP is likely to have contributed to a 

perception of the TTAP as another random unthinking programme that had little real 

value to students’ learning, and only created additional work for her, resulting in a 

resistance towards the collaboration with Sue.     

The Challenge of External Collaborations: Working with a Teaching Artist  

The teachers had a narrow perspective of the teaching artist’s role as a vendor or 

an independent provider of a new method, and not as a peer collaborator whom they 

could learn from, which reduced the influence Sue could have on the teachers’ beliefs 

and their teaching approach.  May and Taufiq viewed themselves more as consumers of 

what Sue could bring as a drama expert rather than co-creators of the lesson plan with 

their Mathematics expertise.  The teachers believed that they had to make learning 

points explicit and ‘nail’ learning objectives, and “break down the learning for students 

to grasp” (Taufiq, Group Planning Meeting 3, 110914), and frequently persisted in 

focusing on the technical aspects of conducting the houses game during the planning 

meetings despite Sue’s frequent attempts to steer the discussions back to the larger 

purpose and benefit of the drama-based activity.  The different goals of the planning 

meetings and the mismatch of expectations meant that the teachers and Sue were often 

frustrated, as observed from their tone and body language during the discussions.  This 

raised questions on the extent and ways such partnerships could eventually enable non-

drama education trained teachers to apply drama effectively in Mathematics teaching 

and use constructivist approaches to teaching since changing teaching practice requires 

more than the presence of an expert who may just provide a momentary exposure to 

new methods. The collaborative process between teachers and teaching artist remained 

superficial in the TTAP even though it had been envisioned by the NAC to create a 

platform for skills sharing and equipping of teachers with drama skills.   
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Furthermore, it was observed during the group planning meetings that there was 

little communication between the Mathematics teachers, Sue, and the TTAP coordinator 

for the school, about the value of drama as pedagogy, the expectations of drama and the 

way drama could fulfill its full potential since the focus of the meetings was on crafting 

a drama-based lesson plan.   The TTAP coordinator who was also a Mathematics 

teacher commented,  

sometimes it’s like [the teachers] don’t see the common ground.  You know, 

the drama, how does it come in to help?  Math is so standalone, we are so 

stuck in our ways of teaching (TTAP coordinator, Group Planning Meeting 

2, 110714)  

Even though the coordinator was aware that the teachers did not know how drama could 

‘help’ to move them out of rigid ways of teaching Mathematics, there appeared to be no 

attempt at reconciling the differences to come to a ‘common ground’.  The lack of 

dialogue between teachers and the teaching artist reduced any possible growth in 

teachers’ understanding of how drama could be applied as pedagogy to improve 

Mathematics teaching and students’ understanding of Mathematics concepts.  The 

neglect of discussion between the teachers and Sue indicated that teachers just had to 

execute what superiors had decided, which did not take into account their beliefs about 

teaching or understanding of drama as pedagogy.  Teachers were not supported by the 

TTAP collaboration to negotiate their existing didactic teaching practice within a 

performative education culture and grow their understanding of drama, which 

contributed to the lack of participation during the planning meetings. 

During the planning meetings, it was observed that the Mathematics teachers did 

not contribute ideas but mainly commented on and critiqued the feasibility of Sue’s 

ideas, which indicated a lack of teacher buy-in.  For example, in a group planning 

meeting, Sue suggested incorporating rhythm to explain the concept of fractions since 

musical notations used fractions to indicate tempo and beat.  She explained that music 

could help teachers to “discuss math” (Group Planning Meeting 2, 110714) with their 

students “more than you teach it” (Group Planning Meeting 2, 110714).  However, the 

teachers immediately reacted against the idea with Taufiq declaring “it’s a challenge for 

me, have you ever seen an art teacher with good music [skills]?” (Group Planning 
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Meeting 2, 110714).  The idea was immediately dismissed and the teachers’ resistance 

to new ideas pointed to the teachers’ tendency to think in silos and focus on their own 

subject instead of considering practical applications of Mathematics concepts that could 

aid a child’s understanding.   

As the only drama practitioner in the meeting and a non-subject expert in 

Mathematics, Sue was frequently exasperated by the teachers during the planning 

meetings and once commented wryly,  

I don’t want to fit into ‘just want to pass this exam’.  I’m not interested, I’m 

sorry.  And for me, it’s like, then why do I come in as an artist for? […] If 

it’s activity-based, you can get it off the internet, don’t have to ask me. (Sue, 

Group Planning Meeting 2, 110714) 

Sue felt that the differing aims undermined her role and limited her contribution as a 

teaching artist, and she was disillusioned about the TTAP collaboration because her role 

had simply been to kick start a discussion on different activities to teach the given topic, 

instead of introducing drama as an approach to learning.  Sue explained to the teachers 

that if they were to be fixated on the participative aspects of the lesson plan and ignore 

the drama elements, then 

the skills of an artist are minimal, you don’t need me there already because 

the idea is very clear already and it’s how you want to roll it out.  There’s no 

storytelling, no nothing for me.  This has been a healthy brainstorming 

session.  (Group planning meeting 2, 110914) 

Sue’s contributions as a drama facilitator were ultimately redundant because there was 

no real need for drama in the form of a storyline or make-believe.  Without dialogue 

with teachers and a desire to exchange ideas, Sue could not share her beliefs and 

experiences as a teaching artist, and consequently, had little influence over the lessons 

teachers conducted and teachers’ beliefs about drama as pedagogy.   

The complexity of collaboration between two groups of people who have vastly 

different priorities and experiences of drama and education must be acknowledged in 

the challenges of teachers and teaching artists engaging in dialogue.  Teachers are not 
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the only ones who struggle with receiving and comprehending new perspectives.  

Teaching artists should also apply a constructivist approach towards teachers’ learning 

of drama as pedagogy by listening to teachers and starting from teachers’ personal 

experience and capacity.  It was observed that Sue contributed to the lack of dialogue 

between herself as teaching artist and the Mathematics teachers.  For example, Sue had 

once exasperatedly commented to all present at the planning meeting that she had 

“switched off already when you started talking about the Math” (Group Planning 

Meeting 1, 040714), which might have come across as disrespect for the teachers’ 

priorities and limited drama capacity.  She frequently appeared disdainful of the 

teachers who were fixated with numbers and procedures during planning meetings, and 

her attitude might have contributed to teachers’ reluctance by reinforcing their 

inadequacy about adopting a new method.  Sue’s understanding of drama and her 

expectations about the TTAP collaboration prevented Sue from communicating more 

empathetically the purpose and process of the drama, which could have supported 

teachers to better grasp the constructivist intent behind her lesson plans.   

Communication and dialogue between all who are involved in education reform 

must occur to clarify expectations, and together determine the form and extent change 

should take.  In this instance, Sue was impatient with the teachers who frequently 

centred the discussion on specific tasks or steps to be accomplished during the drama 

lesson instead of exploring with the teachers how drama could be used effectively in a 

relevant way.  Sue’s frustration with the teachers’ inability to grasp what she had meant 

and intended, and their resistance to come on board with her ideas prevented her from 

empathising with the teachers and understanding their concerns.   

Even when national agencies and school leaders take the lead in education 

reform, the onus is also on teachers and other collaborators on the ground to work at the 

practical process of bringing about desired adjustments in teaching practice.  Without 

effort and understanding of the priorities and limitations of all partners, any change in 

teaching practice through programmes is likely to be superficial, and there will be 

negligible impact on what teachers think about teaching and how they approach their 

lessons.  In MGPS’ involvement in TTAP, the school could have allocated more time 

for the teachers and the teaching artist to understand their aims for the initiative and 
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each other’s expert perspective on either Mathematics or drama to achieve a common 

ground of understanding.  By respecting and listening to the different starting points, the 

TTAP could have become a true collaboration where both the teachers’ and artist’s 

expertise were valued and mutual learning take place.  Instead, the TTAP can be 

described as an unthinking ‘mechanical’ approach, which then Education Minister 

Tharman had warned against, as discussed in Chapter One.  It is possible that if May 

and Taufiq had been given more time with Sue, they would have more opportunities to 

learn about the principles of drama education that may have led to shifts in their beliefs 

and increase their willingness to explore with the new pedagogy.   

Conclusion 

Based on the case studies of May and Taufiq, this chapter has examined the 

challenges of education reform for teachers with instrumentalist beliefs about education. 

Such teachers have little personal conviction about the benefits of drama and are 

primarily concerned about how drama could achieve their Mathematical goals and 

targets, rather than broader notions of education and holistic learning.  As Stinson 

(2009) notes in her study of teachers who attempted Process Drama in Singapore, “any 

change in practice which involved more student activity and less teacher-talk was cause 

for resistance” (p. 232) in the focus on examination outcomes.   

Furthermore, drama’s efficacy as pedagogy is dependent on teachers’ grasp of 

drama and their willingness to invest time into planning and facilitating embodied ways 

of learning.  When teaching practice is undergirded by instrumentalist beliefs, new 

methods to teaching such as drama are often used in a superficial manner because 

teachers are often unwilling or unable to invest the time and additional effort to 

thoroughly explore the possibilities of drama for Mathematics learning in planning and 

in teaching when they are constrained by time or have other priorities.  As described in 

this chapter, even when teachers can acknowledge the potential benefits drama can 

bring as pedagogy, their underlying beliefs about education frequently cause them to 

revert to direct teaching methods that they felt had been proven to work and were more 

efficient in enabling students to pass their examinations.  Participative learning may be 

encouraged but ultimately do little to move teachers away from direct teaching as 

teachers struggle to bring about constructivist teaching processes.   
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May and Taufiq’s beliefs and actions of a new teaching approach revealed the 

contradictions an instrumentalist education system brings to the Thinking School, 

Learning Nation vision of education.  On the surface, the TTAP partnership appears to 

be a workable example of how a teaching artist can support teachers who are untrained 

in drama education to change their teaching practice.  However, as the analysis of May 

and Taufiq has revealed, an instrumentalist impulse can limit the interactions and 

processes during group planning meetings to devising a drama activity and does not 

necessarily develop a true collaboration.  If both Mathematics teachers and teaching 

artist had learnt to articulate their perspectives, listened to learn from others and 

negotiated their differences to move towards using drama meaningfully in a relevant 

manner, their partnership would have been more aligned to the collaborative, learning 

spirit of Thinking School, Learning Nation.   

 Furthermore, if teachers are not ‘arrowed’ and take the initiative to try drama as 

a teaching approach, they are likely to be more motivated and have personal buy-in to 

explore how drama can be useful and relevant as pedagogy.  In the next chapter, we will 

examine how Rachel and Vicki attempted to use drama to achieve both examination and 

non-academic outcomes in their English Literature lessons in a more realistic and 

incremental manner in the Singapore classroom.  However, although Rachel and Vicki 

were eager to explore the possibilities drama could offer as pedagogy, their applications 

of drama often contradicted their beliefs and they were unaware of the misalignment 

between their intentions and actions.  The complexities of using drama in a Singapore 

context will be further analysed from Rachel and Vicki’s experience of cognitive 

dissonance as teachers who were unable to bring about their desired learning outcomes 

despite their enthusiasm about drama as pedagogy.   
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Introduction 

Unlike the teachers in the previous chapter who doubted the relevance and value of 

drama and reluctantly complied with the top-down directive to participate in TTAP to 

apply drama as pedagogy, Rachel and Vicki were personally motivated to use drama 

and made the choice to incorporate drama pedagogy of their own accord.  As will be 

examined in the first section of the chapter, Rachel and Vicki were aware of the 

limitations and weaknesses in their existing teaching of English Literature and desired 

for students to engage with their English Literature texts more deeply so that students 

would move beyond regurgitating memorised quotes and notes based on what the 

teacher said in class.  Unlike May and Taufiq who approached drama as a tokenistic 

approach to learning with some potential for limited outcomes like increasing student 

interest, Rachel and Vicki had deeper aspirations for how to rethink their teaching 

through drama and develop more embodied and dialogic approaches for a more holistic 

process and outcome of education.  This first section will also introduce the Teaching 

Shakespeare Through Drama workshop that Rachel and Vicki attended to provide a 

description of what the teachers had been taught and were exposed to in the weeklong 

course.  The two teachers were eager to explore drama as pedagogy in their classroom 

after having personally experienced the effects of learning through drama and desired to 

apply the drama conventions they had learnt in their teaching practice.   

 However, despite Rachel and Vicki’s aspirations for drama and their belief in non-

didactic teaching approaches, it was observed that their actual use of drama during 

lessons appeared to contradict their professed beliefs about drama and education.  The 

observed incongruence will be described as cognitive dissonance in the teachers in the 

second section of this chapter, and it will be argued that a teacher’s belief in a new 

approach does not guarantee that the teacher is able to apply the approach.  Cognitive 

dissonance served as a useful lens to identify the two teachers’ tacit beliefs that shaped 

when and how they applied drama pragmatically, as well as indicate that the application 

of new methods in Singapore’s education reform may only lead to superficial and 

temporal change to teaching practice and consequently, make little difference to student 

learning.   

 Rachel and Vicki’s lack of training in drama education will be argued in the third 
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section to be a significant factor that affected both teachers’ capacity to apply drama as 

pedagogy.  The two teachers were not equipped with enough drama education skills to 

bring about an immersive experience of embodied learning, which resulted in their 

reliance on previous didactic ways of teaching.  It will be shown that Vicki’s brief 

exposure to drama education in the weeklong workshop did not provide sufficient 

drama knowledge to supplement her incomplete conceptions of drama’s application as 

pedagogy nor support her understanding of constructivist principles.  Rachel’s attempt 

at improving her drama-based lessons illustrated the need to equip teachers with 

adequate training in drama education to support them to plan the use of drama 

conventions and facilitate student discussions generated during and after a drama 

experience.   

 The final section of the chapter will identify the effects of the pressures of an 

examination-oriented education system on the two teachers that limited the degree 

Rachel and Vicki could experiment and explore with drama as pedagogy.  Similar 

factors such as the standardized curriculum and the allocation of time to complete a 

given syllabus observed in May and Taufiq were also present in Rachel and Vicki’s 

consideration of drama as a pedagogical approach.  Despite their good intentions, the 

two teachers’ beliefs accounted for little when they had to face the challenge of 

managing external factors, and Rachel and Vicki were not equipped to apply drama as 

pedagogy to engage with the approach’s potential.   

Aspirations for Drama: Developing Critical Thinking Through Play  

Rachel and Vicki were teaching English Literature in Secondary Schools and 

had taken the initiative to attend the Teaching Shakespeare Through Drama workshop 

because they were interested in finding ways to improve their teaching of Literature.  

Their willingness to sacrifice their weeklong school holiday to learn about drama 

indicated that they were actively seeking ways to equip themselves with new skills to 

develop professionally.  At the time of the study, a year after the workshop was 

conducted, Rachel was considering pursuing a higher degree in the teaching of English 

Literature and Shakespearean texts, and believed that “teachers should have a wide 

range of skills and tools in their methods” (Interview 6, 050614).  Similarly, Vicki was 

motivated to improve her teaching practice as an act of personal development that 
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would concurrently benefit her growth as an individual and have positive outcomes on 

students’ learning because she believed that “you can’t be an educator if you don’t 

know your own development” (Interview 3, 170714).   

Rachel and Vicki wanted to incorporate drama into their lessons as an approach 

that could improve students’ ability to engage with literary texts in ways that rote 

learning could not.  Rachel was teaching Shakespeare’s Macbeth to Secondary Two 

students, and applied drama “as a tool to help [students] put themselves in the 

perspective of the character, situation or context of a play” (Interview, 100414).  Vicki 

was teaching literary techniques used in writing prose passages also at the Secondary 

Two level, and wanted to use drama to dramatise a text, believing drama could help 

with students’ “visualisation […] of body language, expression and characteristation” 

(Interview 3, 170714), and bring a text to life.  Both teachers believed that drama was 

an approach particularly suited to the study of Literature and applicable for students to 

learn about the key elements of plot, character and theme in literary studies.   

The teachers also valued active participation during lessons through small group 

and class discussions, which they believed could provide students with much needed 

space for exploration and experimentation of Literature texts to build personal 

understanding.  Rachel felt drama would engage students more effectively because 

“everyone is participating at the same time and [it is] not just one person saying 

something and the rest watching” (Interview 4, 131114).  Vicki said she welcomed the 

platform of drama for students to “play with ideas”, “to not be afraid of developing 

ideas” because drama can provide “a space where structure is not important, your ideas 

are” (Interview 3, 170714).  Vicki explained that the fluidity of verbalization of thought 

through participative learning was necessary to support students’ ability to develop and 

explore ideas about the text.  Vicki desired that students take ownership of their learning 

and believed that discussion and idea generation in drama-based lessons would address 

the “intrinsic motivation of a child [. . . because] kids are easily motivated [when] the 

ideas come from them, not from you” (Interview 4, 131114).   

Rachel acknowledged that her usual transmission approach to teaching 

reinforced the idea of model answers, which negated student opinion and participation, 

and undermined the open-ended nature of the study of Literature as a part of the 
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Humanities.  Rachel described her lessons as typically focusing on the explication of a 

given text with the teacher instructing students to “look at it, learn, remember quotes, do 

your characterisation” (Interview 3, 130314).  The description of her usual teaching 

approach veered towards the didactic where the focus of the learning was on 

memorizing and written practice.   

During an interview, Rachel confided that an examination-oriented education 

context often leads to teachers inadvertently encouraging students to be formulaic and 

technical in their written tasks instead of developing personal responses and opinions to 

texts because of “rigid academic demands” (Interview 6, 050614).  She explained that  

cognitive [development] here [in the school] means rote learning or 

regurgitation of what [students] learn.  But for me, hopefully, [students] 

develop skills in analysing, skills in decision-making and skills in 

application. (Interview 6, 050614)   

Rachel desired that students would develop higher-order thinking skills of analysis and 

decision-making that could be translatable to other aspects of life beyond academic 

study for examinations.  As a teacher with almost 20 years of teaching experience, 

Rachel had come to realise that a perennial focus on examinable outcomes would 

undermine the role and value of education because “what I teach, they don’t use outside 

school” (Interview 6, 050614).  Through her exposure to drama education, Rachel 

discovered that her usual teaching approach had perpetuated students’ inclination 

towards rote learning because she “used to expect that [students] had to know every 

single thing about the play” (Interview 3, 130314).   

Based on her personal experience in the workshop, Rachel had anticipated that 

participation in drama could help address the gaps in students’ capacity to critically 

analyse information and communicate ideas persuasively.  Aligned with the new vision 

of education, Rachel said that her aim of applying drama as pedagogy was to grow 

“confident speaker[s and] confident presenter[s]” (Interview 4, 100414).  Rachel had 

high hopes for drama and intended that the new approach to teaching could address the 

gaps of memorising and rote learning where knowledge was transferred in a 

straightforward manner.  She said of her students,  
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I realise [that] while they are very good at book knowledge, you can Google 

[for] knowledge.  [So], it’s [about] how the boys can bring [their 

knowledge] across [that’s important].  So that’s one skill for them [to 

master] in this century. (Interview 4, 100414) 

Rachel desired that her students would move beyond the acquisition of facts to develop 

the skill of applying the knowledge they obtain in this era of easy and quick access to 

information from multiple sources, and believed that drama could be a pedagogy to 

grow students in this area of critical thinking.   

In addition to skills in literary analysis, the study of Literature in Singapore is 

intended to develop students’ critical thinking skills as they read, appreciate and analyse 

literary texts from different parts of the world.  As stated in the Literature in English 

syllabus published by the MOE in 2013, critical thinking is described as the cultivation 

of a questioning mind in the exploration of personal and social issues, and the capacity 

to interrogate and manage ambiguities and multiple perspectives.  Policy-makers hope 

that studying the subject can enable students to engage in personal meaning making of 

the human condition and themes that span across time and space by offering it as 

compulsory study to all students at Lower Secondary in Singapore and as an optional 

Humanities subject at Upper Secondary.  The study of Literature in Singapore is also 

intended to give students an exposure and exploration of different contexts and cultures 

through engagement with a wide range of texts, which “develops empathy and 

stimulates thinking about beliefs and values” (MOE, 2013, p. 2).  As discussed in 

Chapter One, empathy has been identified by the MOE as a key 21st Century 

Competency because the ability to step into another’s shoes and to respect alternative 

perspectives would put students in a good stead in a globalised interconnected world.   

Echoing the aims of the national Literature syllabus, Rachel believed that the 

study of Literature should be more than an accumulation of academic skills and 

knowledge.  Rachel desired that through the study of Literature, students could transfer 

critical thinking skills to make wise judgements and good decisions in their lives.  To 

Rachel, the goal of Literature was to translate students’ skill of critiquing texts to 

analysing real life situations when “they are being critical of characters” (Interview 4, 

100414).  Rachel said critical thinking skills could be observed in students when 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



Attempting Drama as Pedagogy in Singapore 182	  

teachers ask, “So, can they analyse [texts such] that if they pick up any book or if they 

watched any movie or if they read the news, can they form their own opinions of a 

person?” (Interview 4, 100414).   

Through the use of drama as pedagogy, Rachel hoped she would be able to move 

her students away from the memorising of pre-determined answers for examination 

preparation.  Rachel expressed, “hopefully, the boys remember as they were practicing 

and playing that out” (Interview 3, 130314) through the physical engagement in drama, 

and eventually translate their learning into written assignments.  She hoped that drama 

could catalyse a process of thinking and create opportunities for students to  

analyse [the text], then synthesise it, then bring it to class and when I go 

through the text, […] they go ‘oh, ok’, they can now recognise things that 

were said outside while they were playing, doing the drama. (Interview 3, 

130314)   

Rachel believed that the playful experiential quality of drama could bring about 

students’ connections in textual analysis and synthesising of text and opinion.  Her 

aspiration for her students was to enjoy exploring the text through drama, and to make 

personal links between written tasks and the experience of embodied learning.    

Rachel’s firm belief that students should be “learning through play instead of 

[the teacher] just telling them what’s going on” (Interview 3, 130314) could be 

attributed to her desire to make learning relevant to her teaching context.  She said, “I 

teach boys, and if I look at the boys, I think ‘OK, how would he like to learn?’” 

(Interview 3, 130314).  Furthermore, Rachel believed that “boys need to play more and 

the psyche of a man [or] boy is to play” (Interview 6, 050614) and her training as a 

Physical Education teacher made her a “great believer of Physical Education” 

(Interview 6, 050614) because a boy “likes to expend the energy that he has.  It’s an 

outlet for him” (Interview 6, 050614).  Through playful ways of releasing energy, 

growing youth could discover how to engage their bodies meaningfully and 

productively.   

Rachel believed that playing was essential not only for the cognitive 

development of male students but was necessary to grow a child holistically in the four 
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different “domains” (Interview 6, 050614) of a human being that she believed education 

should nurture: cognitive, physical, social and spiritual.  As a mother of teenage 

children, one of whom was studying in the school she was teaching in, Rachel viewed 

her role as a nurturer who would be part of a child’s development during the puberty 

years of Secondary School life.  In response to a question on the purpose of education, 

Rachel said the aim of Secondary education was to help a student “find his identity on 

his way from a child to a teenager and then later on as a man” (Interview 6, 050614).  

Rachel’s concern with her students’ spiritual domain, which was “not just religion [but] 

their spirituality which they connect with and develop” to become “men of integrity” 

(Interview 6, 050614) can be understood as a child’s character development.   

Rachel also believed that physical movement was beneficial not only for the 

strengthening of the body but of the will to develop discipline when students “find 

what’s good for their body and how to strengthen themselves against [being] image 

[conscious and] pride” (Interview 6, 050614).  Rachel also saw play as a way for a child 

to grow socially in “fellowship, comaradrie-ship, inclusion and acceptance [in a] minor 

society [found in a] classroom” (Interview 6, 050614).  Rachel’s perspective of play as 

an approach that could achieve academic goals and help her students “develop his 

identity” (Interview 3, 130314) in wholesome ways motivated her to include drama 

elements in her Literature teaching.  

Similar to Rachel, Vicki’s beliefs about drama stemmed from larger beliefs 

about education in general and Vicki felt strongly that the act of teaching was not about 

“telling [students] what to do” (Interview 1, 100414).  She believed that her role as a 

teacher was to “drive [students] to figure it out [and] prompt them to think” (Interview 

3, 170714) through asking questions and posing alternatives, and such opportunities 

would occur more frequently in drama lessons.  Vicki desired to apply drama 

purposefully and explained, “it’s not about whether your lessons are fun or not, it’s 

about whether your lesson provokes your students to think about an issue and that’s the 

essence of [drama]” (Interview 4, 131114).    Vicki hoped for drama to develop 

students’ critical thinking skills to reflect and respond to new information and situations 

to consider various perspectives of an issue.   
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Vicki’s personal background and prior experiences had contributed to her beliefs 

about education and led to her being open to learn about drama and apply drama as 

pedagogy.  It is likely that Vicki’s undergraduate studies in English Literature and 

Sociology in the National University of Singapore before embarking on her teacher 

training programme in NIE had shaped her belief that the Arts and Humanities created 

self-awareness in individuals and “enhance[s] your awareness of what’s going on” 

(Interview 3, 170714), which were essential to survive in the flux of the 21st Century 

world.  Vicki held the perspective that one had to be flexible and adaptable because, in 

her words,  

reality changes, and people have to understand that concept.  Kids have to 

understand that concept.  Once you understand the concept and you’re fluid 

with your perception changing, you become a better person.  And that’s 

what I want to teach my kids [ . . . ] because I can throw any situation [at] 

you and once your reality shifts, each time you understand [a new] concept 

your perception [of things] changes.  I can throw any situation [at] you and 

you can survive.  (Interview 3, 170714) 

Vicki believed that students had to grasp the inevitability of change and to learn to 

constantly evolve and update their thinking so that “change no longer becomes a scary 

thing” (Interview 3, 170714) to manage the unpredictability of life.   

To Vicki, the process and outcomes of education was “not just [about] paper 

qualifications” (Interview 3, 170714) but to develop the necessary life skills to survive 

and thrive as individuals.  She explained that her role and responsibility as a teacher was 

to guide students’ cognitive growth and support students’ natural instinct for learning 

because  

I’m not interested in teaching my kids to score as much as [getting them] 

interested to think and [students] want to do [the thinking]. (Interview 3, 

170714)  

Vicki was keen to apply drama as pedagogy as an extension from her beliefs about the 

purpose of education because “drama allows you to explore the way you think and 

perceive things” (Interview 3, 170714).  Vicki believed that drama provided a “process 
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rather than a technique” that “gives [students] space” (Interview 3, 170714) to learn the 

skills to react and adapt to changes happening within the self and with the environment.   

Vicki desired that engaging with drama as a participative and playful approach in 

the study of Literature would increase students’ level of critical thinking to interrogate 

students’ assumptions and personal beliefs as they interacted with different texts.  She 

explained that the process of engaging in drama  

conveys ideas and values, and a certain set of consciousness and awareness 

of what you are doing as a person.  [It also asks] how do you relate that 

[new knowledge] to your own personality and to your own thought 

[patterns]? (Interview 3, 170714) 

Even though Vicki did not use the terms embodied learning or constructivist principles, 

her aspirations also indicated her belief in drama to create self-awareness that could 

enable students to make connections between who they were as individuals and new 

information.  Vicki trusted that students’ discovery and learning about self, others and 

pertinent issues would extend beyond the lesson to affect their decision-making in the 

future, especially if students had positive “memories [of their learning process . . . and 

can] use the same idea somewhere later in [ . . . ] life” (Interview 3, 170714). 

Short-term Drama Workshops: Limited Exposure to Drama Education  

Despite Vicki and Rachel’s belief in drama’s efficacy for Literature outcomes 

and the development of critical thinking in students, both teachers had no formal 

training in drama education and their knowledge and understanding of drama was 

limited to what they had experienced during a weeklong workshop.  Their exposure to 

drama as pedagogy was very brief, and provided little time and opportunity for the 

teachers to learn about drama education principles and practice new facilitation skills.   

As discussed in Chapter Two, research has shown that short training courses 

often have disappointing results because it neglects to consider teachers’ complex 

cognitive and decision-making processes.  The length and intensity of professional 

development programmes affects teachers’ ability to cope with the application of new 

knowledge to help teachers establish and embed new approaches in their teaching 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



Attempting Drama as Pedagogy in Singapore 186	  

practice.  It is likely that Rachel and Vicki’s brief exposure to drama education was 

unable to sufficiently engage with and modify their existing teaching approaches and 

habits.  Moreover, Rachel and Vicki were limited in their capacity to create the same 

experience of learning for students through a short weeklong exposure to drama 

education even though they had a personal experience of how drama could bring about 

constructivist learning as participants in the workshop.   

Nonetheless, the experience had given Rachel more confidence in exploring 

with drama as pedagogy.  Although she had been curious about the pedagogy 

previously and had a vague belief that drama would be able to contribute to student 

learning, Rachel explained that she had never attempted drama out of uncertainty and 

her lack of clarity about drama conventions.  She found drama challenging 

“pedagogically, theatrically [ . . . and ] to follow through” (Interview 3, 130314) the 

learning from a drama activity.  She was very glad that the workshop had given her 

tools to make the connections between drama and learning “seamless [where] targets 

are clearer and the learning is very explicit” (Interview 3, 130314), and her experience 

had given her an assurance that drama could be as effective as she had envisioned.  She 

was enthusiastic to have discovered how to wield drama as a teaching tool and wanted 

to immediately apply all she had learnt from the workshop because it aligned with her 

beliefs that students should “learn through play” (Interview 3, 130314).   

The following description of the Teaching Shakespeare Through Drama 

workshop is intended to provide insight into Rachel and Vicki’s only exposure to drama 

in an educational context to contextualise their knowledge of drama education and paint 

the backdrop to their attempts at applying drama as pedagogy.  During the workshop, 

drama was positioned as an “active learning strategy” (Field notes from workshop, 16-

20th March 2013) for the learning of Shakespeare as a component of English Literature.  

As mentioned in Chapter Three, Jonothan Neelands and Rachel Gartside conducted the 

workshop to demonstrate how drama conventions could contribute as pedagogy to the 

teaching of Shakespeare.  Rachel and Vicki witnessed and experienced how key literary 

elements in Shakespeare’s plays could be made more approachable by immersing the 

learner in a realistic fictional reality to give students an embodied experience of 

learning.   
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Neelands taught that there are constantly four worlds in motion when one reads 

a play: the world of Shakespeare which is the specific 17th Century historical world of 

the playwright; the world of the play that is fictional and created by Shakespeare; the 

common world which is real to all human beings regardless of time and culture who 

struggle with universal themes such as death and emotions like loss and love; and the 

student’s personal world through which the other three worlds are interpreted (Field 

notes from workshop, 16-20th March 2013).  By making connections between the 

student’s modern life and the other three worlds of the play, students would be better 

able to see “how the plays are relevant to culture today” (Rachel, Interview 3, 130314), 

making the study of Shakespeare a means by which one can, as the Ministry of 

Education’s syllabus for O Level English Literature outline states  “become aware of 

new ways of perceiving the world around them” (SEAB, 2013).   

During the workshop, participants experienced how drama conventions could 

increase their embodied immersion into the imagined world of the play, and develop a 

sensibility and sensitivity to the nuances of a written play.  As one participant 

commented, he had learnt about “[t]he notion of drama as a pedagogy—not just having 

drama activities/games in the classroom to liven or engage, but really using it as a tool 

to empower learning” (Participant 1, Field notes from workshop, 16-20th March 2013).   

The learning and experience of drama as more than just the use of activities and 

how “an active approach doesn’t mean sacrificing rigour—play can be structured but 

also rewarding and full”, (Participant 2, Field notes from workshop, 16-20th March 

2013) demonstrated the building of teacher capacity for alternative modes of teaching 

without sacrificing the quality of instruction.  For example, to understand abstract 

concepts like mood and atmosphere present in Shakespeare’s Hamlet, the facilitators 

asked participants to imagine they were the walls of the castle of Elsinore and to speak 

to the other characters in whispers so that the walls would become a living character 

that contributed to the setting and plot of Hamlet.  In the debrief after the drama 

activity, participants described their experience and many concluded that embodying the 

walls heightened their awareness of the physical space and mood in the play, which 

made describing abstract concepts such as mystery and intrigue less intimidating.   
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The workshop was also designed to create teachers’ awareness of how student 

involvement in drama processes could bring about non-academic capacities in addition 

to Literature understanding and skills.  By engaging in the workshop as participants, 

teachers had a first-hand understanding of collaborative learning34 where the 

participation with others either in pairs or a small group created a community of 

learning, which created a sense of closeness and intimacy between participants.  In a 

plenary session during the workshop, the facilitators also made explicit connections 

between drama and higher-order thinking skills by employing the 21st Century 

Competencies framework designed by MOE as a platform for discussion on how the 

experience of drama could lead to a student’s personal growth and development.  

Teachers identified the many outcomes a single drama convention could potentially 

achieve, and concluded that drama was effective for enriching the learning of 

Shakespeare and achieving the goal of “holistic education that our schools provide to 

better prepare our students to thrive in a fast-changing and highly-connected world” 

(MOE, 2010).  

Nonetheless, the growing awareness of drama’s potential through the exposure 

in the Teaching Shakespeare Through Drama workshop did not necessarily mean that 

the two teachers were able to achieve their aspirations.  Without a systematic and 

sustained training programme in drama education, Rachel and Vicki were unable to 

apply drama conventions effectively and could not draw out student responses.  As 

explained in Chapter Two, research has shown that teachers need time in professional 

development programmes to reflect, inquire, discuss, and practice methods in order to 

adopt new practices so that they can experience a change in their cognition through an 

active learning process.  To move teachers away from ingrained beliefs and habits of 

teaching requires an investment of time beyond a one week period so that teachers 

question and examine their existing beliefs, as well as practice new pedagogies in real 

classroom contexts to receive feedback to improve their approach.   

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 The working together through drama enabled participants to interact with each other in a ‘safe-space’ 
as well as created opportunity to further their conversations and discussions informally over breaks.  It 
was often during these informal conversations that one would share and find similarities in one’s 
experience of using drama and where suggestions and advice were given.  It was also in these informal 
chats that I first approached Rachel and Vicki to participate in this research study.   
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It was unlikely that their short workshop could have created sufficient core 

beliefs about drama that could substantially modify existing teacher beliefs, which was 

a possible reason for the varied struggles that were reflected in Rachel and Vicki’s 

experience of cognitive dissonance as analysed in the next section.  Drama education 

skills and experience were also needed to equip Rachel and Vicki to shift from being a 

didactic knowledge source to a facilitator of student learning as they desired.  It is 

probable that if Rachel and Vicki had participated in a longer programme or a few more 

similar short-term workshops, they would have better perceived the connections 

between their aims of education and drama as a constructivist approach and become 

more equipped to bring about their desired learning outcomes for both examinations and 

students’ holistic development.    

Effects of Cognitive Dissonance: Pragmatic Applications of Drama  

 In taking on drama of their own volition, Rachel and Vicki’s motivation to apply 

drama indicate their personal buy-in and belief in drama’s potential.  However, despite 

Rachel and Vicki’s claims to recognise the many connections between drama and 

Literature, and their desire to nurture critical thinkers who were world-ready through 

playful learning, it was observed that the two teachers applied drama infrequently across 

all their lessons indicating that drama was not as relevant a pedagogy to achieve their 

lesson objectives as they had claimed.  Furthermore, during the planning and execution 

of a drama lesson, they focused on individual drama conventions that were deemed 

appropriate for achieving specific Literature outcomes, and these pragmatic applications 

of drama eventually did little to change their didactic teaching approach as they had 

hoped.   

 It will be argued in this chapter that Rachel and Vicki experienced cognitive 

dissonance in the contradiction between their observed use of drama and their 

conviction about drama’s efficiacy for Literature objectives and student development 

aims.  As explained in Chapter Two, cognitive dissonance points to another set of 

beliefs that unconsciously motivate teachers and determine their actions because every 

teacher is a complex being with a complicated belief system that affects their 

subsequent actions.  Most of what teachers know or believe about education, teaching 

and learning is often tacit.  Teachers may not possess awareness or the language to 
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describe and label their beliefs, and what teachers articulate is often an incomplete 

portrayal of what teachers believe.   

 Accordingly, the two teachers’ spoken beliefs were compared with their actions 

during the lesson observations, which served as sites of investigation to obtain a deeper 

insight into the professed and inferred beliefs that guided the decision-making process 

of how and why they used drama in their classrooms.  It is intended that identifying 

Rachel and Vicki’s beliefs about drama and education in general, and other factors that 

shaped their application of drama as pedagogy can contribute to an understanding of the 

challenges teachers face in making their aspirations about drama and education a reality 

in their classrooms.  

 Rachel and Vicki’s profession to value student-centred approaches to teaching 

appeared to be a contradiction when their actions reflected transmissionist methods of 

direct teaching.  The apparent incongruence surfaced two clusters of beliefs that were 

conflicting in Rachel and Vicki’s views on education, which the teachers had to 

negotiate in their use of drama.  The first cluster of beliefs identified were based on 

what the teachers said about having a new emphasis on students and their learning, with 

the role of the teacher as a facilitator for learning in a constructivist and student-centred 

approach to education, as was explicated in the first section of this chapter.  The second 

cluster of beliefs can be described as transmissionist beliefs about teaching where the 

focus is on teachers and their didactic act of teaching transmit knowledge through 

teacher-centred approaches.  As explained in Chapter One and Chapter Two, 

transmissionist approaches use learning strategies such as rote learning to memorise and 

reproduce facts for examinations, which Donche and Van Petegem (2011) argue are 

adopted based on the assumption that what is taught is equivalent to what is learnt.  This 

cluster of transmissionist beliefs were mainly inferred from Rachel and Vicki’s actions 

in the classroom and their application of drama as pedagogy.     

Although Rachel and Vicki had professed constructivist beliefs that students 

learnt best through creating personal understanding via exploration and experimentation 

that drama could provide, their drama lessons revealed that they had transmissionist 

beliefs and believed that students’ listening and receiving was the most effective way of 

teaching.  Despite their own experience of drama education where they had participated 
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in drama as a systematic and coherent pedagogy, the brief encounter only led to the 

replication of some drama conventions.   

Rachel and Vicki’s experience of cognitive dissonance is likely to have been 

caused by their struggle to bring about the outcomes of drama that they desired.  As 

argued in Chapter Two, it is natural for teachers to experience dissonance in their 

process of learning to apply an unfamiliar pedagogy especially when the new method 

presents new knowledge and perspectives about how students learn and how teachers 

can best teach.  When applying drama as pedagogy, teachers are simultaneously 

creating new beliefs about drama as a teaching approach and constructing beliefs about 

drama’s relevance to teaching that both influence and are influenced by general beliefs 

about teaching and learning.  However, in the instance of Rachel and Vicki, their 

actions gave little indication that the two teachers had formed a new cluster of core 

beliefs about drama or education that could influence and shift pre-existing 

transmissionist beliefs about education and result in new teaching practice.  

It is likely that Rachel and Vicki were aware to some extent of the contradiction 

between their actions and professions of faith in drama as it was observed that each 

teacher found ways to moderate and contextualise their application drama by placing 

limits on the relevance and efficacy of drama based on pragmatic considerations.  The 

definition of the term pragmatic used in this context is based on K. H. K. Tan’s (2013) 

framework on how teachers are likely to conceive and respond to new initiatives in 

Singapore’s education reform differently.  As explained in Chapter Two, K. H. K. Tan 

(2013) describes pragmatic teachers as perceiving new methods as a complementary 

tool to their existing teaching practice to bring about desired lesson objectives.  Instead 

of an overhaul in their pedagogy, teachers selectively choose elements of new 

techniques to include in their regular lessons as enhancements to improve their teaching.  

Accordingly, a pragmatic use of drama can be described as the application of drama 

whenever elements of drama or a drama convention appears to achieve the teacher’s 

teaching objective.   

An example of Rachel and Vicki’s pragmatic use of drama that complemented 

their lesson objectives was in their clear division between the ‘drama’ segment of the 

lesson and the ‘teaching’ component.  In their attempt to reconcile two contradictory 
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clusters of belief, Rachel and Vicki started their lessons with a segment where students 

were ‘learning’ through the drama strategy and ended with ‘teaching’ to complement 

and concretise student learning as will be described and analysed subsequently.  Vicki 

commented that after the drama, she would “definitely get [students] to sit down and 

write” (Interview 3, 170714) and do the “mundane” (Interview 3, 170714) aspects of a 

lesson.  By dividing a lesson into two distinct parts, drama could be included into their 

lesson plans but only at selected moments that teachers deemed appropriate and relevant 

for their purposes in a pragmatic manner.   

To accommodate the cognitive dissonance, Rachel and Vicki also limited the 

relevance of drama to specific contexts most likely because they did not have sufficient 

drama education experience to transfer the principles and forms of drama they had 

learnt to other contexts and applications.  Rachel limited the application of drama as 

pedagogy to the study of plays and struggled to grapple how drama or the drama 

conventions she had learnt were applicable to the teaching of other components of 

English Literature such as prose or poetry.  Rachel was extremely clear that drama’s 

value was very specific and primarily “as a strategy” (Interview 4, 100414).  She 

believed that she was “not teaching [students] any acting skills or drama skills” 

(Interview 3, 130314) and separated drama conventions from the art form of drama.   

Rachel’s limited understanding of drama’s relevance was observed in the way 

she structured and evaluated the task she gave to her students to improvise and portray 

Macbeth in a modern day context.  Her intention behind the role-play was to give 

students a creative way to improvise and create their own understanding of the text by 

connecting universal themes in the text to their own lives, which was a clear movement 

away from her usual transmissionist method of going through the text “line by line like 

last time” (Interview 3, 130314).  However, it became evident during the lesson that 

student presentations served primarily only to reinforce and assess students’ prior 

knowledge based on what Rachel had taught them.  After each group presented their 

short skit, Rachel would verbally provide a brief feedback on interesting aspects of their 

presentation to affirm students’ efforts.  She would praise the group’s originality or 

commend individual students such as “well done Jason, [there was] a lot for you to do 

today” (Field notes, Lesson Observation 2, 010414).  Based on her assumption that she 
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was “not teaching them how to block [or] voice projection” (Interview 3, 130314) or 

any other drama skill, Rachel did not point out specific performance elements that 

students did well or needed improvement on.  It is likely that Rachel was unaware of 

how focusing on technical drama skills had the potential to enable students to better 

understand the craft of the playwright and the content of the text, and even if she was 

cognisant of the possibility, she would be ill-equipped to achieve it.  As will be 

examined in the next chapter in the discussion of Khairul’s facilitation skills as a trained 

drama educator, the critique on drama elements can interrogate students’ assumptions 

and enhance students’ learning of the text through further discussion.   

In Vicki’s attempt to cope with the dissonance between her beliefs and actions, 

she limited the relevance of drama to be applicable only to particular groups of students.  

Vicki applied drama as pedagogy based on student profile, the knowledge of her 

students, and her anticipation of the responses from different groups of students to the 

introduction of drama during their lessons.  In an interview, Vicki explained that she 

used drama in only one of the two Literature classes she taught because she felt that the 

students in that particular class would “enjoy the lesson” (Interview 3, 170714) as they 

were her “only class that is very animated”.  She believed that students in the other class 

she taught, which was the best performing class in the Secondary Two cohort would 

“not be interested [. . . because] they’d do [the drama activity] and go ‘OK, so what’s 

the point?” (Interview 3, 170714).  Vicki perceived little benefit in exposing high-

achieving students who were already doing well to an alternative form of learning 

because she assumed that these students were focused on examination performance and 

would regard drama as “a waste of time” (Interview 3, 170714).   

Vicki was unaware that her pragmatic rationale to selectively introduce drama to 

different classes undermined her professed beliefs that drama would create a space for 

learning through exploration that had both academic and non-academic merit.  Vicki 

commented that constructivist forms of learning would be irrelevant to achieve these 

students’ primary goal of doing well because  

[I] only have one lesson a week so [the students’ attitude is], ‘you give me 

exercise, I do’.  And they are very studious, they will do the work for you.  

(Interview 3, 170714) 
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The task-oriented attitude of these academically inclined students led Vicki to anticipate 

that many students in this class would be resistant to her application of drama during 

lessons.  Thus, Vicki wanted to pre-empt the need to manage students’ reluctance to 

change, and chose to apply drama in another class that she deemed would be more open 

to new participative approaches to learning.  Vicki’s perception of her students and their 

lack of enthusiasm about drama may hold some truth.  As discussed in Chapter Two, 

research has shown that students in Singapore’s examination-oriented education system 

tend to prefer rote-learning methods, and visual and auditory approaches to learning 

such as listening to a lecture with PowerPoint slides.   

Vicki’s decision-making process indicated the challenge teachers in Singapore 

face when they desire to implement new methods, particularly at higher levels of 

education when students have entrenched beliefs about education and expectations for 

their learning and the teacher’s role in the classroom, and there are higher stakes 

involved in national examinations.  As will be explored in the final section of this 

chapter, the pressures of a performance-driven education system affected the two 

teachers’ capacity to apply drama as pedagogy.   

Difficulty Overcoming Teaching Habits: Tendency Towards Transmissionist 

Teaching  

In this section, Vicki’s struggle to achieve and maintain student-led 

contributions and discussions in her two drama-infused lessons will be analysed to 

examine her tacit beliefs about education and incomplete notions about applying drama 

as pedagogy.  As raised previously in this chapter and in Chapter Two, Leatham’s 

(2006) theory of “beliefs as sensible systems” (p. 92), argues teachers’ beliefs are 

organised in systems that make sense to them even though it may not appear to be so to 

an observer.  Regardless of what observers may notice, teachers feel their beliefs and 

practice are consistent because ‘‘[p]eople always strive for a coherent belief system; 

only then are they able to function in an intelligible way’’ (Op’t Eynde et al., 2002, p. 

25).  Although teachers may not articulate their beliefs fully, they operate in a manner 

that is completely comprehensible to them, which suggests that their actions are 

determined by tacit beliefs that may be “consciously or unconsciously held” (Borg, 

2001, p. 186).  Hence, Vicki’s unspoken beliefs about drama and education in general 
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could be identified from the contradictions observed between her professions and 

actions.   

In her first attempt at drama as pedagogy, Vicki chose to apply the convention of 

creating tableaus35 to teach the literary device of tension found in prose passages.  Vicki 

was aware of the potential drama could contribute to student learning for this lesson and 

saw direct links between the drama convention and the objective of teaching tension.  

When asked for her motivation, Vicki replied that she would be “teaching through 

dramatisation” (Interview 2, 280514) as students learnt to identify moments of tension 

from the prose passage to enact in the freeze frame.  She believed that “body language, 

expression [and] characterisation” (Interview 2, 280514) expressed by students through 

the creation and presentation of tableaus would work “for visualisation” (Interview 2, 

280514) and bring the written text to life.   

Vicki’s confidence that drama would be effective was based on her previous use 

of role-play with the class.  Believing that her students were familiar with taking on 

roles and performing to the class, she started the lesson with telling students that they 

would be acting out freeze frames and without further elaboration, instructed them to 

“identify low, high [points of tension] and the climax of the extract” (Field notes, 

Lesson Observation 1, 170714) before dividing the class into groups to work together.  

In the 15 minutes of group discussion, Vicki walked around to speak to individual 

groups and occasionally raised her voice to remind the entire class to move to the open 

spaces at the sides of the classroom to practice their tableaus.  It was observed that most 

groups remained seated until Vicki prodded them to move out of their chairs to enact 

and play out their ideas as she went around the groups, suggesting students’ lack of 

familiarity with embodied learning approaches.  Some students appeared to be reluctant 

to participate, shuffling out of their seats slowly and lounged around alone or in pairs, 

standing apart from their group.  Even though Vicki did not speak to these students 

directly, she announced to the class that everyone had to participate and perform, which 

eventually resulted in students creating inconsequential roles, such as furniture or trees, 

to be part of the tableau presentation.   

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 Tableaus—frozen images or freeze frames 
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Vicki demonstrated a clear purpose in her use of tableaus and asked salient 

questions during the group presentations to draw students’ attention to different 

elements that created tension in a scene such as “look at his expression, how would you 

describe it?” and “what do you think he is carrying?” (Field notes, Lesson Observation 

1, 170714).  Her questions were also open-ended to give students opportunities to 

respond personally with their opinions.  Examples included “what was interesting about 

the scene?”, “what did you notice?” and “what kind of impression do you get?”.  Vicki 

also refrained from being the all-knowing teacher to encourage students to think 

independently as evidenced by her response when a student asked “why is there a 

person in the middle [of the car]?” (Field notes, Lesson Observation 1, 170714).  She 

responded with a question of her own “what do you think the person in the middle 

represents?” (Field notes, Lesson Observation 1, 170714) that guided the student to 

consider the image less literally without having to provide her opinion.  That the student 

was able to suggest that the person was a car headlight indicated that he was engaging 

his imagination and creating a personal understanding of the scene.  Through the use of 

the drama convention, Vicki guided students to open up and become more attentive to 

unexpected possibilities as she had intended.   

However, it was observed that Vicki gave little opportunity for students to 

amalgamate their responses in relation to the learning outcome, and did not encourage 

students to make their own connections between the presentations and concept of 

tension.  Even though she had asked questions in an attempt to facilitate student 

learning, Vicki did not continue her line of questioning beyond what students had 

observed and would summarise individual students’ responses and explicate its link to 

the concept of tension.  Moreover, it was always the same few students who responded 

to Vicki’s questions and their responses did not generate any class discussion.  It was 

also observed that Vicki listed the different components that she had pulled from the 

group presentations on the whiteboard, and did not ask students further questions to 

interrogate or expand these bigger ideas from their observations.  For example, she told 

students to 
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look at what I’m writing on the board.  There’s atmosphere, there’s [. . . ] 

expression, a suspicion going on, the props also play an important part. 

(Field notes, Lesson Observation 1, 170714) 

Although Vicki had given students the freedom to portray their understanding of the 

text and had managed to elicit student opinion on the tableau presentation, there was 

little evidence of peer learning or any indication that students had created personal 

knowledge about the literary device of tension from the use of the drama convention.  

Consequently, after each group presentation, students were observed to be furiously 

copying all Vicki said and wrote on the whiteboard.  It is likely that Vicki’s lack of 

training in drama education prevented her from knowing how to probe deeper and 

harness the learning opportunities that are embedded in such moments to achieve 

student-directed learning as she had intended.   

In addition, Vicki’s lack of training in drama education also prevented her from 

assessing whether students had learnt through the process of role-play and class 

discussion.  Despite Vicki’s willingness to engage with new approaches, there was a 

struggle to believe that participation in drama conventions could bring significant 

learning.  In her use of drama conventions, Vicki was unable to ascertain whether the 

process of preparing, presenting, and watching other groups, had enabled students to 

pick up close-reading skills and identify points of tension in the texts as she had 

intended.  As argued in Chapter One based on a Singapore case study on Literature 

learning through drama, teachers trained in both the teaching subject and the medium of 

learning are better equipped to quantify students’ learning through the drama by using 

methods such as student portfolios and written reflections that help students to process 

and articulate their thinking and learning.  However, with only a weeklong exposure to 

drama education, Vicki was ill equipped to create appropriate assessment methods that 

could help her to determine whether the pedagogical approach had enabled her to 

achieve her teaching objectives.  Consequently, her inability to evaluate students’ 

learning through drama led her to resort to didactic teaching practice by listing the 

learning points explicitly and emphasising written exercises as indicators of learning.  

Vicki’s actions point out her prevailing habits of teaching, and suggest an unwavering 

core belief in rote learning and writing as essential ways of learning and teaching.   
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By the conclusion of the lesson, it became apparent that Vicki could only 

perceive the drama convention as useful for portraying and illustrating the elements of 

tension.  In her closing remarks to the class, Vicki explained her aims of creating 

tableaus and how she planned to follow up on the learning.  She said  

[t]here are things you guys have played out and I’ve written them down.  [. . 

. ] I want you to write this down yourself, at the back of your paper [and] we 

will look through this next week. [. . . ] Number one: props.  You saw your 

friends perform.  What were some of the interesting props they used?  

Number two: sound effect. [. . . ] why do you think [one] group used sound 

effect?  Next, expression.  [. . . ] When you read a passage, how do the 

characters express themselves?  I already went through this with you.  Next, 

lights.  A lot of groups played with lights. [. . . ] And last of all, impression.  

Each of the characters is an impression of what you thought the passage was 

about.  [. . . ] So, I want to focus on this next week because we need to write 

P.E.E [Point. Explanation. Example].  I need to teach you how to write.  [. . 

. ] The reason why I made you do this is because the more you can visualise 

the scene, the better [it is] for you to write.  Obviously you can’t do this in 

your exams but from this, we will work on your P.E.E for tension and 

suspense. Number one, make sure you bring this piece of paper.  You need 

it when I do the structure for you. (Field notes, Lesson Observation 1, 

170714) 

Vicki’s emphasis on the learning outcomes that had to be translated into writing 

explained her unidirectional teaching approach even in her use of drama that was 

intended to encourage student discussion and peer learning.  Vicki attempted to bring 

the learning together for the students by highlighting four aspects of tension that were 

raised during the presentations and focused specifically on technical elements such as 

props, lighting and sound that aligned with her teaching objectives.  By asking students 

to write what they had observed instead of recording the learning from their experience 

of being a part of a scene in a prose passage or asking why their group had made certain 

directorial choices, Vicki reduced the likelihood of personal learning through student 

reflection.  Vicki’s remarks also indicated her teacher-centred approach with an 
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emphasis on her role as a teacher to help students when she declared ‘I [will] do the 

structure for you’ to students who were positioned as passive receptacles.   

 Vicki’s use of tableaus as a drama convention can be better described as a novel 

and more participative way of visualising a text and eliciting student response rather 

than a process of learning through student discovery and exploration.  In the follow-up 

lesson, Vicki made little mention of students’ performance or responses except for an 

occasional brief reference such as “remember the expression” (Field notes, Lesson 

Observation 2, 210714) a particular student had portrayed during a tableau.  Even 

though she had begun the lesson by asking students “did you realise you were picking 

out things in your freeze frames?” (Field notes, Lesson Observation 2, 210714), she did 

not wait for students to reply but began to write what had been listed down previously 

and then launched into teaching the concept of tension.  Vicki spent the rest of the 

lesson going through the prose passage line-by-line, and teaching students how to 

annotate the text and find textual evidence to support their essay writing.   

Vicki’s inability to bring across learning objectives without reverting to a 

teacher-centred approach can be attributed to her lack of drama skills to identify and 

comment on elements of performance.  As will be discussed in the next chapter based 

on Khairul’s facilitation of role-play, adequate training could have provided Vicki with 

the drama tools and drama language to identify and articulate elements of drama that 

students could have portrayed more realistically or improved on to highlight tension in 

the scene.  For example, Vicki could have spent more time focusing on students’ 

portrayal of horror through their facial expressions to create different intensities of 

tension, or the playing of levels between characters in a still image to discuss 

relationships that could convey a sense of mystery and add to the experience of tension.  

Being more equipped in drama education skills is likely to enable Vicki to draw out the 

nuances in analysing Literature texts and lead students to activate their imaginations and 

better visualise a scene through their physical embodiment and participation in drama 

conventions.   
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Inadequate Training in Drama Education: Grappling with Incomplete 

Conceptions of Constructivist Approaches 

Vicki’s limited understanding of drama education is likely to have perpetuated 

incomplete conceptions of drama and inaccurate assumptions about constructivist 

principles that affected how she applied drama as pedagogy.  Vicki said that she could 

not prepare for the direction of her drama lesson because it is “the class that decides” 

(Interview 3, 170714), and the process and outcome of the drama convention was 

dependent on students’ responses, which she believed she could and should not 

anticipate.  Vicki seemed to believe that teacher guidance would stifle creativity and 

interpreted open-ended teaching processes as teachers being completely hands-off.  

Consequently, Vicki did not have a detailed lesson plan where she prepared the process 

and outcomes of using the drama convention to achieve her lesson objectives in the 

creation of soundscapes.   

Vicki’s attempt at empowering students through a drama approach that “gives 

[students] space” (Interview 3, 170714) had been intended to give students the room to 

take responsibility over their learning.  However, Vicki’s attempt at using the drama 

convention of soundscape36 was not adequately planned and executed haphazardly.  

Vicki’s inadequate knowledge of drama conventions resulted in her neglect of practical 

elements of the lesson such as how she would give instructions, structure the lesson and 

manage the group learning process.  Unlike trained drama educators who would be 

more deliberate in their macro planning of a drama lesson to create a dramatic 

framework to meaningfully engage students, Vicki assumed that drama lessons would 

be “like watching a drama, [you] don’t know what’s in store” (Interview 3, 170714).  

Vicki’s assumption indicated she had little understanding of the demands of balancing 

the roles of playwright, director, actor and teacher in the macro and micro planning 

stages to effectively support students’ learning process without being didactic and 

overbearing.     

Vicki’s vague instructions at the start of the lesson that did not explicate the 

aims or processes of creating soundscapes gave students an undefined purpose and task, 

which eventually led to the creation of superficial soundscapes.  At the start of the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 Soundscape—the sounds and ambient noises that can be heard in a landscape  
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lesson to illustrate how the notion of atmosphere added to the tension found in prose 

passages, Vicki just told students to “pick out diction and add a sound effect to it” to 

“bring the passage alive” (Field notes, Lesson Observation 3, 310714) and briefly 

instructed them to “focus on words, focus on sounds” (Field notes, Lesson Observation 

3, 310714).  As she continued the introduction of soundscapes, Vicki explained to 

students that she had been “inspired by a children’s programme” (Field notes, Lesson 

Observation 3, 310714) on the radio a few days before the lesson.  Vicki’s intuition that 

her students would better grasp the notion of atmosphere if they were involved in 

producing the sound effects in a prose passage may have been accurate since 

soundscape creation has been used as a drama convention.  However, Vicki was limited 

by her lack of familiarity with the convention and her inability to explain the process to 

her students.   

Furthermore, Vicki had never tried creating soundscapes during her Literature 

lessons and it was a completely new approach for her and for her students.  It is likely 

that the new drama convention and the lack of clarity about what was expected of them 

reduced students’ ability to participate in the task and to learn about tension by 

collaborating with their classmates.  Unlike the previous lessons when students were 

actively working in groups to create tableaus, it was observed that the students just sat 

quietly with their assigned groups during the time given for discussion.  Only one or 

two students in each group dominated the discussion and tried to direct the group while 

most of the other group members were larking about or sitting quietly.  The difference 

in student participation during the two lessons suggested that students were uninterested 

and disengaged in their creation of soundscapes, which indicated the importance of 

teachers’ macro and micro planning processes to ensure lesson content is made 

meaningful and relevant to students.  There was also a lack of teacher support to address 

concerns or clarify misinterpretation because Vicki did not move from group to group 

as she had done previously but sat apart from the students at the teacher’s desk at the 

front of the classroom.   

Vicki appeared to trust that the students’ presentation would provide her with 

ample material for class discussion without any intervention, and had confidence in her 

ability to facilitate learning points in the moment.  Although Vicki had been able to pick 
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out relevant material and make connections between student tableaus and elements of 

tension in an open-ended approach previously despite the lack of a lesson plan, the lack 

of structure in the conducting of the soundscape lesson resulted in an unfruitful lesson.  

Instead of making ambient sounds that heightened the atmosphere as intended by Vicki, 

students simply complied with her instructions to make “just sounds” (Field notes, 

Lesson Observation 3, 310714) and created noises that were linked to individual words 

literally such as stamping their feet at “walk” or coughing sounds at “choke”.  When 

Vicki asked questions about students’ decisions such as “why [make a sound at the 

word . . . ] door? [What is the] impact of having the door slam?”, the class remained 

quiet and no responses were forthcoming.  Vicki struggled with drawing out student 

response and thinking, and after her questions were repeatedly met with silence, she 

stopped trying to facilitate a discussion on the activity and reverted to didactic teaching.  

She continued the lesson by doing analysis of the text to explain how and why 

individual words contributed to the creation of atmosphere in a prose passage.  Similar 

to the first lesson that involved creating tableaus, Vicki eventually talked students 

through the analysis of the prose passage line by line, which imposed her reading of the 

text and effectively removed any space for students’ opinions.  

The ironic observation that an open-ended drama lesson reinforced Vicki’s 

reliance on traditional teaching methods points to the effect of having limited 

understanding of drama as pedagogy, which undermined Vicki’s original intent to 

encourage critical thinking through constructivist learning.  Vicki’s attempts at drama 

point to the need for training to educate teachers about constructivist principles and 

equip them with practical understanding of how to scaffold the learning process without 

imposing their views.  The application of drama as pedagogy, the form, the process and 

the outcome, is not just dependent on what teachers believe about education in general 

but what teachers believe and understand about how constructivist pedagogy works and 

its relationship to particular kinds of learning such as drama.   

Engaging with the Demands of Drama: The Struggle to Facilitate Non-Didactic 

Teaching 

Rachel had decided on the ‘hot-seating’ drama convention to delve into 

characterisation within Shakeapeare’s Macbeth and move away from her usual teacher-
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centred method of transmitting knowledge of “look at the text, pull out quotations and 

then give the traits” (Interview 4, 100414).  Through drama, Rachel intended to create 

an experience of independent learning where  

when [students] role-play, I hope they can reflect and put themselves in the 

position of the character of the play [. . . ], to be in character instead of 

learning quotations and throwing it back to us. (Interview 4, 100414) 

Rachel hoped that the taking on of roles would help students to consider more deeply 

the implications of spoken words, and interactions between characters and events in the 

play.  She desired that students would move away from picking up and describing the 

quotes without analysis in their written work where “student opinions don’t come 

across” (Interview 6, 050614).  Her motivation of applying drama revealed a distinct 

contrast between drama as a constructivist process of learning and her existing teacher-

centric methods.   

However, during the lesson, Rachel grappled with transferring her aspirations 

and conviction about drama into reality, and struggled with providing students with 

opportunities to engage in independent learning.  It was challenging for Rachel to 

modify her tacit beliefs about education that contradicted her intentions, and Rachel was 

often unaware of the need to surface and evaluate these pre-existing beliefs in order to 

achieve her aims of teaching through drama.  For example, Rachel neglected to provide 

students with a big picture of how their discussion would lead up to the ‘hot-seating’ 

process, which suggested she had tacit beliefs about students as followers of 

instructions and had little ownership and involvement in the process of their learning.  

When Rachel first divided the class into groups of five and to have each student in 

every group take on the role of five major character who dies in Macbeth, she did not 

inform them of the subsequent ‘hot-seating’ activity that was to be conducted based on 

their discussion.  Although this was one of the first few times the drama convention had 

been introduced to the class, Rachel simply instructed the students to “pretend to be the 

ghost of the dead” (Field notes, Lesson Observation 3, 030414) after each student had 

chosen a character.  Subsequently, in their characters, students had to consider “what 

you regret, how did you die and what was good about your life” (Field notes, Lesson 

Observation 3, 030414) as open-ended prompts to synthesize their knowledge of the 
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characters in the play.  The students were then given 15 minutes to discuss their 

understanding of the characters and it was only after she had asked one group to the 

front of the classroom while the other students gathered around them in a semi-circle 

that she explained the ‘hot-seating’ process.  Consequently, students were unprepared to 

respond in role for the ‘hot-seating’ activity even though they had prepared written 

responses for the characters. 

It was likely that students were unfamiliar with what was expected of them in 

the drama convention so Rachel had to ask specific questions such as “you did it 

because of?” (Field notes, Lesson Observation 3, 030414) to probe the inquiry.  

However, Rachel’s lack of drama education training limited the extent she could push 

the questioning process, and once students were able to give a satisfactory response that 

demonstrated knowledge of the text, she stopped asking further to investigate students’ 

personal interpretations or feelings about the characters, which might have provoked a 

deeper engagement with the text.   

Despite Rachel’s belief that the ‘hot-seating’ convention could immerse students 

in a form of ‘role-play’ that could enable them to understand the characters in the text 

more deeply, her application of the drama convention did not provide students with 

much autonomy and agency to direct their own learning during the lesson.  The 

interactions between teacher and student remained largely the same with the teacher 

asking all the questions even though the classroom setting had become more informal 

with students haphazardly sitting on tables and chairs in the semi-circle around the 

group in the ‘hot-seat’.  It was observed that the students in the ‘hot-seat’ and those in 

the audience hardly responded unless a question was directly addressed.  Instead of a 

stimulating class discussion that could provide opportunities for students to arrive at 

personal conclusions through the activity as Rachel had intended, students’ questions 

were not forthcoming to engage with the person in the ‘hot-seat’.   

Rachel’s approach to the activity can be described as transmissionist especially 

since she had pre-determined answers in mind that reduced students’ opportunity to 

generate personal readings of the text.  For example, during the lesson, she interrupted a 

student in role as Lady Macbeth by saying firmly “her decisions are not stupid” (Field 

notes, Lesson Observation 3, 030414) instead of waiting for the student to complete his 
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thought or asking for reasons behind his sentiments to probe deeper into his reasoning.  

It was also observed that she remained silent when students raised suggestions, and 

either said “yes!” empathically only when she agreed with the student or would 

eventually provide the ideal answer to her questions.  Rachel’s expectations of students’ 

answers and their method of answering may have discouraged some students from 

participating in fear that their responses were not good enough.  For instance, in her 

praise of a student’s response, “you see how much more developed his answers are? Not 

glib answers but more detailed with supported [evidence from the] text” (Field notes, 

Lesson Observation 3, 030414), Rachel was comparing the quality of students’ answers 

and establishing what was acceptable to her.  Even though Rachel desired students to 

attain a better quality of responses through the drama convention, it is likely that she 

was unaware that her actions indicated her preference for model answers that reduced 

the space for students to explore alternative answers and obtain personal readings of the 

text.  

Rachel did not have the facilitation skills to create and sustain a fictional setting 

and tease out student thinking in a manner that affirmed students personal views and 

challenged them to justify their answers from the text.  Although Rachel had attempted 

to create a fictional setting for the ‘hot-seating’ to take place by welcoming students to 

the Greek underworld where the dead could communicate, she did not sustain the make-

believe.  Rachel positioned herself as a teacher conducting an activity and was the main 

person asking all the questions of students in the ‘hot-seat’ and in the audience, which 

suggests that she used the convention primarily as an opportunity for students to share 

the results of their group discussions.  Rachel also did not give herself a fictional role 

within the convention and instructed students in the ‘hot-seat’ to introduce themselves 

in role and added that the “same characters from the other groups can respond if it’s 

wrong” (Field notes, Lesson Observation 3, 030414).  Even though Rachel had desired 

for students to participate in the activity and learn through discussion, she was unaware 

that she had perpetuated her usual directive style of teaching by asking all the questions, 

which minimised peer and participative learning.  Untrained in drama education, she 

was not familiar with the need for drama teachers to engage in quadripartite thinking 

and not equipped to play the four roles of teacher, playwright, director and actor.  As 

explained in Chapter Two, teachers who wish to apply drama need to balance these 
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different roles to create and sustain a fictional world that allows students to explore their 

ideas within a dramatic framework.   

Rachel did not seem to be aware of the potential of the ‘hot-seating’ process to 

probe further into how students made assumptions or drew conclusions to elicit the 

deeper independent thinking process she desired students to have.  Her lack of formal 

drama education training and practice in using drama conventions limited her ability to 

achieve her aim of having students independently make connections between different 

events and people in the text.  Although it was observed during the lesson that Rachel 

“grows in questioning” as she “learnt on her feet” (Researcher’s reflection-in-action, 

Field notes, Lesson Observation 3, 030414), she could not challenge students to think 

more deeply because of her lack of experience in the drama convention and facilitating 

students’ responses.   

Similar to Vicki, Rachel eventually reverted to an explicit commentary on what 

she wanted students to know at the end of the lesson as an effective way of ensuring 

that students had learnt about the character.  This return to her previous methods of 

having students listen and memorise model answers indicated that Rachel was also 

unable to assess whether the ‘hot-seating’ convention had achieved her intentions to 

immerse students in their role to speak their character’s mind and grow in their 

knowledge of characterisation.  Although she desired new outcomes from the 

application of drama as pedagogy, Rachel had little capacity to create and assess a new 

experience of learning, and did not realise the potential of the ‘hot-seating’ process that 

could dig deeper into the text.   

Despite her conviction that drama could enhance her teaching practice, Rachel’s 

beliefs about drama were incomplete, which led to her acting on other clusters of belief 

based on old teaching habits and beliefs about education.  It is likely that if Rachel had 

had more training in drama education and a longer experience of embodied learning, 

she would be more equipped to facilitate student learning through the ‘hot-seating’ 

process and be better prepared to probe student ideas.   
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Managing Cognitive Dissonance: Drama Education Skills to Support Teacher 

Reflection and Action 

It is likely that Rachel’s short exposure to drama education in the workshop 

enabled Rachel to reflect on the process and outcomes of the drama lesson and to realise 

that she was dissatisfied with her application of the ‘hot-seating’ convention.  

Consequently, Rachel decided to repeat the hot-seating activity in the next lesson after 

recognising that the lesson did not manage to achieve her intentions of encouraging 

students to engage more deeply with the text.  It was observed that Rachel attempted to 

adjust her actions to match her convictions about drama in the revised lesson, which 

indicated that Rachel was aware of the contradiction between her beliefs and actions 

and wanted to address the gaps between her intentions and teaching practice.   

As discussed in Chapter Two, cognitive dissonance can open up possibilities for 

teachers’ learning to occur when teachers sense a disequilibrium that provokes change.  

The experience and acknowledgement of dissonance might be necessary for some 

teachers to be challenged to unlearn existing beliefs about what they know so that they 

can develop new teaching practice.  An internal conflict can surface the tensions to be 

resolved and support teachers to anchor new beliefs to ensure continuity of new 

teaching approaches.  The experience of dissonance can lead to an awareness of 

inconsistencies in thought and action, which can subsequently motivate teachers to re-

think their approach to teaching and re-learn ways to achieve effective teaching, and be 

the first step towards more effective use of drama as pedagogy.  However, Rachel’s 

negotiation between the different clusters of her beliefs revealed the challenge of 

changing old teaching habits and beliefs about education without adequate training in 

drama education to support teachers’ attempts to improve teaching practice.   

Motivated by her aspirations and conviction in drama, Rachel was willing to 

invest time to evaluate her attempt at ‘hot-seating’ and conduct a better lesson that 

could achieve her aims of characterisation.  From her actions in the subsequent lesson, it 

was observed that Rachel had put in effort to examine each component of the previous 

lessons and made appropriate changes to address the gaps she perceived.  For example, 
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she began the lesson with a revised set of questions37 that was structured to give 

students more creative license such as describing the character’s daily routine that could 

not be derived directly from the text but had to be imagined based on their knowledge 

of the character.  Except for “how did you die?”, all other questions were open-ended 

and were intended to help students to consider their character in relation to the plot and 

other characters in the text to deepen their knowledge of the different elements of the 

play.  Rachel was also more specific to explicate the need for textual evidence to 

support students’ assertions, probably having learnt from the previous experience of the 

‘hot-seating’ convention that students were usually vague in their responses and 

required prompts.  After giving more specific instructions, Rachel then took the time to 

explain the “rationale of drama and the focus of the lesson” (Field notes, Lesson 

Observation 4, 100414) and how the questions “would allow for understanding” (Field 

notes, Lesson Observation 4, 100414) so that students would “not [be] caught short” 

(Field notes, Lesson Observation 4, 100414) during the ‘hot-seating’.  These new 

additions indicated that Rachel had perceived that her previous process of introducing 

the ‘hot-seating’ convention and the questions she had given as guides had not been 

well thought through and executed.  

In the updated lesson, Rachel also placed a new emphasis on student discussion 

and peer learning to develop students’ understanding of the task and to generate deeper 

responses collectively.  Unlike the previous lesson where each group member had 

different roles, Rachel allocated only one character to each group of five students, 

which meant that the entire group was to be in role as the given character.  The change 

from having five different characters in one group suggested that Rachel felt that 

working together on a single task could give students more focus in their collaboration 

and provide support to develop their roles more fully.  It was observed that the 

combined group task of analysing one character resulted in more robust discussion in 

every group compared to the previous lesson, which affirmed Rachel’s decision to have 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 Rachel wrote the following questions in this order on the whiteboard: 
1. Describe your daily routine  
2. What are your strengths? Describe and give evidence 
3. Who do you trust the most? Describe the relationship 
4. How did you die? 
5. If you could change one thing when you were alive, what is it? Explain. (Field notes, Lesson 
Observation 4, 100414)  
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students collaborate on a common task to help students to engage more fully during 

group discussions.   

During her revised lesson, Rachel also attempted to move away from her usual 

role of the teacher in a communitarian society as an all-knowing authoritarian who 

could make no mistakes.  She took the time to explain why she was repeating the same 

‘hot-seating’ activity albeit slightly differently.  After the allocated time for discussion, 

Rachel gathered the groups together and humbly said, “we tried to do hot-seating [the 

last lesson] but it was a bit miserable” (Field notes, Lesson Observation 4, 100414).  

Rachel’s willingness to acknowledge that the lesson could be improved and her 

attempts at addressing the issues that caused students to be “not mentally prepared 

previously” (Field notes, Lesson Observation 4, 100414) can be considered a moment 

that modelled resilience and tenacity for students.  The acknowledgement of failure and 

the determination to learn from mistakes are life lessons that are valued in Singapore’s 

new vision of education as discussed in Chapter One.   

However, despite Rachel’s persevering investment in drama, she required more 

drama knowledge and drama skills to create a more open-ended experience of learning 

for students.  Training in drama education could have given her the space and the 

support to negotiate with the demands of drama and overcome ingrained habits of 

teaching.  In Singapore’s context, teachers have to unlearn their old roles as authority 

figures who transmit knowledge and learn new skills of facilitation to bring about 

subject-specific outcomes and holistic student development.   

Rachel did not know how to give students the autonomy to take charge of their 

learning in the drama lesson even when she attempted to empower students by asking 

them “who wants to be the host?” (Field notes, Lesson Observation 4, 100414) to 

facilitate the ‘hot-seating’ process.  It was observed that she immediately continued her 

question with “but each time [a question is asked], I can interject you OK?” (Field 

notes, Lesson Observation 4, 100414), indicating her distrust in students’ abilities to 

moderate the session, which contradicted her intentions.  Furthermore, Rachel resumed 

her role as the ‘host’ of the activity after one student attempted to facilitate the questions 

for about 10 seconds.  It was challenging for Rachel to know how to release control of 

the drama process to students when she did not have the drama skills to understand or 
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negotiate the quadripartite thinking to simultaneously probe students without intruding 

in their personal process of learning.  It is also likely that Rachel’s lack of experience in 

applying drama conventions created some anxiety for her so she resorted to her usual 

authoritarian role that assured her that the lesson was progressing well.   

Despite her desire to improve on the ‘hot-seating’ activity, Rachel remained 

unaware that her preference for certain interpretations of the text undermined her intent 

of giving open-ended questions to guide students’ personal and creative response to the 

characters.  In her second attempt at the drama convention, Rachel still continued to 

direct the response of the group of students in the ‘hot-seat’ by asking leading 

questions, pointing students to prescribed answers, and referring to the text to ensure a 

‘correct’ reading of the character.  For instance, she declared, “what kind of an answer 

is that?” to the group in role as Lady Macbeth and dismissed the group’s portrayal of 

the character without further questioning (Field notes, Lesson Observation 4, 100414).  

Rachel’s actions indicated that her preference for model answers limited her ability to 

create a space where alternatives were explored and students could derive personal 

understanding through discussing ideas and having their ideas questioned by their peers 

and the teacher despite her desire to give students the space to explore the text 

independently. 

The limitations of her skill and her conflicted beliefs in drama’s efficacy and her 

habitual teaching actions contributed to Rachel’s inability to apply drama as she had 

experienced as a participant in the workshop.  From her first attempt at ‘hot-seating’ and 

the subsequent revised lesson, it was observed that Rachel had not yet acquired a new 

set of facilitation skills to give students space to explore, make mistakes and correct 

each other in collaborative learning to obtain individual personal understanding.  Her 

brief exposure to drama as pedagogy during the workshop had not equipped Rachel to 

adjust her teaching approach to become more student-centred even in her use of drama 

conventions.   

The Pressures of the Education System: Undermining Teachers’ Good Intentions 

In Rachel’s attempts at applying drama as pedagogy, it was observed that 

external pressures from conforming to the expectations of school leaders and the need to 
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prepare students for examinations limited her capacity to explore and grow in 

experience as a drama educator.  Despite the flexibility given to teachers in Lychee 

Secondary to plan for their own lessons as mentioned in Chapter Three, Rachel still had 

to ensure that worksheets and assignments allocated had to be completed to prepare the 

entire cohort for examinations.  Thus, after giving only one group an opportunity to sit 

in the ‘hot-seat’ in the second lesson, Rachel brought the drama convention to an abrupt 

end by instructing to instruct the class to write about their given character “in full 

paragraphs” (Field notes, Lesson Observation 4, 100414) barely four minutes after the 

actual ‘hot-seating’ process began.  The sudden move to written work without all 

groups having a chance to sit in the ‘hot-seat’ indicated that Rachel believed the group 

discussion based on her questions was sufficient and students did not actually need to be 

placed in the ‘hot-seat’ or engage in questioning the characters in the ‘hot-seat’ to 

achieve her aims.  Her inexperience as a drama teacher reduced the value of peer 

learning and embodied learning that could potentially take place when students in the 

audience asked questions that compelled those in the ‘hot-seat’ to improvise and 

respond based on their existing knowledge, which could lead to a deeper understanding 

of the plot and characters in the text.   

Moreover, Rachel felt constrained by the lack of time she had to spend on the 

lesson on characterisation.  In a conversation after the lesson, Rachel explained that she 

had shortened the time for the actual process of ‘hot-seating’ because she was 

“supposed to move on [from characterisation] already [. . . and her] other colleagues are 

maybe a couple of lessons ahead of [her]” (Interview 5, 100414).  Rachel’s decision to 

resort to having students “write all their thoughts down” (Interview 5, 100414) was 

likely to have been motivated by the efficiency of having students individually 

articulating their ideas instead of investing time to facilitate whole group learning.  Her 

choice to focus on a writing task over the drama convention contradicted Rachel’s 

conviction in drama conventions and pointed to the complexity of applying new 

pedagogies when teachers who are used to didactic methods have insufficient 

knowledge and skill to bring about and assess their desired teaching outcomes.  The 

external factor of having limited lesson time also affected Rachel’s capacity to give 

students the space to improvise and to conduct meaningful discussions within the drama 

convention.  Although the process of teaching and learning based on constructivist 
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principles require teachers to spend more time supporting students’ self-discovery 

process (Miller & Ballard, 2017), Singapore’s centralised curriculum and high-stakes 

national examinations make it challenging for teachers to explore with alternative forms 

of teaching.  

It is not easy for teachers to move away from teacher-centred teaching and 

create space for students to concretise their personal takeaways when teachers are 

unable to identify immediate results.  For example, in Rachel’s first attempt at applying 

drama in her lessons, she decided on the drama strategy of ‘punctuation walk’38, which 

she had participated in during the workshop.  Rachel had personally experienced the 

effects of embodied learning through the drama convention, and explained that the 

activity should likewise provide students with an experience of understanding and 

analysing the text at a deeper level because  

if you take any one of Macbeth’s soliloquies, then if [ . . . ] at every 

punctuation mark he turns, then that shows the conflicted state of confusion 

within Macbeth’s mind.  Then hopefully, the boys remember as they were 

practicing and playing that out, they remember how harried and frenzied 

Macbeth was and why it was tough [for him to make a decision].  (Interview 

3, 130314) 

Through the activity, Rachel hoped that students would grasp the relationship between 

the physical representation of their erratic movements and Macbeth’s mental confusion 

by illustrating Macbeth’s inner turmoil. 

To bring about the learning through ‘playing’ in the drama convention, Rachel 

began her lesson by bringing her students to an open area outside the classroom where 

they had the space to move and do the activity.  Rachel’s decision to move the lesson to 

a more conducive environment indicated that she was aware of the space constraints of 

conventional classroom settings with rows of tables and chairs.  During the activity, it 

was observed that students were initially jostling each other and giggling, which 

indicated students were hesitant and awkward with the approach when they first began.  

After Rachel’s reminders to be serious, they became more engaged in the task and even 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
38 A RSC drama exercise requiring students to stop and change directions at each punctuation mark of a 
chosen extract read aloud.   
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when students occasionally bumped into each other, they resumed the reading aloud of 

the soliloquy and continued to change the direction they were walking each time they 

came to a punctuation mark.  The students’ focus and enjoyment of the activity was 

observed from their satisfied smiles upon completion of the walk, and their respectful 

silence and moving aside for others who were still engaged in the task.  During the class 

discussion after the activity, many students could describe the disorientating effects they 

had experienced, and when prompted by Rachel to make inferences about Macbeth’s 

state of mind, could articulate his confusion.   

However, despite students’ responses that indicated students were making sense 

of the characterisation of Macbeth through the activity, Rachel did not give time for 

students to come to a gradual process of understanding and make personal conclusions 

but stopped the class discussion after few minutes.  It is possible that Rachel felt 

constrained by time since she had spent time moving the students to the open space and 

back to the classroom, and needed to draw a quick conclusion to the lesson by explicitly 

drawing links between students’ responses and her objectives for the lesson.  Despite 

Rachel’s intentions, she struggled to mediate her aspirations of drama with her usual 

habits of teaching and her responsibility as a teacher to help students fill in gaps in their 

understanding, which can explain her choices in a drama lesson that subtly reinforces 

direct teaching methods where the teacher provided the answers.  Giving students a 

summary of their experience and the intended learning outcomes may have interrupted 

the process of embodied learning in her rush to make quick connections between 

Macbeth’s terse way of speaking in his soliloquy and his emotions.   

Similar to May and Taufiq, Rachel felt the pressure to help students to achieve 

subject-specific learning outcomes through rote-learning and written exercises.  Rachel 

explicitly stated during an interview that she would cease using drama “towards exams, 

when [students] really have to know things by heart” (Interview 4, 100414), indicating a 

tacit skepticism towards embodied learning even though she had professed much faith 

in drama.  Furthermore, towards the end of the ten-week research period, Rachel 

cancelled pre-arranged drama lessons and said that the use of drama would be 

postponed until the examinations were over and could be conducted as an after-

examination activity.  Rachel may have felt that her actions were justified to enable her 
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students to cope with the demands of a written assessment, and the tension Rachel faced 

was likely to have been increased in a high-stakes examination system when she had 

limited ability and ways to assess whether the drama convention had been effective in 

teaching characterisation.  Her eventual return to tried-and-tested methods that have 

proven to work point to the need for teachers to have adequate training, knowledge and 

skills to complement teacher beliefs and assure teachers that incorporating drama as 

pedagogy can be efficacious.   

Examination performance and examination preparation were also a priority for 

Vicki when she told students to write down all the points that had been generated 

through the tableau, and spent the following lesson doing the textual analysis for them.  

After the lesson where soundscapes were created, Vicki was even more explicit with her 

intentions and gave students a worksheet to list the elements of atmosphere in table 

format so they could use the material as a resource to “write the essay in class” (Field 

notes, Lesson Observation 3, 310714).  Despite Vicki’s claims that she was “not 

interested in teaching my kids to score as much as [ . . . increasing their interest] in 

learning to think” (Interview 3, 170714), barely 20 minutes later in the same interview, 

Vicki said that she still had to use worksheets to help students to “score” (Interview 3, 

170714).  Hence, it was unsurprising that the lesson applying soundscapes was her 

second and final attempt at drama that academic year, especially when Vicki reminded 

her class that it was “less than two months” (Interview 3, 170714) before the final year 

examination when she commenced her lesson using soundscapes. 

Vicki’s actions revealed tacit core beliefs about academic performance that 

dominated peripheral beliefs about critical thinking skills and holistic development that 

she also desired in her students.  It can be inferred that the pervasive examination-

oriented consciousness of the education system influenced Vicki’s beliefs about 

drama’s relevance and determined her choice of when to use drama.  Vicki’s decision-

making process is not uncommon to teachers.  James and McCormick’s (2009) study of 

teachers in 40 primary and secondary schools in England have found that teachers’ 

context, their experiences within the classroom and the profile of students they have, do 

shape teaching practice and have significant effect on how teachers reconcile beliefs 

with actions.  They suggest that change in schooling culture and structures must first be 
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enacted to support teachers’ learning of new methods to effectively transform existing 

teaching practices.  The battle to change Vicki’s teaching practice extends beyond her 

classroom and requires an overhaul of the understanding of the purpose of education by 

students, parents, school leaders and policy-makers to enable Vicki to employ drama 

across all student profiles.  In attempting drama as pedagogy, teachers have to navigate 

the expectations and beliefs of varied stakeholders such as school leaders, parents and 

students in addition to grappling with their own sense of conviction and ability.   

Conclusion 

 The cognitive dissonance observed in the teachers’ professions about drama’s 

efficacy and their experience of applying drama as pedagogy analysed in this chapter 

points to the importance of teacher beliefs in mediating the change in teaching practice 

to Teach Less, Learn More.  By observing their actions and juxtaposing their professed 

beliefs, Rachel and Vicki’s tacit beliefs about education were surfaced and served to 

explain why teachers’ use of drama were frequently inconsistent with their intentions.  

Even though Rachel and Vicki had intended to include drama in their lessons to achieve 

Literature objectives and critical thinking skills that could be transferred to other areas 

of daily life, the two teachers’ lack of drama education training left them unable to 

guide students to make sense of their experience and assess their learning through 

drama.  Both teachers’ act of reverting back to direct teaching at the end of their drama 

lessons surfaced a tacit belief that delivering a fixed body of knowledge was a more 

definite way of ensuring students had learnt instead of trusting that students had 

constructed knowledge through the drama.  To guide students to learn independently to 

bring about constructivist outcomes such as critical thinking, teachers need to develop 

beliefs about student learning that does not involve a direct transfer of information from 

teachers to students (Prosser, Ramsden, Trigwell, & Martin, 2003).  

 Even though the teachers desired to modify their teaching practice through drama, 

Rachel and Vicki struggled with how best to do this given the limitation of their 

expertise and experience.  This indicates that a short exposure to drama education is 

insufficient and teachers need to have adequate drama knowledge and drama skills to 

scaffold student learning to create opportunities for students to learn through peer 

collaborations and embodied learning moments embedded in drama.  Facilitating a 
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drama process involves complex skills of listening and questioning that can support 

students in learning differently.  Otherwise, as was observed in Rachel and Vicki, when 

the examinations drew near, teachers would reduce the amount of time initially planned 

for the drama strategy so that they could also complete written tasks and worksheets 

during lesson time.   

Teacher training and professional development can overcome elements of 

dissonance that are caused by the lack of ability. When teachers are equipped with 

skills, they are better able to align their actions with their beliefs because they can create 

outcomes that prove and support their beliefs.  If Rachel and Vicki’s brief exposure to 

drama education could provide them with the necessary motivation and pragmatic ways 

of embedding drama within their lessons for specific outcomes, it is very likely that a 

longer term training programme in drama education could have helped the two teachers 

to address their tacit beliefs about education, correct their misconceptions about drama 

and constructivist learning, and supplement the gaps in their ability.   

Training in drama education can also equip teachers to negotiate the pressures of 

the education system with examination concerns, balancing the time allocated within a 

given syllabus and the demands of other stakeholders.  In the next chapter, the ability of 

teachers trained in drama education to identify the dissonance between their beliefs and 

actions, and make changes accordingly will be examined through the case studies on 

Devi and Khairul.  It will be argued that the drama training they had received enabled 

the teachers to engage in critical reflection to better navigate their teaching objectives in 

an examination-oriented education system.  
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Introduction 

This chapter will open with the opportunities given to school leaders and teachers to 

utilize the autonomy given by policy-makers in the Thinking Schools, Learning Nation 

vision of education, and how Devi and Khairul were situated in spaces that encouraged 

drama as pedagogy.  As discussed in Chapter One, power was redistributed within 

education system to give school principals greater autonomy to become Thinking 

Schools following the challenge of the new vision of education in Singapore.  Thinking 

Schools had to begin with thinking educators who have the freedom to manage the 

school environment, adapt policies and apply the centralised curriculum in relevant 

ways to their context.  As then Minister for Education Teo Chee Hean explained in 

1997 when the new vision of education came into effect, “schools can no longer be 

managed by a centralised top-down approach in problem-solving and in implementing 

change” (Teo, 1997).   

The next section will analyse how training in drama education had provided 

Devi with the skills and confidence to believe in the relevance and efficacy of drama for 

her Primary One English lessons.  By focusing on Devi’s use of Process Drama, 

training in drama education will be shown to have provided clarity in Devi’s use of 

drama and equipped her with the skills to achieve her lesson objectives.  As a teacher 

who had embarked on a higher degree in drama education only after a few years of 

teaching, Devi faced the challenge of negotiating her existing beliefs about education 

and new constructivist principles to be able to shift away from teaching habits to enact a 

new embodied and collaborative approach to teaching.  It will be argued that Devi’s 

training in drama education helped her to develop a critically reflective practice to 

negotiate between different clusters of beliefs and to resolve any cognitive dissonance 

she became aware of.   

The third section of the chapter will examine how Khairul exhibited 

quadripartite thinking to plan for his Drama39 lessons and to respond meaningfully 

within the lesson as a facilitator.  Khairul’s experience will point to the importance of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39 As explained in Chapter One and Chapter Three, the capitalization of the letter ‘D’ is used to indicate 
Drama as a subject within the education system in this thesis and the uppercase Drama is used only to 
refer to the subject Khairul was teaching as part of the English syllabus in Chempedek Secondary School.   
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artistry in the application of drama where teachers have to engage in reflection in and on 

action to be able to achieve the objectives of lesson plans and the larger aims of the 

subject.  In addition to artistry, Khairul was also equipped with the skills to teach 

English and Drama as individual subjects, which allowed him to create clear assessment 

rubrics and negotiate the curriculum demands placed on Drama as a subject within the 

English syllabus in Chempedek Secondary. 

The final section of the chapter will examine Khairul’s desire for collegial 

support and Devi’s attempt at creating a community of practice, which suggest that 

teachers working with drama require a teaching environment that is supportive of their 

efforts.  The lack of like-minded teachers made Khairul feel lonely as the only Drama 

teacher in Chempedek Secondary and he was concerned that his teaching practice 

would stagnate without feedback from other Drama teachers.  On the other hand, Devi 

believed she should be an advocate of drama to push for a new culture of teaching based 

on constructivist principles and encourage other teachers to use drama.  The lack of 

supportive colleagues will be argued to be a factor that affected Khairul and Devi’s 

application of drama based on the challenge of embarking on education as a lone effort 

in spite of their school leaders’ official endorsement of drama in their respective 

contexts.   

The Impact of Decision-Makers in Schools: Seizing Opportunities in Education 

Reform  

Although Devi and Khairul were teaching in different schools, they were both 

situated in schools that were keen to reform teaching practice and wanted to align 

teaching pedagogies with the principles of Teach Less, Learn More.  Unlike Rachel and 

Vicki who had school leaders who were open to their exploration with drama as 

pedagogy and had provided financial support for them to attend the Teaching 

Shakespeare Through Drama workshop to improve their teaching skills, the leadership 

of the schools Devi and Khairul were teaching in were actively finding relevant ways to 

incorporate drama into their school’s curriculum.   

School leaders had invited Devi to explore the efficacy of drama for English 

learning and the extent the application of drama could contribute towards students’ 
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examination results as she was a qualified English teacher with a Master’s degree in 

Drama Education.  Churchill Primary was a new co-education Primary school with its 

first cohort of Primary One students in the year this study was conducted, which 

provided school leaders with a blank slate to align teaching practice to the principles of 

Teach Less, Learn More.  The school had been branded as a school that emphasised on 

learning through play, which was reported in a news article printed and pinned up on a 

notice board in the school (Field notes, 140214).  At the start of the research period, 

Devi explained that her Principal was planning for her to try out Process Drama for the 

first year in her Primary One English class, and if her students’ examination results 

were comparable to their peers from other classes or showed improvement, the school 

would implement the Process Drama lesson plans across all Primary One English 

classes the following year (Interview 1, 140214).  It is possible that the enthusiasm of 

the management team in Churchill Primary was the result of the Primary Education 

Review and Implementation (PERI) report in 2010, which as discussed in Chapter One, 

provided educators with greater awareness of new pedagogies such as drama that would 

benefit students’ experience of Primary Education.  

In addition to a teaching environment that welcomed Devi’s expertise in drama 

education, structural changes within the education system that included reviews of 

individual subjects provided the leaders in Churchill Primary with strong support and 

good reason to engage in drama as pedagogy.  As described in Chapter One, in addition 

to the policies that encouraged new teaching approaches in Singapore, the new vision of 

education also resulted in a revised Primary education English syllabus that emphasized 

constructivist principles of learning.  Coined as the STELLAR (STrategies for English 

Language Learning And Reading) programme, the new English curriculum at the 

Primary level was a comprehensive instructional programme that offered teachers 

greater flexibility to teach English.  The STELLAR teaching manual included 

suggestions of new teaching methods such as storytelling, songs and games, to provide 

teachers with practical ideas of how to use the given instructional materials (STELLAR, 

2015).  Piloted in 30 schools in 2010 and eventually implemented nation-wide in all 

Primary levels from 2015, the STELLAR approach introduced students to new 

vocabulary words and unfamiliar grammar structures through stories, which integrated 

the rudiments of grammar and vocabulary together instead of being taught as separate 
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components.  Teachers were also provided with short training courses to be more 

familiar with the new curriculum and pedagogy that emphasized learning about the 

English language through its written and applied forms (Tang, 2015).   

The updated English curriculum at the Primary level attested to the 

government’s commitment to support teachers to teach in a thinking manner to result in 

the desired outcome of teachers teaching less to enable students to learn more through 

student expression, articulation of ideas and opinions, group interactions and 

participation.   

Through the reading of engaging stories in class, students get to speak 

extensively, discussing and sharing their views with the teacher and their 

peers. The main purpose is to build students’ confidence in speech and 

writing, and enhance their learning of the language. (STELLAR, 2015) 

The new approach was designed to increase student engagement in purposeful language 

learning because policy-makers recognized that language and literacy involved more 

than acquiring grammar rules and vocabulary skills tested in written examinations, and 

desired students to use language effectively in written and verbal communication, 

providing an apt opportunity for teachers such as Devi to use drama.   

 However, as much as Devi had the opportunity to apply drama as pedagogy with 

the introduction of the new English syllabus, the official endorsement of new teaching 

methods would not have increased Devi’s capacity to apply drama if it were not for the 

supportive teaching environment in Churchill Primary.  When she was invited to 

participate in this research study, Devi mentioned that she had just transferred to 

Churchill Primary in December 2013, the year before the research study was conducted.  

She explained that she had requested for the transfer of schools because she had faced a 

struggle with the leaders from her previous school about her use of Process Drama in 

her English lessons (Field notes, 140214).  At her previous school, Devi’s superiors 

were skeptical of drama as an approach to teaching English, even for the more open-

ended STELLAR programme, and had prohibited her from applying drama in her 

classroom and compelled her to follow a common lesson plan developed for all English 

teachers.  However, Devi’s conviction about the value of drama education and the need 
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to incorporate drama as pedagogy in her lessons led to her decision to change teaching 

environments.  She requested for a transfer in schools and was subsequently posted by 

MOE to Churchill Primary School (Field notes, 140214).  As will be argued and 

demonstrated throughout this chapter, Devi’s firm buy-in can be attributed to her 

training in drama education that allowed her to develop core beliefs about the efficacy 

of drama for teaching language skills and student development, and equipped her with 

the necessary understanding and ability to achieve her aspirations.    

The interaction between policy and school leaders, and the resultant teaching 

environment that affects teacher intent and teacher agency is identified as a complex 

factor that influences the capacity of the teacher to apply drama as pedagogy when the 

hostile reaction to Devi’s attempts at drama in her previous school contrasts distinctly 

with the enthusiasm of the school leaders in Churchill Primary.  Positioned in a similar 

context of policy recommendations and changes in the English curriculum, it is 

observed from Devi’s experience in both schools that the support of school management 

teams can determine the extent teachers can apply drama in response to new policies in 

education reform.   

In addition, the challenge of incorporating new pedagogies in an examination-

oriented education system can contribute to the perception that drama or any change in 

teaching approach may be regarded as unnecessary.  In the context of the new 

STELLAR English syllabus, “[t]he language skills tested in the revised examinations 

are the same as those tested in the current examinations” (STELLAR, 2015).  It is likely 

that Devi’s previous superiors had felt that drama was unnecessary since the assessment 

mode and criteria had not kept up with the updated curriculum content and objectives.  

Thus, school management teams must grasp the intention of education reform, be open 

to teachers’ interpretation of new initiatives and policies, and find ways to practically 

support teachers to translate official guidelines into opportunities for change.  Devi’s 

grappling of the expectation of school leaders, pressures of examinations, and her role 

as a teacher in Singapore’s education system will be discussed subsequently.   

 Khairul’s context was very different from the other participants in this study 

because he had been appointed as a Drama teacher to teach Drama in a school that 

already had an existing Drama programme running for a fairly long period of time.  In 
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contrast to Churchill Primary that was embarking on their exploration of how drama 

could improve teaching methodology and contribute to student learning as part of 

education reform, Chempedek Secondary School was in its seventh year of 

incorporating Drama into the curriculum.  Drama was positioned as a subject under the 

umbrella subject of ‘English’ as part of the Secondary One English curriculum together 

with the subjects of English Language and English Literature to work towards the same 

outcomes of language competency through different foci in each subject.  The leaders in 

Chempedek Secondary anticipated that the use of Literature texts as a basis of study and 

discussion in Language and Drama classes would move students beyond the acquisition 

of technical language and writing skills to a greater application and understanding of 

language in context.   

 The leaders of Chempedek Secondary School could experiment with new 

pedagogies because they utilized the autonomy given by the MOE to adapt the English 

curriculum to make the language learning content and process more interdisciplinary, 

which was a significant factor in creating space for Drama in the school.  As elaborated 

in Chapter One, to bring about the new vision of education, school leaders and teachers 

were given more time and space to adjust and adapt the pace and means of delivery of a 

national curriculum and exercise autonomous decisions tailored to support a child’s 

holistic development beyond academic achievements.  By embedding Drama as an 

individual component in English that was taught separately from Language and 

Literature, the status of drama as a teaching tool was elevated to become a recognized 

subject as important as the subject of English Language, which Dimmock and Goh 

(2011) have described as a subject traditionally conferred with high-status in Singapore. 

In Chempedek Secondary, Drama was examinable within the English syllabus and the 

grades contributed 15% to the Secondary One students’ end of the year examination 

results.  That Drama was assessed pointed to the school management’s commitment to 

embodied learning in a high-stakes examination education system, instead of Drama 

being viewed as an after-thought or frivolous activity.  

 As the only Drama teacher in Chempedek Secondary, Khairul had the autonomy 

to design and conduct Drama lessons with the objective of teaching theatre skills and to 

reinforce students’ knowledge of their Literature texts.  For example, when students 
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were studying Kuo Pao Kun’s play The coffin is too big for the hole for Literature, 

Khairul chose to apply Readers Theatre40 to dramatise the text during his Drama lessons 

because  

the focus of Readers Theatre is not on content or memorizing of lines but in 

how you say it.  So the artistry is in the use of voice, the use of space, 

gesture.  That’s my input, that’s how I push towards [Literature outcomes].  

(Interview 3, 160714) 

Khairul believed that the approach of Readers Theatre would help students to visualise 

key extracts of the text without need for memorizing a script by placing the focus of 

performance on voice, space and gesture during enactments.  He explained how his 

emphasis on students’ artistry or effective application of their theatre skills enabled 

students to better appreciate and understand the literary elements within a play text such 

as stage directions or characterisation.  Khairul’s focus on technical elements such as 

voice were intended to ‘push’ students’ understanding of Literature through their 

experience of analysing and performing an extract from the play.   

 Exposure to different techniques in Khairul’s undergraduate teaching degree in 

drama education had provided Khairul with the knowledge about Readers Theatre and 

the drama skills to be able to apply the approach.  Khairul’s intentions and process of 

performance and evaluating performance elements through Readers Theatre differed 

significantly from Rachel’s attempt at using role-play described in Chapter Five.  Even 

though both teachers had not focused on the delivery of lines from the play text, Rachel 

was interested primarily in assessing whether students had grasped sufficient knowledge 

of the themes and characters in Macbeth to enact a modern version of the play’s themes.  

In contrast, Khairul paid special attention to the teaching and evaluating of technical 

theatre skills in his lessons, believing and trusting that the emphasis on skills could 

enhance students’ understanding of the themes in The coffin is too big for the hole, and 

the literary skills involved in playwriting, which would be tested in the Literature 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
40 Readers Theatre is a style of theatre where the listening to a play text is emphasized over the visual 
performance elements of a play.  Research has shown that acting out from dialogue creates opportunities 
for students to engage more closely with the text and interpret meaning into their reading performance 
(Flynn, 2004).  Through Readers Theatre, students can gain improvement in comprehension, vocabulary 
and retention of the play text while improving their reading and presentation skills (C. Young & Rasinski, 
2009). 
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examination (Interview 4, 230714).  As a teacher of Drama, Khairul had more time and 

space to teach theatre skills that would lead to Drama skills of enactment and Literature 

outcomes of literary analysis.  Compared to Rachel, Khairul’s training provided him 

with greater technical capacity to frame student learning.  

 However, the recognition of Drama as a formal subject in Chempedek Secondary 

did not completely remove the challenges Khairul faced as a drama educator in an 

examination-oriented teaching environment where the emphasis of the English subject 

remained on the other two Language and Literature components.  These two subjects 

within the umbrella of English made up 85% of students’ English grade in the year-end 

examinations, and there were five hour-long English lessons and two hour-long 

Literature lessons conducted every week throughout the academic year.  In contrast, 

Drama replaced one English language lesson a week for only eight weeks in one 

semester in the entire school year.  The unequal distribution of timetabled hours 

indicated that while school leaders could conceive how the trio of subjects could work 

together for students’ holistic language learning, they still preferred to trust the 

traditional approaches to teaching English and Literature, especially when these two 

subjects were tested at the national placement examinations at the end of Secondary 

schooling and Drama was not.   

Like the other teachers in this study, Khairul faced practical constraints of time 

to teach Drama skills systematically within the given eight weeks and to achieve his 

lesson objectives in every Drama lesson.  Khairul said that his  

greatest challenge is having to teach in an hour [ . . . ] because it’s one hour, 

I have to cram so much.  I’m so good at masking it but I’m cramming and 

forcing things out of [students . . . ] because it’s actually a huge body of 

work. (Interview 6, 060814)   

To teach and assess theatre skills within eight short Drama lessons meant that Khairul 

had to ‘cram’ the necessary process of learning, which he believed reduced students’ 

opportunity to explore and discover personal conclusions about the theatre form and the 

Literature text.   

 However, entrusting the Drama curriculum to the Drama teacher to design and 
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execute the eight-week programme was a positive decision the school leaders had made, 

as it provided Khairul with the space to manage the time constraints he faced, especially 

since his training as a drama educator enabled him to be ‘good at masking’ his hurry.  It 

was observed that Khairul had the necessary skills to plan for individual lessons that 

could achieve his lesson objectives and overall larger aims without too much sacrifice 

of students’ process of learning.  For example, in his use of soundscapes as a drama 

convention, he explained that he could not do “too many things at one time” (Interview 

6, 060814) because “to know the right sound is already a lesson, to know when to use it 

is another lesson” (Interview 6, 060814).  Unlike Vicki’s use of soundscapes analysed 

in the previous chapter, and despite facing a similar challenge against time, Khairul 

believed it was necessary to spend an entire lesson on teaching students to identify and 

classify sounds before asking students to apply their knowledge in the subsequent 

lesson.  As a trained drama educator, Khairul could predict that “melting all of [the 

elements to create soundscapes] in one lesson without much scaffolding [ . . .  was ] too 

risky” (Interview 6, 060814).  As will be analysed subsequently, Khairul’s background 

and training in drama education provided the skills and disposition to better manage the 

demands of drama and of the different stakeholders, and navigate around the various 

obstacles to manage the complexities of an examination-oriented education system.   

Training in Drama Education: Shaping Teacher Beliefs and Empowering 

Teachers’ Actions 

 Devi’s training in drama education created a firm belief in the relevance of drama 

as a teaching approach that aligned with the principles of language learning.  Her 

training also equipped her with the necessary drama knowledge and skills to apply 

drama as pedagogy in the study of English and the practice of the language in the space 

for new pedagogies encouraged by the STELLAR programme.  Devi’s choice of 

engaging with Process Drama can be considered very challenging by teachers untrained 

in drama education because drama conventions need to be applied in a processual 

manner to create an immersive experience for students to learn English in an ‘as if’ 

world as described in Chapter Two.  When asked why she elected to use Process Drama 

for teaching English, Devi declared vehemently “unless you go through the experience 

[of the plot or characters], you will not know or you will not love a book as much” 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



Attempting Drama as Pedagogy in Singapore 227	  

(Interview 7, 080514).  Devi’s training in English teaching had shaped her belief that 

children needed to be exposed to stories in their process of learning a language, which 

was supplemented by her knowledge of how drama could help students to experience 

the elements of a story to create awareness and love for reading.   

 Through her drama education training and experience of previous applications of 

drama, Devi had witnessed how immersion in Process Drama had provided students 

with a reference point that enabled students to remember the contents of the plot and 

new words better.  Devi explained that Process Drama could help students to visualize 

and experience the plot and characters of the STELLAR book (Interview 2, 020414), 

and learn the meaning of words and understand grammar in context in contrast to other 

teaching methods where students would just listen to the teacher sound out words and 

mechanically repeat the story (Interview 4, 230414).  Devi wanted students “to learn [ . . 

. and] to experience” (Interview 7, 080514) and did not want to use rote learning 

methods to have students “memorise things” (Interview 7, 080514) which she 

considered “super boring” (Interview 7, 080514).  She said that she did not need to 

“keep having a lesson on vocab” (Interview 6, 050514) because “during your drama 

lesson, [students] are exposed to [vocabulary . . . ] so they are using these words” 

(Interview 6, 050514).  Devi’s comments revealed her intention to give students 

opportunities to practice language, learn grammar rules and increase their vocabulary 

through Process Drama.   

 Her belief in constructivist processes of learning led Devi to adopt Process Drama 

as a more effective approach to help “the kids remember the book more [because] they 

talk about the book” (Interview 6, 050514) over merely repeating what the teacher said.  

Devi explained 

many of us as teachers, we think that we have to hand-hold, hand-hold, 

hand-hold [students . . . ] but that’s [not] the concept about drama.  We 

teach very little.  We let [students] explore and learn. (Interview 3, 170414) 

Devi believed that teaching through drama could move away from didactic approaches 

and result in less teaching but much learning through exploration when students were 
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provided with “time and space [ . . . and] the correct materials” (Interview 3, 170414) to 

scaffold their learning.   

Devi also believed in respecting students as co-constructors of their learning to 

encourage independent learning. She said 

I don’t really treat them like kids.  I will open [the learning] up for them 

[and say], ‘you go and take the challenge’.  ‘You go and figure it out’. 

(Interview 3, 170414)   

Devi explained that in students’ process of figuring things out, she would let students 

work in groups, giving students an experience of “learning how to teach each other” 

(Interview 3, 170414) and her role as a teacher would be to observe their interactions 

and pose questions to the different groups as she walked around the classroom.  She 

remarked, 

I don’t help them, don’t guide them, don’t do anything.  I just walk around 

helping [by] just look[ing] at it.  I won’t do anything.  That’s my style of 

doing things.  I’m not teaching because I want them to show me what 

they’re thinking.  (Interview 3, 170414) 

Devi’s emphasis on providing a democratic space for student exploration was distinctly 

different from teacher-centred approaches of teaching.  By refraining from didactic 

teaching, she chose to ask questions to help students articulate and demonstrate their 

thinking, which can be attributed to her beliefs in constructivist principles of learning, 

Even in her open-ended approach to teaching through drama, Devi was mindful 

that certain standards and fixed learning outcomes were expected of her students and 

students’ examination results would serve as an indicator of drama’s efficicacy to 

school leaders, parents and students.  Similar to the other teachers in this study, 

examination preparation and performance were a priority to Devi and she also believed 

in the importance of writing to help students to learn and retain knowledge, and to 

assess student learning.  Unlike May and Taufiq who seemed to view drama as a hook 

for student attention and antithetical to writing in their struggle to understand and apply 

embodied forms of learning, Devi’s training in drama education provided Devi with the 
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ability to introduce written tasks as a unobtrusive part of the Process Drama to assess 

student learning in alignment with curriculum goals.  Devi’s knowledge of drama 

education skills enabled her to provide space for students to demonstrate their learning 

beyond the content of the text while simultaneously ensuring that her Primary One 

students were “learning spelling [. . . and] vocab[ulary]” (Interview 5, 240414).   

An instance of how Devi decided to embed written tasks within the Process 

Drama to give students adequate practice in preparation for pen-and-paper examinations 

was observed during the lesson on a STELLAR book, Crocodile Tea.  To extend the 

Process Drama and give students practice in writing skills, Devi instructed students to 

do a get-well card for the sick crocodile (Field notes, Lesson Observation 2, 170414).  

The task can be said to be an authentic writing task (Cremin, Goouch, Blakemore, Goff 

& Macdonald, 2006) that gave students a realistic reason and motivation to engage in 

grammar and vocabulary practice to achieve English objectives while bringing about 

social emotional learning outcomes of showing care and concern.   

Devi’s incorporation of writing exercises as a meaningful part of the Process 

Drama lesson pointed to her belief in the notion of pedagogy as a coherent approach 

where she embedded group work, student presentations and drama conventions within 

the larger Process Drama.  Moreover, Devi had the drama skills to synthesize the varied 

activities and not apply them in piecemeal bits to achieve her English objectives of 

developing students’ “sentence structure [ . . . and] questioning strategies” (Interview 5, 

240414).  Aware of the challenge of getting all teachers to be trained formally in drama 

education to apply drama in a coherent manner, Devi believed teachers who were 

untrained in drama education “just need to think deep and use the conventions 

correctly” (Interview 6, 050514) because she believed that “everyone can be trained to 

do drama” (Interview 6, 050514).  According to Devi, many teachers in her school were 

aware of drama as an alternative teaching approach but their lack of training in drama 

education prevented a meaningful application of drama as pedagogy.  Devi commented 

I’ve people who are in our school itself who talk a lot about drama but then, 

they don’t know what is drama [...] then they have to come to my lesson, 

observe my lessons. I’m not saying my lessons are perfect, my lessons are 

definitely not perfect, I’m also learning. (Interview 4, 080514) 
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Devi believed that developing drama education knowledge and skills were necessary for 

teachers untrained in drama education to ‘know’ about drama as pedagogy and hoped 

that exposing other teachers to her use of Process Drama, imperfect as it may be, could 

give these teachers a new perspective of what drama was and how it could contribute to 

student learning.  It is possible that teachers with confidence in drama’s efficacy for 

subject-based learning such as Rachel and Vicki can slowly gain experience from 

observing a drama educator in action. However, it is likely that these observations need 

to be supplemented and supported by formal training in drama education to provide a 

theoretically informed and thorough understanding of drama education.  An experience 

of learning about and through Process Drama such as in Devi’s Master’s programme 

can provide a personal grappling of the demands of drama to facilitate a shift in teacher 

beliefs about drama and about education, which can better support teachers to be able to 

achieve their aspirations. 

Another key aspect of Devi’s belief in the process of learning through drama 

was to give students the freedom to explore and create within the structure of drama 

conventions because “it’s really something very wonderful because you don’t really 

have to teach them, they will explore, as a group, they will figure it out” (Interview 5, 

240414).  Devi envisioned her role in the Process Drama as establishing the drama 

structure and responding to her students in character so that students could direct the 

evolution of the lesson to ‘explore’ and ‘figure’ out their own learning.  For example, in 

her first English lesson based on Crocodile Tea, Devi had written the lesson overview 

of the day on the whiteboard for her students to follow.  She wrote “1. Play the Game 2. 

Retell the story 3. Characters will be hotseated 4. ? 5. ?”  (Field notes, Lesson 

Observation 1, 020414).  Devi’s choice to include two question marks for the fourth and 

fifth segments of the lesson and to write the question marks explicitly on the whiteboard 

indicated clearly to students the open-endedness of the lesson.  It also indicated her plan 

to use the material generated from students during the ‘hot-seating’ process to guide the 

formation of the narrative and lesson subsequently.   

Devi’s belief in student agency in their learning was observed to occasionally 

conflict with other beliefs about her role as a teacher.  However, Devi was able to 

resolve these instances of the inner tension by adhering to her beliefs based on drama 
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education principles of prioritising student voice and creating open-ended spaces of 

learning that she had learnt in her post-graduate degree.  For example, Devi believed 

that she was responsible to teach moral values to students.  In her use of ‘hot-seating’ in 

the lesson on Crocodile Tea mentioned above, she had initially planned for students to 

identify selfish behaviour and learn how to make restitution for wrong done based on 

analysing the crocodile protagonist who ate all the animals it had invited for tea in the 

book.  By placing students in the role of an animal that had been eaten by the crocodile 

but had been released after the crocodile had the animals removed from it in hospital, 

Devi intended that her students would empathize with these animals to experience a 

personal consequence of the crocodile’s greed.   

Although the direction of students’ responses did not proceed as she had 

intended, Devi was flexible not to steer students’ thinking and made a split second 

decision to ride on students’ interest to strengthen students’ buy-in for the Process 

Drama.  Devi was demonstrating her thinking as a playwright and director instead of a 

teacher with fixed lesson objectives in making the choices that she did to incorporate 

students’ responses to maintain student-led learning.  As discussed in Chapter Two, 

drama educators need to engage in quadripartite thinking of playwright, director, actor 

and teacher to effectively manage the demands and outcomes of open-ended learning 

through drama.  For Devi, maintaining quadripartite thinking meant that she allowed the 

content of the hot-seating activity to flow freely even when she was clearly directing 

students’ English learning through reminders on how to ask and answer questions.  

Although her initial plan had been for students to learn about the consequences of greed 

and make amends for wrongs, Devi was able to reflect-in-action and adapt her lesson 

plan when students’ responses moved away from discussing the consequences of the 

crocodile’s greed to showing concern for the crocodile and volunteering reasons for 

why the crocodile was sick.  She detected that the class had started to be emotionally 

engaged with the story and the characters when they gave reasons defending the 

crocodile’s actions to explain away its behaviour such as “he ate a poisonous lizard” 

(Field notes, Lesson Observation 1, 020414) that had made the crocodile sick and 

unaware of its actions.   
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Devi’s response demonstrated the importance of knowing how to function in 

role as playwright and director to create dramatic tension and shape the narrative based 

on students’ contributions.  In the conversation after the lesson, Devi said that her 

decision during the lesson to shift the focus of the Process Drama was intended to help 

students take multiple perspectives to learn that “a bad guy isn’t [a] bad guy all the 

time” (Interview 3, 170414), and potentially develop students’ empathy.  As a drama 

educator, Devi had the capacity to identify and to unpack these moments of learning 

that emerged organically during the lesson.  As a teacher who was responsible to ensure 

that students knew the plot of the story, Devi could have insisted on students staying 

true to the story and focused on her desired moral lesson by painting a one-dimensional 

‘bad guy’ image of the crocodile.  Instead, Devi chose to respond to students’ creative 

suggestions to explore the motivations of the crocodile to value student involvement in 

their learning process and to bring about points of learning from unanticipated outcomes 

of Process Drama.  Devi’s training in drama education enabled Devi to reflect on her 

Process Drama lesson and identify how the lesson had given her “insight into students’ 

minds” (Interview 3, 170414), and empowered her to “use student answers to play with 

[for] the next lesson” (Interview 3, 170414).   

Devi’s drama education skills also provided her with the ability to reflect-in-

action to manage student responses and to hold the quadripartite roles effectively to 

prevent herself from making decisions within the lesson that would discourage student 

expression and independent learning.  For example, when students were presenting their 

ideas on how to make the crocodile feel better during their Process Drama lesson, Devi 

initially had some misgivings when a few groups featured jokes and songs about 

vampires and death (Field notes, Lesson Observation 4, 240414).  Although she 

“wanted them to talk [about] good things” (Interview 5, 240414) and felt that students 

“need to know their limits” (Interview 5, 240414), she refrained from interrupting the 

performance during the lesson or from addressing the class about her concerns after 

their group performances.  Even though she felt responsible for her students’ moral 

development and believed that she has “got to educate them” (Interview 5, 240414), 

Devi prioritised the learning process through drama, and allowed the presentations to 

continue as planned.  Devi chose to act on the one set of beliefs that she valued most in 
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that particular moment and did not hijack students’ process of learning into a lesson on 

moral education.   

Although Devi’s drama principle of giving children the freedom to speak and 

valuing student ideas and initiatives were at odds with her instinct to nurture as a 

teacher and be a moral educator to impart wholesome values in this instance, she made 

a conscious decision during the lesson to align her actions to her beliefs that drama 

should be a democratic space where children were free to explore their interests.  As 

much as she was tempted to stop student performance or reprimand students, she chose 

not to react instinctively indicating that reflection-in-action has to occur to prevent 

teachers from naturally acting and reacting based on their core beliefs.  Despite 

something “like an alarm going off in [Devi’s] brain [when] something is not right 

about what the kids are exposed to” (Interview 5, 240414), Devi could control her 

impulses and weigh the consequences of the different options she could take, and 

managed to resolve her inner conflict in the moment by evaluating the importance and 

relevance of the moment in relation to her larger plan and teaching objectives.   

Developing Reflective Practice: Overcoming Didactic Tendencies to Resolve 

Dissonance  

Training in drama education does not translate into an automatic change in 

teacher beliefs about education or about drama but the increased knowledge and 

exposure gives teachers a deeper awareness of the potential of the pedagogy and a 

greater capacity to change their teaching practice.  Although Devi still struggled to 

overcome the tacit beliefs that had guided her teaching practice in the five years before 

her formal training in her post-graduate degree in drama education, her experience of 

cognitive dissonance was different from Rachel and Vicki.  As described in the previous 

section, Devi was cognizant of the need to engage in quadripartite thinking and was 

actively reflecting in and after her Process Drama lessons to fulfil her intentions of a 

student-led teaching process.  However, Devi did not always have the ability to 

consciously bring about constructivist processes in her use of drama or to stop herself 

from teaching in a manner that was contrary to her beliefs.  Changing teaching practice 

is complex but it will be argued in this section based on Devi’s experience of 

dissonance that engaging in critical reflection as part of professional development can 
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help teachers to manage the aim of education reform to shift teaching practice towards 

constructivist methods.  

Despite her best intentions and her knowledge of drama education, it was 

observed that Devi occasionally lacked the skill to perform the role of the actor to 

participate in the Process Drama in an engaging and beguiling manner that can draw 

students into the fictional world.  During her Process Drama lessons, Devi frequently 

broke out of role to reprimand students who appeared to be unengaged and misbehaving 

so that these students could regain their focus and actively participate in the lesson.  For 

example, Devi went out of character as the elephant doctor facilitating the ‘hot-seating’ 

process in Crocodile Tea to raise her voice to reprimand students whenever she noticed 

individuals chatting amongst themselves or when she felt that the entire class seemed to 

be unfocused and distracted (Field notes, Lesson Observation 1, 020414).  Ironically, 

Devi’s desire to have her students participating fully in the Process Drama led to her 

interrupting the drama to discipline her students.  It is likely that her instinctive 

inclination to shout at students to manage their behavior reduced the possibility of 

student initiative and participation because the disciplinarian in her as a teacher 

immediately perceived speaking up, offering contrary opinions or peer discussion as 

misbehavior or disruption without further questioning of students’ intent.  From her 

actions, it could be inferred that Devi found it challenging to switch between the artistic 

roles of playwright, director and actor to shape and guide the dramatic process, and her 

perceived role of the teacher as authoritarian and disciplinarian.   

The teaching context also contributed to Devi’s struggle of cognitive dissonance 

because the school also had a strict authoritarian approach to discipline.  Devi’s title as 

Discipline Mistress41 in the primary school further exacerbated her dilemma because 

school leaders and other teachers held common expectations of student behaviour with 

similar student management techniques and Devi was expected to reinforce these school 

norms.  During recess time, it was observed that various teachers would reprimand 

students in a loud voice publicly when they did not immediately comply with any 

teacher’s instructions or broke the rules (Field notes, 230414).  These rules included 

keeping quiet and forming straight lines to move back to classrooms after break time.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
41 Discipline Mistress is the title given to the teacher overall in charge of school discipline where all 
disciplinary cases and punitive actions are to be taken by her.   
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Naturally, this general culture of demanding obedience outside of lessons also 

influenced the way Devi interacted with her students within Process Drama, both as a 

director and in role as a character within the drama.  In her Process Drama lessons, Devi 

was confronted by her tendency to be authoritative and domineering in her teacher hat 

to manage real issues within the classroom and achieve curriculum demands. 

Although Devi adapted her use of drama to the different classroom situations 

she found herself in, she appeared to be unaware that her classroom management style 

had the potential to undermine the independent, student-led form of learning she 

desired.  For example, it was observed that Devi once threatened her class with “if you 

keep quiet, then I’ll start the process” (Field notes, Lesson Observation 8, 270514) to 

control the noise level in the classroom and gain students’ attention and participation.  

After the lesson, Devi explained that she had “wasted 20 minutes of [her] time, just 

trying to get [students] to settle down” (Interview 9, 270514), which meant that she had 

less time to conduct the ‘hot-seating’ process intended for another STELLAR book, The 

Jigaree.  Devi felt that the ‘wasted time’ forced her to apply the drama convention 

differently because “if [she] has time, [she would] move it slower, but if [she did not] 

have time, [she would] move it very fast” (Interview 9, 270514).  Research has 

indicated that simple things such as classroom rules of ‘keep quiet when the teacher is 

talking’ lead to the unspoken expectation that teachers are not to be questioned, which 

perpetuates didactic beliefs about teaching and learning since students have learnt to 

comply in an organisation and management system that emphasise the role of the 

teacher as an authority figure (Hirsch, 1996).  Kaufman (2000; 2001) has also noted that 

teachers are often unaware that the lack of space given to students to act independently 

in the education system can undermine teachers’ efforts to attempt new methods to 

encourage students to learn in constructivist ways.  Although Devi believed that 

students should be given the space to create and express themselves as part of the 

constructivist learning process in their experience of drama, these principles of student 

learning occasionally conflicted with other values on classroom management.   

Nonetheless, teachers can grow in their knowledge and capacity of creating a 

classroom environment conducive for constructivist learning through their application 

of drama when they reflect critically on their actions in the classroom and the tacit 
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beliefs that have determined their behaviour.  Although Devi had yet to come to a full 

realisation that her daily interactions with students outside of the drama lesson and her 

approach to discipline could undermine her desire to facilitate a democratic space in the 

classroom, she had started to consider reasons for her students’ reticence and lack of 

participation during Process Drama lessons.  During the research period, Devi had 

remarked casually before a lesson that students needed more encouragement to offer 

their suggestions and ideas during the Process Drama, and wondered aloud whether 

students might be confused about the expectations of participation and contribution in a 

drama classroom (Interview 4, 230414).     

Over the course of the research study, Devi grew increasingly aware of the 

conflict between her student management style and her belief that students could make 

“productive noise” (Interview 5, 240414) and articulate their ideas and thoughts through 

drama.  Two weeks after her initial remark, Devi mentioned again that she was 

conscious of the contradiction she presented to students when she juggled the different 

roles of teacher and drama facilitator, and wondered about the possible impact it could 

have on her students (Interview 6, 050514).  Motivated to reconcile her beliefs with 

action, Devi subsequently did research and contemplated on the practice of two drama 

practitioners she had been exposed to in her Master’s course in Drama Education.  Devi 

first referred to the work of Dorothy Heathcote, a pioneer in drama education, and learnt 

that Heathcote would “try to stop the disruption by making the child feel part of the 

activity […] so she doesn’t actually stop the facilitation and scold” (Interview 7, 

080514) the uncooperative child.  However, Devi felt that her teaching style could not 

accommodate as much leeway as Heathcote’s could to “give [students] the liberty” 

(Interview 7, 080514) to explore.  Devi’s evaluation of the relevance and applicability 

of Heathcote’s approach to her own context indicated that Devi was critically reflecting 

on the choices and actions available to her in the midst of an ongoing lesson.   

When Devi looked to the teaching models of other drama educators, she 

discovered the work of Neelands, a drama practitioner and academic who has theorized 

and expanded on Heathcote’s work to break Process Drama down into manageable 

steps for teachers.  Through her research, Devi decided to adopt Neelands’ idea of 

creating a contract with students to ensure their participation and cooperation during 
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Process Drama.  Devi believed that having students commit to learning during the 

drama lesson could address her concerns about student management.  Explaining her 

use of the contract, Devi said that if “[students] have broken their contract, there will be 

no drama lesson” (Interview 7, 080514) and if “they are not quiet, you [as the teacher] 

don’t start the lesson” (Interview 7, 080514).  Exposure to drama theory in her drama 

education higher degree had provided Devi with a resource to critically reflect on and 

examine her teaching practice in relation to different theories and practices of drama, 

which untrained drama teachers would not be aware of, much less have access to.   

However, it is possible that Devi’s interpretation of Neelands’ drama contract 

could have been a justification of her existing actions to allow Devi to maintain her 

authority in the classroom in the guise of making students responsible for their learning.  

Neelands’ (2013) idea of creating a contract was based on a prior agreement between 

teacher and child before the start of the drama process to clarify the expectations for 

entry into drama and demarcate clearly a different world where the teacher would take 

on different and less familiar roles.  In contrast, Devi appeared to understand the 

contract as a clear non-negotiable method of discipline where “if [students] want 

[drama], they have to earn it” (Interview 7, 080514).  The terms of the contract were 

predetermined by Devi with little contribution by students, which reinforced the power 

of the teacher in the drama lesson and might not lead to resolving Devi’s initial issue of 

poor student participation in Process Drama.  

Even though Devi’s classroom management issues and the inner conflict had not 

been resolved in their entirety, it is likely that Devi’s reflective practice had catalysed a 

new journey of discovering and experimenting with different ways to reconcile her 

beliefs and actions, which could eventually improve her teaching practice.  The process 

of research may not have presented Devi with an immediate solution but the 

perspectives of various drama educators could have led her to critically examine her 

reflexive loop of thinking about student management.  Furthermore, when cognitive 

dissonance is acknowledged, teachers are reminded of the need to continually grow in 

their learning and improve teaching practice (Postholm, 2008).  Even though Devi’s 

dilemma remained unresolved at the time of the study, Devi had begun the process of 
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critical reflection on this issue to “name and confront the dilemmas and contradictions 

[teachers] face on a daily basis” (Larrivee, 2000, p. 298).   

It is also possible that Devi was in the process of aligning her beliefs and actions 

because change can only happen after the teacher grapples with a period of uncertainty.  

Larrivee (2000) posits that “this uncertainty is the hallmark for transformation and the 

emergence of new possibilities” (p. 304) because it forces through familiar patterns of 

thinking and habits of doing that prevent teachers from new ways of experiencing, 

interpreting and reacting to situations.  When teachers are dissatisfied with old ways of 

thinking but are not completely convinced of new replacement thoughts, and are unsure 

how to move forward, they are in the midst of adjusting their beliefs to bring about 

change.  To resolve inner conflicts by changing beliefs and teaching practice is not 

straightforward and teachers require time to contemplate new information, revisit and 

revise beliefs as they try out and eventually adopt new actions in their classrooms.   

“Think like an Artist”: Applying Quadripartite Thinking  

Approaching drama as pedagogy requires teachers to be aware of how the art 

form of drama contributes an alternative way of perceiving and enacting learning in an 

embodied form.  To Khairul, pedagogy was more than the application of a method 

because pedagogy had to encompass teachers’ intentions to shape the outcomes, with 

teachers’ knowledge and observations of the drama process to identify and bring about 

the desired skills.  He said  

[p]edagogy is knowing how the [drama] strategies lead to learning.  It is an 

awareness of learning taking place—what skills are in effect as you play the 

activity. […] Pedagogy is the skills or the learning, which is taking place as 

you facilitate the activity.  (Interview 3, 160714) 

Khairul was deliberate to design and conduct a lesson plan in a manner meaningful to 

his students to shape their learning of theatre and literary skills.  Khairul believed that 

pedagogy was not just the application of a teaching method but included a focus on the 

skills and learning that would take place as the lesson was conducted.  In addition, being 

pedagogically aware in his role as a teacher involved planning for the lesson by 

knowing how the choice of each drama convention would lead to the lesson objectives.  
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Khairul had to imagine and anticipate his students’ responses based on his knowledge 

of students and the Drama curriculum to deliberately orchestrate moments of learning 

where students could learn and practice skills through his choice of drama conventions.   

 Khairul’s training in drama education had shaped his belief in Drama as a 

necessary part of the tripartite way of achieving the larger aims of the English 

curriculum, and to perceive how each subject was different and had distinct 

characteristics as a discipline yet worked toward the same outcomes.  Khairul believed 

that Drama was an integral part of Chempedek Secondary’s attempt at a holistic 

approach for teaching English and Literature, and was consciously working towards 

larger language aims in his Drama lessons, which he described as the eventual learning 

of 21st Century skills.  He explained,  

[i]f the table is 21st Century skills, then Drama is seen as one of the legs of 

the table, it supports the table. […] but the problem is a lot of people think 

that Drama is not steady as a leg or not strong a leg compared to English 

and Literature.  People think that just because there’s a little bit of drama in 

Literature and English, you don’t need that extra support [. . . but] to me, the 

table doesn’t stand because you need all three. […]  I help in ensuring the 

table stands upright and straight.  I do not help by being the leg of English 

or the leg of Literature.  We work as a table because we all want 21st 

Century skills but how we support it is very different. (Khairul, Interview 3, 

160714) 

Khairul was convinced of the need to have Drama as an individual ‘leg’, a standalone 

subject to give students an experiential and embodied experience of learning through 

the art form, which was necessary to support the common aim of developing students’ 

competence in the 21st Century.  Khairul believed that without Drama, the learning 

process and outcomes would be unbalanced and ineffective despite a common 

perception that Drama was as ‘not steady’ or ‘not strong’ and only useful as a teaching 

tool during English lessons or as a written text for study in Literature plays.   

As a drama educator, Khairul had the commitment and the language to describe 

Drama’s contribution to achieve 21st Century outcomes as well as the confidence that 
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his Drama lessons could fulfil the aims of the English curriculum and the larger 

aspirations of a holistic approach to education as intended by school leaders and policy-

makers.  Khairul stressed that each component of the integrated curriculum fulfilled 

different roles to accomplish a common purpose, and Drama provided an alternative 

approach to seeing the world and contributed more meaningfully to serve specific 

functions of learning and experience the other two components could not fulfill.  

Khairul’s application of drama conventions to generate discussion and independent 

learning will be analysed subsequently in this chapter, and it will be argued that 

Khairul’s training in drama education resulted in learning processes and outcomes that 

were very different from Rachel and Vicki’s attempts at drama even though there were 

similarities in their choice of drama conventions.   

During an interview, Khairul asserted that “as a Drama teacher, we have to play 

different roles” (Interview 3, 160714) because Drama teachers were required to think 

and act in different ways at various moments in the lesson to be pedagogically aware 

and sound.  Khairul had made the comment based on his observation of students’ lack 

of response during a Drama lesson a trainee teacher had conducted.  The trainee teacher 

had come to observe Khairul’s Drama lessons and to co-teach some lessons, and 

Khairul attributed students’ reticence and reluctance to participate in the lesson to the 

trainee teacher’s neglect of the different roles a teacher must play during a Drama 

lesson.  Khairul said that the trainee teacher had used only one tone of voice throughout 

the lesson, which prompted Khairul to ask during the debrief of the lesson,  

[w]here’s your disciplinarian voice?  Where’s your instructor voice?  

Where’s your ‘I’m sitting in a circle, I’m one of you’ voice?  That also is 

artistry right?  Knowing which voice to use.  (Interview 3, 160714)  

To Khairul, every choice made within a lesson had to be deliberate and thought through 

to ensure a pedagogical process.  Even the tone of voice should be considered for 

Drama teachers to indicate the role the teacher was in so as to help signal to students 

what was expected of them at the moment.  Khairul’s comment showed that he was 

aware and actively engaging in at least three different roles of disciplinarian, instructor 

and co-learner during his Drama lessons.  When analysed through Bowell and Heap’s 

(2001; 2005) model of quadripartite thinking for drama teachers, Khairul’s roles would 
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be described as teacher, director and actor respectively.  That Khairul needed to point 

out the portrayal of different roles through tone to the trainee teacher who was being 

trained in drama education indicated the challenge of being pedagogically aware.  

Practice and experience is necessary to provide sufficient exposure to be able to turn 

drama education theories into practice, and for teachers to engage in critical reflection 

to improve on teaching practice.   

 As a teacher trained in both English and Drama, Khairul believed that he 

exercised the quadripartite thinking of a drama teacher even in the teaching of English 

as a subject with no explicit use of drama because of “the way I teach, the ideas that I 

use, the stimulus that I use” (Interview 3, 060814).  As mentioned in Chapter Three, 

Khairul was in the unique context of teaching Drama in Chempedek Secondary two 

days in a week and teaching English in another Secondary School the other three days 

of the week.  Even though Khairul recognized that there were no Drama outcomes and 

he did not use any drama conventions during his English lessons, he said that his drama 

education training provided him with an artistry that shaped his teaching across all 

subjects.  Although Khairul’s English lessons did not fall under the scope of this 

research study, some of his comments during the interviews unveiled his beliefs about 

teaching that illuminated Khairul’s thought processes and actions in the Drama 

classroom.  Khairul explained,  

I tell myself ‘You must be different, you must not teach like a teacher, you 

must teach like an artist.’  […] You may not be able to make art but does it 

mean you are not an artist? How do you sustain an artistry if you’re not 

making art all the time? […] You just need to think like an artist.  Whatever 

you do must be with artistry. Like an artist, you see the world around you 

through those lenses, you see art around you.  So I find moments.  Because 

that’s what directors do right? That’s what writers do, find moments. 

(Interview 3, 060814) 

By interpreting and enacting the English curriculum through the lens of an artist, 

Khairul believed he would better recognize moments of opportunity to advance 

students’ thinking and learning to teach in a non-didactic manner based on Drama 

principles of facilitation in his English lessons.  Khairul identified himself primarily as 
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an artist and regarded his lessons as a means of practicing art by making a conscious 

choice to think like a playwright and director in the planning and execution of an 

English lesson to find ‘moments’ in the same way he would for a Drama lesson.  Even 

when he was not ‘making art’ with his students, he believed that he had a choice to be 

‘different’, to not ‘teach like a teacher’, and these beliefs guided his planning and 

thinking for all the lessons he conducted, regardless of subject.   

Negotiating Curriculum Demands: Planning at the Macro Level 

Khairul believed that teachers need to thoroughly consider students’ needs and 

student capacity in their macro plans to anticipate students’ reactions and responses to 

achieve the objectives of individual activities within the Drama lesson and the overall 

aims of the lesson.  When speaking about how he was guiding the trainee teacher to be a 

better Drama teacher, Khairul said that he had instructed the trainee teacher to  

write [the lesson plan] as a monologue because there needs to be empathetic 

understanding.  To write it from the perspective of the facilitator [ . . . ] so 

it’s very clear, the way [the trainee teacher] visualizes the activities.  [ . . . ] 

You must be very clear about what you want to teach.  (Interview 3, 

160714) 

Khairul believed that his approach to planning his drama lessons as a monologue 

enabled him to think as a facilitator who could place himself in the students’ shoes and 

write his role as a teacher and a guide into the lesson plan.  By using the theatrical term 

‘monologue’, Khairul was alluding to a teacher’s usual unidirectional conversation with 

students but with an emphasis on speaking in response to students’ unspoken questions 

or reactions.  Khairul was intentional to use teacher talk to frame students’ thinking and 

shape students’ understanding the way a playwright would in crafting a monologue for 

an audience.  It is likely that Khairul felt that writing a monologue could help the trainee 

teacher to visualize how students would interact with the chosen drama conventions to 

better provide instructions and structure students’ learning more effectively.   

To ensure students would playfully engage within the dramatic processes he 

introduced during Drama lessons, Khairul chose to embed clear instructions to students 
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in his macro plan in role as a director of student learning.  When explaining how he 

managed student behaviour, Khairul said,  

control to me basically means clear instructions.  [Students] know exactly 

what to do but when it’s time for them to do something, they can be as 

creative and expressive in the manner that they explore the idea.  […] 

What’s the main takeaway you want them to have from the activity? And 

how does that activity spill over to your assessment [? . . . ] So that needs to 

be very overt and carried out in a way that you get that and students get that.  

But in the way they play, they can be as creative and as free as they want.  

So I agree, there’s a tension between control and student autonomy. 

(Interview 4, 230711)  

Khairul’s notion of teacher control in the Drama class centred on holding his objectives 

tightly and to provide clear instructions to provide the boundaries of the drama work.  

He was able to hold the ‘tension between control and student autonomy’ by giving clear 

instructions at the start of every drama convention to demarcate clearly the space for 

student expression and creativity that were allowed and encouraged within the drama 

activity.  Khairul understood a teacher’s power not as domination over students’ 

thinking and learning but as control over the learning objectives to connect with 

examination outcomes in the creation of processes that can help frame students’ sense-

making process. 

Khairul’s negotiation of the different roles he played in a Drama lesson enabled 

him to scaffold students’ learning without imposing his expectations or pre-determined 

responses.  He chose to be in role as a director to consciously manage the tricky balance 

between being in control over the proceedings in the classroom to determine when and 

how students would be given the space to explore.  His guidance did not reduce student 

opinion and contribution, unlike teachers like Rachel who remained as the authoritarian 

teacher throughout her drama lessons, and held the reins of the drama process tightly to 

orchestrate learning outcomes.  Khairul also did not veer to the other extreme like Vicki 

who assumed that minimal teacher supervision and intervention equated to empowering 

students to embark on a democratic peer-led process of learning.  As described in the 

previous chapter, Vicki’s hands-off approach during drama contributed little to 
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experiential learning when students were uncertain of what is required of them in a 

drama convention, and unconvinced of the objectives of the drama-based lesson.  

Instead, Khairul carved out space for student exploration within the boundaries he set to 

ensure that students could learn creatively within a given structure. 

 As the director of students’ learning, Khairul felt he was responsible for creating a 

classroom climate that encouraged student participation and sense of security in the 

drama as he ‘manage[d] students’.  When classroom management is viewed through the 

lens of a teacher who directs the class dynamics and prepares students to engage in 

drama, the actions of the teacher changes.  Preparing a class to begin work is no longer 

through exerting the authority of a teacher to order students to sit down and pay 

attention but through creative ways the teacher can apply to lead students into drama.  

For instance, once before a lesson, Khairul commented that he had planned to begin the 

lesson with a story because this particular Drama lesson commenced immediately after 

break time.  Khairul explained that he wanted to give students a moment to calm down 

and to slowly ease into the Drama lesson through a fictional tale believing that “the 

story is so rich in symbolism and it tells so much without saying so much” (Interview 7, 

130814)42.  Khairul’s consideration for his students indicated that Khairul believed in 

taking the time to consider the needs of boisterous students returning from a break, and 

chose to include appropriate and relevant drama strategies in his macro plan to settle 

students down and prepare them for a Drama lesson.  Khairul’s actions suggest that 

teachers who perceive their roles as directors attend carefully to students and are acutely 

aware of students’ dispositions and peculiarities on a given day to respond to students 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42 Khairul told the story of “A kaladesh of wine” to challenge his students to actively contribute if they 
wanted to receive and learn from the lesson.  The following is a summary stitched together from the field 
notes (Lesson Observation 4, 130814):  The story is about a King of a part in Africa who invited all the 
leaders of the different tribes he ruled over to a magnificent feast.  The king’s sole request was for each 
tribe leader to bring a kaladesh of wine to add to the celebratory toast.  One tribe leader went home to his 
wife dismayed because he was a selfish man who did not want to contribute any wine to the feast.  His 
wife came up with the brilliant idea that he could simply fill his kaladesh with water instead of wine, 
since no one would know any better when all the tribe leaders had poured their wine into the large serving 
pot from which all the wine would be served.  The tribe leader thought it was a wonderful idea since he 
could get away with not bringing any of his precious wine and still appear to be generous.  When the day 
of the feast arrived, each tribe leader brought their kaladesh and poured their contributions into the large 
serving pot placed at the centre of the magnificent feast set before them.  Before the banquet began, the 
king rose and proposed a toast, and each man drank eagerly from his cup before spluttering in surprise.  
Their cups had all been filled with water! Each tribe leader had thought that their bit of water would 
simply dilute the rich contributions of others but had not expected everyone to think the same way! Moral 
of the story: If you want to drink wine, bring wine.   
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and direct students towards desired learning outcomes.   

Khairul believed that the teacher’s playing of multiple roles began from the 

moment students entered the classroom and included the way the teacher interacted with 

students before the actual drama process began.  Khairul explained that teachers must 

be aware and 

deal with things like energy.  [By] telling a story to start the class that begins 

immediately after recess.  Teachers don’t think about [energy].  Directors think 

about energy. They think about transference.  [ . . . ]  This is what we think about.  

I mean I don’t actively think about it but it becomes part of my planning process.  

Part of how I manage students.  (Interview 4, 130814)  

Similar to Bowell and Heap’s (2001; 2005) description of a director in a drama 

educator’s quadripartite thinking, Khairul perceived that part of a teacher’s directorial 

role involved teachers identifying, changing and harnessing energy levels to direct 

students towards desired states of being that would prepare them for participation in 

drama and learning.  He acknowledged that teachers who were not working with drama 

would not be thinking about energy but in role as directors, teachers must consider 

students’ energy levels as part of their planning process.  Khairul’s background as an 

amateur playwright and interest in theatre enhanced the theoretical knowledge gained 

from his drama education training, and provided him with a different perspective of 

planning and conducting a lesson based on theatre elements and theatre concepts.   

Khairul was also very clear to play his role as a teacher to create clear 

connections between the three aspects of content, pedagogy and assessment in his 

Drama to ensure that students were aware of how their experience of Drama was a 

process that led to specific Drama outcomes.  Khairul explained that for every skill he 

wanted to teach, he would include a relevant form of assessment.  He said   

I’m also getting them to do a peer evaluation because if my focus of 

teaching them is on ensemble collaboration, there must be some elements 

where they assess how well they are doing or how well they collaborate 

together so this is what I’ve done. (Interview 8, 200814)   
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Khairul believed that assessment was an integral part of learning that served to evaluate 

the ‘focus’ of his lessons and motivate students to achieve the assessed outcomes.  His 

belief was supported by his knowledge of both drama education and pedagogy to be 

able to craft outcomes that could adequately identify whether students had learnt the 

elements of drama.  As discussed in Chapter One based on Mayflower Primary School’s 

Development Through Drama programme that was conducted by theatre artists, 

individuals who are trained in drama education and to teach have greater pedagogical 

capacity and drama education skills to quantify students’ learning.   

Khairul believed that his responsibility as a teacher required him to identify and 

describe unambiguously what he expected of students in performance tasks so that 

students’ experience of learning could be explicated and aligned to teachers’ aims.  He 

explained, “rubricating is part of [a teacher’s] learning […] If you’re clear of your 

lesson objectives, then you’ll be very clear on how to do it, how to teach” (Interview 3, 

160714).  Khairul valued the clarity needed for crafting the assessment rubrics as a 

means to refine his intentions and thought processes to help him sharpen his lesson 

plans and inform his choice of drama conventions in every lesson.     

Acknowledging that Drama and performance-based assessments can be 

subjective, Khairul’s marking scheme strove to clarify how students would be 

evaluated.  The assessment for Readers Theatre divided students’ understanding of 

character, voice, and focus into three separate components to be graded, with further 

descriptions of how students would be evaluated based on their ability to adjust 

elements of gestures, posture, facial expression and voice in accordance to with the text, 

and the frequency they break out of role (Appendix W).  Khairul explained the need for 

this precision in assessment where  

[r]ubrics need to be very clear because the work that we do is very 

subjective and the subjectivity of our work needs to be demarcated so 

students know what our expectations are.  Because at the end of the day, 

why are we assessing them?  We’re assessing them to check on 

understanding and how they understand is based on how they show us.  And 

showing understanding in performance basically requires certain milestones, 

some key features in their performance so that’s what I’m looking at.  
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(Interview 8, 200814)   

Khairul was insistent that the outcomes in Drama had to be accompanied by 

achievements that were measurable and described his expectations clearly even though 

they could not be quantifiable in the way Mathematics answers can be.  He intended 

that through the rubrics, students could also understanding the ‘expectations’ in Drama 

and learn to demonstrate ‘key features in their performance’ that indicated they had 

acquired the performance skill.   

Although Khairul believed that the clear rubrics demonstrated how Drama could 

achieve theatre skills and English objectives to fulfill both Drama outcomes and the 

objectives of the umbrella English curriculum, there was still a struggle to establish the 

place of Drama in Chempedek Secondary despite the official status of Drama as an 

examinable subject.  For example, in a chat before a lesson began, Khairul mentioned 

that he had recently received a phone call from a parent asking whether their child could 

write an essay for evaluation purposes to replace the performance-based assessment in 

Drama (Interview 4, 2307).  Khairul said he suspected that the parent was concerned 

that the child would not do well in the unfamiliar mode of assessment and had told the 

parent very nicely that the only way to assess students’ knowledge of skills learnt 

during Drama lessons was “when they perform it” (Interview 4, 2307).  Khairul’s 

experience with the anxious parent indicated that parents or students might react 

negatively to a new form of learning and assessment in Drama, and in this instance, the 

parent was vocal enough to resist the change by suggesting familiar modes of 

assessment.  As described in Chapter Two, the performative culture of education in 

Singapore has resulted in students, parents and educators who are focused on 

examination results, which contribute to the challenge of introducing new pedagogies.  

Although Khairul’s clear marking rubrics might have informed students and parents 

about what was expected of students and indicate that the grading was done objectively 

and fairly, parents may not be assured that their child would be able to cope with the 

demands of the Drama assessment especially if the parents were unfamiliar with the 

Drama programme and what their child was learning.  In applying Drama as a new 

pedagogical approach, Khairul had to manage stakeholders’ expectations and as the sole 

Drama teacher, Khairul struggled to negotiate these demands with little support from 
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school leaders and colleagues, which will be described in the final section of this 

chapter.  

Directing, not Dictating Student Learning: Critical Reflection in Facilitation  

As argued in the previous section, Khairul was extremely conscious of being 

pedagogically sound in his use of drama and ensured that he had clear reasons for 

making choices made prior and during a lesson to achieve specific theatre and Literature 

skills. As a facilitator of learning, Khairul believed that reflection was a necessary 

process in the macro planning of a Drama lesson and described reflective practice as a 

critical examination of the teacher and the lesson.  He argued that reflection was more 

than a simple retrospect or looking back at past events because 

[s]ometimes, I feel that people when they’re reflective, they don’t realise 

they say certain things because they’re just saying what they’re thinking 

about in retrospect.  But you need to know what you mean.  You can think 

about things.  And that’s the hardest part.  You’re confronted by mistakes, 

you have to acknowledge that there are mistakes and flaws and there are 

areas of improvement in your lesson.  It wasn’t a perfect lesson.  It could 

have gone any way.  That is [the] challenge.  (Khairul, Interview 5, 200814) 

Khairul had observed that some teachers defined reflection solely as a simple 

descriptive recount of what had happened during a lesson, which limited the possibility 

of improved practice because teachers were not identifying and analysing their process 

of teaching and the impact on students’ learning.  He acknowledged that it was 

challenging but crucial for teachers to examine the thinking process and motivations 

behind their actions to ‘know what you mean’, to examine ‘mistakes and flaws’ so that 

teachers could critically confront usual ways of doing things and lead to professional 

growth and teaching improvement.   

 In addition to reflection on a lesson, Khairul believed that Drama teachers 

needed to be reflective within the Drama lesson to improvise and respond to students in 

a manner that facilitated students’ engagement with the drama process.  As argued in 

Chapter Two, teachers who are able to reflect on action and reflect in action in their 

macro and micro planning respectively are better able to keep the larger aims of the 
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drama process in mind while engaging with student responses in the moment that are 

more likely to effectively create student buy-in.  For instance, at the macro level, 

Khairul would plan for five minutes of reflection time at the end of every lesson for 

students to “be independent and aware of their own learning.  Meta-cognition abilities 

are just as important as cognitive [skills]” (Interview 3, 160714).  However, specific 

questions intended for student reflection were not pre-determined but only decided 

during the lesson as part of Khairul’s response to the material students had generated.  

Khairul’s micro planning process at the end of the Drama lesson included crafting 

questions to provide students with a structured guide to contemplate how their actions 

and participation in the activity had led to learning in and of drama to reflect and draw 

personal conclusions in every lesson.   

 Khairul demonstrated the importance of micro planning to observe and improvise 

in the moment to bring about embodied learning through skillful facilitation to assist 

students to form links between their own existing knowledge and new information.  He 

believed “drama is not a mere enhancement or enrichment.  [ . . . ] because it includes 

more than memory work.  It’s emotions.  It’s movement” (Interview 10, 030914)”.  

Khairul mindfully facilitated his choice of different drama conventions during his 

lessons to scaffold students’ embodied experience of learning that engaged students’ 

physically and affectively to incrementally build up their knowledge and understanding.  

An example observed was his use of the game ‘Grandma’s Footsteps’43 to teach 

students about space and self-awareness to prepare them for Readers Theatre.  To 

support students to be conscious of their own process of learning, Khairul occasionally 

interrupted the game with comments such as “freeze! Freeze! Look at how your bodies 

are at now.  Will it affect the way you will win the game?  Are you hiding behind your 

friends?” (Field notes, Lesson Observation 2, 230714) to draw students’ attention to key 

moments in the activity.  Although Khairul continued the game and did not ask for 

student responses immediately, he would remind students of such moments during the 

class discussion after each round of the game and ask follow-up questions to draw out 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43‘Grandma’s Footsteps’ is a theatre game played in different variations where the primary objective is 
for each player to get as near to Grandma whenever she turns her back as possible without Grandma 
noticing the player.  Khairul explained “’Grandma’s footsteps’ is one of those games that actors, 
professional actors, play until now because it gets you into the mode of performance” (Interview 4, 
230714).  Khairul was clear about the varied learning points the game could bring about and focused on a 
specific few that he wanted his students to learn.  
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students’ observations and reflections about their bodies and their actions.  The key 

points of learning were then reduced to one or two questions for students’ written 

reflections at the end of the Drama lesson to lead students to consider their experience 

of the game in relation to spatial awareness, examine the significance of the 

performance element, and how they could subsequently apply this learning to their final 

assessed performance.   It is likely that Khairul had successfully brought about students’ 

embodied learning by pulling together the different aspects of activity, discussion and 

written reflections because he had carefully planned for the Drama lesson and was ready 

to improvise with his larger objectives in mind.   

 Effective micro planning that complements teachers’ initial macro plan demands 

that teachers constantly reflect-in-action to consider how to respond in ways that stretch 

students’ thinking and grow students’ capacity to learn.  It was observed during 

Khairul’s second lesson on soundscapes that he had to improvise and reflect during the 

lesson to choose an appropriate response in the moment to pull the learning from the 

two lessons together and to instigate deeper thinking in his interactions with pupils.  

Khairul had planned for students to learn about and create soundscapes across two 

Drama lessons to teach students how to use their voices to create relevant sounds that 

would enhance their finale performance in Readers Theatre.  In the first lesson, he 

introduced the concept of soundscapes and exposed students to the technical elements 

of creating different moods through sounds to provide the foundational knowledge for 

students to create their own soundscapes to given extracts in the second lesson (Field 

notes, Lesson Observation 3, 060814).  In the second lesson, Khairul began with a game 

he introduced as ‘Human Crayon’ to illustrate the principles of teamwork through the 

element of non-verbal communication in the game to prepare students to work together 

to form soundscapes after the game (Field notes, Lesson Observation 4, 130814).  In the 

‘Human Crayon’ game, students were to work in groups to form words with their 

bodies without speaking, and had to communicate with gestures and body language to 

indicate how the entire group could represent the different letters of the given word.   

 As part of his micro plan, Khairul was conscious of handling different situations 

in a pedagogical manner, and was highly aware of the impact of his responses and 

reactions during class discussions based on his value of being a director of student 
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learning.  During the class discussion after the ‘Human Crayon’ game, Khairul directed 

students to consider the aspects of teamwork they had learnt.  Khairul’s intention was to 

emphasise how teamwork involved observing others and adjusting the self to meet 

group objectives in the hope that students could apply these principles of teamwork to 

soundscape where individual sounds created a whole picture.  When a student 

exclaimed, “shout louder” in response to Khairul’s asking for suggestions to improve 

communication within teams, he paused for a moment before acknowledging with a nod 

and a slow “yes”.  He then asked, “does it work all the time?” (Field notes, Lesson 

Observation 4, 130814).  Even though Khairul could not have predicted this moment 

during his macro planning process, he kept his principles of open-ended discovery and 

objectives of teamwork in mind to guide his interaction with the student.  That Khairul 

needed to pause for a moment before speaking indicated that reflection-in-action 

requires teachers to be mindful of their words and actions, and to be conscious of their 

beliefs to prevent an instinctive response to reprimand the student for making flippant 

remarks.  As discussed in the previous chapter on Rachel’s responses during her ‘hot-

seating’ lesson that indicated she had preferred or model answers, teachers can 

unwittingly curb student opinion and reduce class participation from the way they react 

to students’ unexpected words and actions.   

 Aligned with his motivation for using drama to develop students’ critical thinking, 

Khairul did not dismiss the student’s response but seized the ‘moment’ to use the 

undesirable remark as a learning point.  Khairul challenged the thinking behind the 

student’s answer by asking the student to reflect and evaluate his response, to consider 

the consequences of shouting, and finally to propose alternatives to his instinctive 

reaction.  By carefully drawing out the student’s thinking and probing deeper, Khairul’s 

facilitation process contributed to the development of student understanding of 

teamwork through the drama game and the class discussion.  At the end of the debrief 

on the game, students were able to articulate that leading a team was not about speaking 

the most or being the loudest but about offering direction and encouragement to the 

team to work together (Field notes, Lesson Observation 4, 130814). 

 Khairul was constantly conscious in his role as facilitator to direct but not dictate 

student learning because he wanted students’ responses to lead to their learning as 
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individuals and as a class.  In another example, during a class discussion of tableaux 

during a Drama lesson, a student cheekily suggested making a vulgar sign with his 

fingers to display anger, which caused the entire class to laugh uproariously at the 

inappropriate comment (Field notes, Lesson Observation 1, 160714).  After the laughter 

had subsided, Khairul simply calmly acknowledged the suggestion by asking questions 

to help the student evaluate his suggestion and the appropriateness of the action.  

Referring to this incident after the lesson, Khairul explained that he had intentionally 

asked critical questions to lead to a personal takeaway for the student and the entire 

class.  He said he had asked 

‘[h]ow can you justify [the action]?  You show [the] middle finger but 

you’re smiling.  Is that anger?’ And if you want to work the facilitation, 

[you can ask] ‘How can you make it more angry? Does the middle finger 

show extreme anger? How many percent is it? Let’s raise [the percentage].  

Does the middle finger change?’  Then we are looking at gradation, 

different understanding, different representations of anger.  (Interview 3, 

160714)  

Khairul was very conscious of the power of asking questions to challenge students’ 

assumptions and guide students’ process of constructing their own knowledge in his 

role as facilitator.  Reflecting on the incident, Khairul could articulate how he could 

have ‘work[ed] the facilitation’ further to push students’ understanding of the nuances 

of emotions and challenged students with the artistic demands of portraying emotions 

through facial expressions and gestures.   

Khairul’s reflection indicate that teachers need to reflect-in-action to expand the 

mediating thought process between a situation and a reaction so that they can be more 

open to possibilities and refrain from making instinctive decisions that may be contrary 

to their desire to value student contributions.  Reflective practice enabled Khairul to 

respond to situations in alignment with his beliefs that the drama classroom should be a 

free, democratic space for students, and for him as a director of the lesson to be mindful 

of the pedagogical opportunities within each lesson.  When the student did the vulgar 

sign, Khairul could have reproached the student, reprimanded the class for their crude 

sense of humour or simply dismissed the matter after the laughter had subsided.  
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However, instead of didactic moralising teaching, Khairul chose to refrain from reacting 

instinctively to students and decided to focus on the macro plan of teaching the theatre 

skill of creating effective tableaux.  

 Khairul’s intention and ability to teach students to develop the skill of accurately 

portraying signs and signifiers on stage provided him with the necessary distance and 

perspective of seeing the potentially disruptive comment as an opportunity to provoke 

student thinking and guide the student and the entire class to better their craft.  Instead 

of assuming that the student was being insolent or disinterested in the work, Khairul 

responded in a manner that focused on the task and on developing students’ theatre 

skills.  He chose not to dismiss student contributions to validate student voice and 

empowered students to take ownership of their learning by demanding precise answers 

to his direct questions that were intended to challenge students to think deeper and 

further.  It is likely that when students are given space to make mistakes, to discover the 

weakness of their argument or action, and to recover from their failure in the safe space 

of a drama lesson, they are more likely to take risks in their learning and develop skills 

to be life-long learners.  Khairul’s responses during his micro plans indicate that 

teachers trained in drama education are more equipped with an increased range of 

responses and facilitation skills to guide students to critically evaluate their own 

thoughts and responses to facilitate students’ reflection of their learning process as self-

directed learners. 

Need for Collegial Support: Creating a Conducive Teaching Environment for 

Drama 

 Having progressive school leaders who embark on radical changes in pedagogy to 

enact education reform is unlikely to result in a coherent and consistent change in 

teaching practice unless all teachers are committed to the change.  Despite teachers’ 

firm belief in the value of drama, their capacity to apply drama as pedagogy can be 

affected by the teaching environment that is shaped by fellow teachers.  In response to a 

question about the challenges he faced as a Drama teacher, Khairul said that the biggest 

challenge was his sense of loneliness with no drama colleagues to discuss ideas with or 

give him feedback on his work.  As the only Drama teacher in his school, Khairul felt 

he was the only person carrying the weight of the drama syllabus and his drama 
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portfolio had isolated him from the rest of his colleagues who were teaching other 

subjects.  He explained bleakly,  

Drama teachers will be very lonely in school. Very often, we don’t have 

more than one person [teaching drama in the school]. We need to be 

reflective to grow because there’s not much support for the subject. 

(Interview 3, 060814) 

Khairul struggled with the lack of drama-trained colleagues whom he could engage with 

as artists even though he recognized the value of loneliness in creating space for him to 

reflect.  Khairul believed in the importance of reflection for teachers’ professional 

development and because of his unique circumstance, felt he was compelled to reflect 

with no other source of growth except an inward examination of his beliefs and actions.   

 Khairul’s comment indicated that collegial support is very important to sustain 

teachers in their teaching journey with a community of practice although he 

acknowledged that reflection could also lead to improved teaching skills.  He explained 

[y]ou need a community to support you in your work. You need a 

community to turn to for ideas, to sustain an artistry or to collaborate or to 

challenge each other. (Interview 3, 060814) 

Khairul expressed a deep need for a like-minded community for his professional 

development and continued motivation as a drama teacher because he feared that his 

teaching would stagnate with no feedback and input from colleagues.  It is possible that 

Khairul’s discouragement might eventually affect the quality of his teaching and his 

motivation as a teacher if his concerns were not addressed and continued over the long 

term especially since he felt the sense of loneliness very greatly.   

 Having the support of colleagues is important not only for teachers as individuals 

who need support within a community, but also to create a teaching environment that is 

supportive of a school-wide shift in teaching practice.  In the instance of Chempedek 

Secondary School, Khairul believed that Drama was not valued by his colleagues 

despite being included as a standalone subject in the tripartite approach to the 

Secondary One English syllabus.  Khairul explained that the leaders of the schools had a 
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long-term plan of having all English Language teachers teach both the Language and 

Drama components of the umbrella subject (Interview 3, 160714).  For the teachers who 

were untrained in drama education, they were to follow their students whenever they 

attended Drama lessons so that they could observe the Drama teacher to pick up skills 

and strategies to be able to eventually conduct their own Drama lessons.  However, 

Khairul was aware of a general lack of support from the ground for school leaders’ 

intention because many Language teachers had spoken to Khairul about their lack of 

drama education training and non-dramatic personality, and believed that they would 

never be able to do what Khairul did in drama class (Interview 7, 130814).   

 Furthermore, Khairul believed that the Language teachers were not committed and 

uninterested in teaching Drama based on his interactions with the teachers.  For 

example, the Language teacher of the class that was observed during this research study 

took the directive to learn from the Drama teacher very lightly.  On the day the students 

were to be assessed, Khairul commented in a chat with the researcher before the lesson 

began that the Language teacher was supposed to join him for the assessment to have 

more objectivity in evaluating students’ work (Interview 9, 270814).  However, the 

Language teacher had not responded to Khairul’s email reminder and Khairul decided 

that he would proceed with the assessment as planned even if the teacher did not arrive.  

Khairul said exasperatedly that the Language teacher had only attended three out of the 

previous six Drama lessons and it was unlikely that he would attend the seventh lesson 

on assessment.  Khairul felt that even if the Language teacher were present, he would 

not be able to understand the expectations of the assessment rubrics to give a fair 

appraisal of students’ work since he had not attended the Drama lessons.  Without 

observing Khairul’s teaching process and the discussions generated during the previous 

lessons, Khairul believed that the Language teacher would be ill equipped to evaluate 

students’ learning journey and outcome.    

 Despite the intention to integrate Drama into the English curriculum, Khairul 

commented that school leaders did not have specific and sustainable plans to transit the 

existing approach of having one Drama teacher teach seven classes to the eventual plan 

of equipping every Language teacher with the skills to teach their own Drama class.  

Khairul explained, 
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The idea is that when the English [Language] teacher sits in my class, 

they’re supposed to observe me over two to three years [then] they’re 

supposed to take over and teach Drama too. But that’s not happening [...] 

because if you want that to happen, then after two years or after one year, I 

will sit in their Drama class and I’ll be assessing them for how they teach 

Drama, then that makes sense. But no plans are as such [...] It was explicitly 

told to me by my HOD [Head Of Department that] he wanted teachers to be 

equipped. He wanted them to see me in action so they can take over but it’s 

not just about watching and doing, you need to get feedback in your Drama 

class.  (Interview 3, 160714) 

Khairul felt that the necessary process to prepare and equip teachers to teach drama 

skills through observation, practice and feedback was missing.  In addition, the lack of a 

formal structure to prepare the Language teachers had sent a signal to teachers that 

Drama was not their responsibility and indirectly indicated that Drama was a 

dispensable component of the integrated English subject.   

The lack of a supportive collegial community did not only affect Khairul 

emotionally but was detrimental to school leaders’ plans because two years after the 

research project was conducted, the plan to have Language teachers teach Drama was 

discarded.  Drama was completely removed from the English curriculum to revert back 

to the separate components of English Language and Literature.  The decision to 

remove Drama after eight years of exploring with drama as pedagogy indicates that 

school leaders have to consider the sustainability of new interdisciplinary approaches, 

and the extent they can prod their teachers to be involved in top-down plans.  It is likely 

that the Language teachers had little buy-in for the plan, which was exacerbated by the 

teachers’ lack of drama education training and confidence in applying drama especially 

when they compared their knowledge and ability to Khairul who was a trained drama 

educator.   

 The situation of not having collegial support was similar in Churchill Primary 

where school leaders were exploring Process Drama as an approach across all English 

classes, regardless of whether the English teacher had the skills or exposure to drama 

education.  Devi faced much resistance from her colleagues who did not share the same 
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progressive beliefs about education and disdained drama as a fun but irrelevant and non-

productive approach to teaching.  Devi was aware that all her colleagues were untrained 

in drama education and some had misconceptions about what drama entailed while 

many were skeptical of drama’s efficacy for English outcomes.  For example, during the 

lesson observations when she was using Process Drama based on the book My River, 

Devi remarked candidly during a post-lesson interview that a colleague had just recently 

asked her, “Eh, you’re always playing, you’re not teaching is it?” (Interview 4, 080514).  

Devi said that she had asked her colleague to speak to her students and Devi was 

confident that “they’ll tell you more about the river than what we actually teach in the 

book” (Interview 4, 080514).  Although Devi was certain that students’ experience in 

Process Drama had been beneficial and achieved more than usual approaches to 

teaching, her colleagues perceived drama only as play and fun with no learning 

outcomes.     

 Unlike Khairul who felt a sense of hopelessness as the only Drama teacher in 

Chempedek Secondary, Devi took the initiative to work towards overcoming the 

challenge of colleagues’ negative attitude towards drama and create a culture of 

applying drama as pedagogy as the only trained drama educator in Churchill Primary.  

As mentioned in the second section of this chapter, Devi had invited teachers who were 

curious about Process Drama to observe her drama lessons because an incomplete or 

misinformed view of drama may have reinforced some teachers’ assumptions of 

drama’s irrelevance for learning or perpetuated a shallow understanding of how drama 

could operate as pedagogy.  Devi commented that she “want[ed] to help [such teachers] 

learn” (Interview 6, 050514) and to consider questions such as “how will this drama 

convention help [students] think deeper?” (Interview 6, 050514) or “how does drama 

help the kids?” (Interview 6, 050514) to better understand how drama could be 

effectively applied.  Otherwise, students would merely “learn to present a script [… 

and] never learn anything through it” (Interview 6, 050514), instead of the potential 

constructivist learning drama could bring about.   

As “a very very drama person [… who is a] very fierce advocate of drama” 

(Interview 7, 080514), Devi was hopeful that her persistent use of Process Drama and 

open invitations to colleagues to observe her lessons could encourage some to consider 
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using drama and gradually over time, create a community that might not only be 

supportive of drama but would actively seek out drama conventions to use in their 

lessons.  Devi believed that teachers’ observations of her lessons could potentially 

create a greater receptivity towards new teaching approaches and advance new ways of 

thinking to overcome the challenge of traditional teaching practice that impeded the 

move towards creating Thinking Schools.  Despite not having collegial support, Devi 

was determined to transform the situation, which indicated that she had unshakable 

belief in drama’s efficacy for English learning that was likely to have stemmed from her 

training and experience in drama education.   

Conclusion 

Devi and Khairul can be described to be in the most ideal positions to apply 

drama as pedagogy because both teachers were trained in drama education, desired to 

use drama methods, and had the space to do so in the curriculum.  The support from 

school leaders gave the teachers control and autonomy over their pedagogical choices 

and authorised Devi and Khairul’s incorporation of drama.  Unlike May and Taufiq who 

were appointed to participate in the TTAP and were hesitant about drama, Devi and 

Khairul were keen to provide students with embodied ways of learning.  Like Rachel 

and Vicki, Devi and Khairul were deeply convinced that the experience of drama could 

achieve both academic knowledge and non-academic skills, but Rachel and Vicki 

lacked drama skills to be able to fulfil drama’s potential.  In contrast, Devi and 

Khairul’s understanding of drama education and facilitation skills increased their 

capacity to realistically attain these goals by planning systematic and coherent drama-

based lessons.   

Khairul and Devi also faced the pressures of teaching in an examination-oriented 

education system and both teachers had to be critically reflective in their teaching 

practice, to pause and consider their actions, and to interrupt the instinct to rely on 

transmissionist methods.  Even though Devi also experienced conflicted beliefs and 

some measure of dissonance between her ideals and actual practice like Rachel and 

Vicki, through reflection, Devi was better able to isolate points of dissonance and 

identify underlying assumptions, expectations, interpretations and judgements that had 

resulted in her actions.  When faced with internal conflict, Devi chose to learn from 
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other drama educators to grapple with her sense of unease, and remained committed to 

improving her drama practice.  In a performative education system, Khairul could 

manage the expectations of stakeholders by integrating Drama content, assessment and 

pedagogy to align with the larger aims of the English syllabus.  His training in drama 

education provided him with the skills to craft lessons and rubrics that reflected the 

clarity of his teaching, and to facilitate students’ learning.  However, as the only Drama 

teacher in the school, Khairul was the only person who had buy-in for Drama, which 

subsequently proved detrimental to the sustainability of the Drama component within 

the English syllabus.    

This chapter has examined the impact of the confluence of opportunity, 

conviction and ability in Devi and Khairul’s experiences of applying drama as 

pedagogy, and surfaced the complexities of translating the principles of education 

reform into practice.  Even though Khairul and Devi were trained drama educators who 

were willing and able to apply drama, they had to negotiate their beliefs about drama, 

teaching and the education system and to continually manage external factors that 

affected their use of drama.  In the following Conclusion chapter of this thesis, the 

factors that affected the six teachers in this study will be considered in relation to the 

impact of beliefs, education culture and the demands of drama.   
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Introduction 

Examining the six teachers’ experience of applying drama as pedagogy in this study has 

surfaced the complexities of improving teaching practice when new policies are 

introduced to achieve the vision of Thinking Schools, Learning Nation in Singapore.  

The analysis has shown that teachers’ capacity to respond to new pedagogies in 

education reform is affected by teachers’ willingness and ability to apply these 

initiatives in their teaching practice.  As argued in Chapter One, teachers often 

misunderstand and misinterpret new policies because new policies are interpreted in the 

light of their teaching experience and filtered by their existing beliefs about education.  

Teachers who have been immersed in an examination-oriented education system tend to 

believe that the act of teaching is about transferring their knowledge to others and 

providing answers, making it challenging for teachers to work with drama as an 

embodied and collaborative pedagogy.   

Teachers may not have buy-in for drama if they fail to perceive the rationale 

behind the Teach Less, Learn More approach to teaching and the relevance of 

constructivist principles to their teaching practice.  Even though these teachers may 

comply with directives from policy-makers and school leaders, their adoption of 

unfamiliar methods can become cursory and be used in a superficial manner, 

undermining the official intent to move away from didactic teaching.  The analysis of 

May and Taufiq’s involvement in the Teaching Through the Arts Programme (TTAP) in 

Chapter Four indicates that teachers are resistant to top-down impositions by school 

leaders who do not consult with teachers before implementing new ideas.  

Consequently, any observable change in teachers’ teaching methods is cosmetic and 

temporary when teachers are not motivated to change teaching practice and have little 

personal belief in drama’s relevance as pedagogy.   

For teachers who are intrinsically motivated to bring about the Desired 

Outcomes of Education in Singapore’s new vision of education through drama as 

pedagogy, they must be equipped with drama education knowledge and facilitation 

techniques lest their good intentions be limited by their ability.  Teachers with minimal 

exposure to applying drama pedagogically may face similar challenges as Rachel and 

Vicki who struggled to encourage student participation and guide students to learn 
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independently during drama processes.  As analysed in Chapter Five, despite their 

professions about drama’s efficacy for Literature learning, the two teachers reverted to 

didactic teaching practices that they were familiar with and had been proven to be 

effective in their classrooms.  Rachel and Vicki’s experience of cognitive dissonance in 

their attempts at drama indicate that teachers’ core beliefs about education must first 

shift away from transmissionist models of education by increasing teachers’ knowledge 

in new teaching strategies.  Opportunities to try out and apply these unfamiliar methods 

are also necessary for teachers to form core beliefs and new teaching habits that support 

their ambitions to implement constructivist approaches to teaching.   

Only when teachers have both the enthusiasm and the skills in drama education 

can teachers respond positively to any dissonance between their intentions and action, 

and manage the demands of applying drama pedagogically.  The analysis of Devi and 

Khairul’s beliefs and experience in Chapter Six indicates that teachers who are 

committed to a new pedagogy such as drama, and have the autonomy and skills to bring 

about embodied and collaborative learning processes are more equipped to negotiate the 

different demands and challenges they encounter in Singapore’s examination-oriented 

education system.   

In this final chapter of the thesis, the key factors that affected the six teachers’ 

capacity to apply drama as pedagogy will be highlighted to offer insights into the gaps 

that prevail between the intentions of Thinking School, Learning Nation goals of 

education and teachers’ reality of adopting new pedagogies in their attempts at Teach 

Less, Learn More.  The complexity of unpacking intertwined and related influences that 

shaped the teachers’ implementation of drama is acknowledged in this chapter.  

Nonetheless, it is intended that identifying these internal and external factors that 

affected the teachers’ decision-making process and attempts at drama as pedagogy can 

contribute to the discussion on how to support teachers in education reform.   

The first section will comment on the performative education in Singapore as an 

external factor that affected teachers’ capacity to apply drama.  In response to the lack 

of time and the pressure to prepare students for examinations, each teacher in this study 

applied drama in different ways, duration and frequency in the ten-week research 

period.  The teachers’ experience of incorporating drama into their lessons resulted in 
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varying effects of the pedagogy, which subsequently influenced the teachers’ decision 

on whether to continue with drama as a viable teaching approach in an examination-

oriented education system.  These stresses and strains become a further consideration 

when evaluating the efficacy of reform within a system that values relatively narrow 

modes of educational success.   

The second section will continue to examine the impact of external factors on 

teachers who attempt unfamiliar pedagogies within contexts which generally discourage 

alternative modes of teaching that are not geared towards examination results-based 

outcomes.  The analysis showed that the culture of education was a tacit but critical 

factor that had shaped teacher beliefs about education and their roles as teachers.  In a 

communitarian society emphasising submission to authority figures, the teachers who 

attempted drama to encourage independent and engaged learning in this study struggled 

to shift away from their usual didactic teaching habits and practice, raising questions 

about what is needed to move towards more student-centred and dialogic processes. 

The next section will advance the thinking on the role of school leadership in 

education reform that have direct implications on teachers, and how school leaders can 

approach change in teaching practice.  The teachers’ response to top-down directives in 

this study indicates that school leaders serve as an external stimulus which affects 

whether teachers are supportive and active participants in the process of adopting new 

pedagogies.  When school leaders gave autonomy to teachers to implement fresh ideas, 

innovative teaching methods were more likely to be adopted as the teachers believed in 

the need for change and initiated learning new skills to improve their teaching practice.   

The fourth section will critically examine teacher beliefs as the most significant 

internal factor that affected how and why teachers chose to employ drama as pedagogy, 

and which determined teachers’ eventual use of drama.  When there was little evidence 

of change in a teacher’s beliefs about the purpose and outcomes of education, few 

adjustments in their teaching practice were observed even when applying drama.  The 

study found that exposure and training in drama education contributed to the formation 

of what teachers believed about drama and their subsequent experience of using drama 

as pedagogy in two major ways.  The first effect of training was to equip teachers with 

the necessary knowledge and skills to effectively adjust and adapt prevailing modes of 
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teaching.  The second and more pertinent implication of training was to provide an 

informed understanding of drama education, which increased teachers’ buy-in and 

motivation to apply an unfamiliar strategy in their teaching practice.  This points to the 

critical need for teacher competencies to be thoughtfully considered before teachers can 

take ownership of the aims of education reform and meaningful changes in teaching 

practices can occur.   

The fifth section will discuss the role of critical reflection for teachers as an 

internal factor that motivated the teachers to participate in education reform.  When the 

teachers in this study chose to be mindful and examine their teaching practice, they 

were better able to acknowledge the limitations of their existing methods and actively 

sought to experiment with ways to address the weaknesses of didactic approaches.  By 

engaging in critical reflection, the teachers were more equipped to keep the goals of a 

new vision of education in mind to grapple with inner conflicts in their belief systems 

and navigate external forces exerted by the education system.   

The chapter will conclude with recommendations for future research in drama as 

pedagogical innovation in Singapore’s education reform, drawing from the findings in 

this study.   

Responding to the Pressures of a Performative Education System: “Exam-Smart” 

Applications of Drama 

The examination-oriented education system was identified as a critical external 

factor in this study that had shaped teacher beliefs and affected teachers’ willingness to 

make changes to their teaching practice by adopting drama as a new pedagogy.  The 

findings indicate that teachers may not fully implement new methods when they appear 

to be inconsistent with the goals and ways of achieving academic success that continue 

to be prized in an instrumentalist education system.  As argued in Chapter Two, 

neoliberalist principles underlying the performative education system have created 

outcome driven and rewards-oriented teachers and schools.  Even though the revised 

vision of education has brought a new emphasis on thinking and learning, the objectives 

of education are still couched in the language of economic rationalism, which reinforce 

teachers’ emphasis on quantitative indicators of success.  For example, instead of being 
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valued inherently as positive qualities for human development, the MOE’s 21st Century 

Competencies and Desired Outcomes of Education explicitly state their relevance in 

relation to preparing students to meet economic demands.  To cope with the demands of 

a globalised economy, an instrumentalist education agenda may appear to align with the 

new vision of education that places emphasis on individual ability and talent.  However, 

teachers may perpetuate old beliefs and actions to value skills and competencies only 

insofar as they can contribute to what is deemed useful to the economy instead of the 

non-commodifiable benefit and personal growth it can bring to the individual.  

Moreover, examinations continue to have high stakes in Singapore where academic 

success is the primary determiner of students’ future educational and career 

opportunities. 

An emphasis on examination outcomes can undermine the intent of improving 

pedagogical practice, as some teachers in this study remained rigidly focused on 

preparing students for the test even in their application of drama.  In the instance of May 

and Taufiq, the two teachers identified number equations that were likely to be tested as 

an “exam-smart” (p. 155, this thesis) strategy to perpetuate rote learning approaches in 

their drama lessons.  May and Taufiq’s involvement in the TTAP collaboration and use 

of drama is best described as “a mechanical exercise” (Tharman, 2004).  As analysed in 

Chapter Four, then Education Minister Tharman had already warned teachers against 

unthinking treatments of innovative pedagogies when introducing the Teach Less, 

Learn More policy in 2004 (p. 174, this thesis).  The government had anticipated that 

mere adherence to policy would not bring about meaningful or sustainable change but 

did not fully address the constraints teachers faced in an examination-oriented education 

system in a manner that would allow teachers to be actively engaged and desirous of 

change.   

Faced with the rush to complete the centralised curriculum and prepare students 

for examinations, the teachers also had to be willing to experiment with drama despite 

constantly feeling a keen sense of the lack of time.  It was challenging for the teachers 

to take more lesson preparation time to work with an unfamiliar pedagogy and design 

drama lesson plans.  In addition, the teachers struggled to invest precious curriculum 

time to apply drama as an embodied approach that emphasised on process and students’ 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



Attempting Drama as Pedagogy in Singapore 266	  

experience, requiring more time for individual responses from students.  The pressure of 

completing the Mathematics curriculum led May and Taufiq to apply the drama-based 

lesson plans only for a minimal number of times to fulfil their involvement in the TTAP 

so as to ensure they could subsequently cover all the topics that would be tested.  To 

maximise classroom time to prepare students for examinations, Rachel stopped all use 

of drama in her lessons once examinations were nearing, and Vicki only used drama 

twice in the entire ten-week research period.  May, Taufiq, Rachel and Vicki’s response 

to drama concur with the experience of teachers in Singapore who applied games during 

their lessons in response to the Teach Less, Learn More call for change in pedagogy 

(Koh et al., 2012).  As discussed in Chapter Two, the teachers in Koh et al.’s (2012) 

study gave similar reasons of not having enough time to complete the curriculum to 

explain the infrequent application of games in their teaching practice and why the 

teachers stopped their attempts when examinations drew near.  The common responses 

of teachers who attempt innovative pedagogies indicate the challenge many teachers in 

Singapore face when implementing new teaching methods in a performance-driven 

education system.   

Devi and Khairul, the teachers trained in drama education also faced the 

challenge of time constraints although they were equipped with a larger repertoire of 

drama skills and drama conventions that the two teachers could still employ 

meaningfully to create dramatic processes in a shorter time.  Devi acknowledged that 

she had to occasionally compromise on the depth and quality of her drama lessons 

because she had a fixed schedule to complete all the STELLAR texts (p. 236, this 

thesis).  Even though she was committed to incorporate Process Drama frequently in her 

English lessons, during some lessons, Devi could not invest as much time as she desired 

to develop students’ make-believe process.  Khairul also felt the pressure of time 

intently despite having the autonomy to design the curriculum and assessment criteria in 

Chempedek Secondary’s Drama programme.  He had to ensure that students’ process of 

learning about Drama could adequately support student understanding of their 

Literature texts, and was given only eight one-hour long Drama lessons per year to 

complete the teaching and assessment of Drama skills and meet Literature outcomes.  

Consequently, Khairul struggled to maintain the delicate balance between teacher 

control and teacher guidance, and had to be very deliberate to create moments for 
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students to engage in self-directed learning instead of rushing students through the 

planned curriculum (p. 226, this thesis).   

These findings indicate that the introduction of innovative teaching methods 

require a corresponding increase in time and opportunity for teachers to explore and 

implement new approaches by revising curriculum content and the stakes in assessment.  

Ab Kadir (2019) argues that the MOE and school leadership teams have to acknowledge 

the challenge for teachers to value constructivist approaches and non-quantitative 

outcomes of learning when examinations remain a priority.  As discussed in Chapter 

Two, policy-makers need to find ways to address the perpetual presence of 

examinations within the education system that affects almost all levels from Primary to 

Pre-University education so that the goals of education reform can be established.  

Teachers’ resistance to new pedagogies are not uncommon when the pressure to prepare 

students for examinations gives little room for a responsible teacher to take time to 

apply new methods especially when traditional transmissionist ways are considered 

more efficient and are favoured in an instrumentalist education system.   

Tacit Influence of Education Culture: Shaping Teacher Beliefs and Teacher Roles 

As a result of the emphasis on performance within the education system, 

teachers favour didactic teaching methodologies that reinforce correct answers, which 

inadvertently positions teachers as all-knowing figures in the classroom.  Consequently, 

a culture of education is created where students are passive learners with little voice and 

student opinion is not valued.  An example of authoritarian teaching practice that was 

observed in this study included various teachers writing model answers on whiteboards 

for students to copy.  Although at odds with the principles of constructivist learning, 

such methods of educating are deemed appropriate when teachers are positioned as 

‘elders’ who should be listened to and not questioned.  As pointed out in Chapter Two, 

the culture of submission to authority in Singapore’s communitarian society reinforced 

by Confucian influences makes it even more challenging for teachers to take on the role 

of facilitators who initiate and support students to learn independently through drama 

processes.   
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As an external factor that had shaped teachers’ beliefs about their role as 

teachers, the prevailing education culture made it especially difficult for the teachers in 

this study who had minimal exposure to drama education to modify habitual methods of 

teaching.  Even though these teachers wanted to create student-centred learning 

environments through drama, they struggled to move away from the typical role of the 

teacher in transmissionist education systems.  For instance, in Rachel’s use of drama to 

teach Literature, she would correct students when students gave responses that deviated 

from what she believed were the ‘right’ answers (p. 206, this thesis).  The tendency to 

impose pre-determined responses perpetuated Rachel’s role as the source and 

transmitter of knowledge.  Even though Rachel had intended for students to be self-

directed within the drama, she was unaware of the need to change her usual teaching 

role to become a facilitator so as to encourage students to take the lead in their learning.  

However, being aware of the shift in teacher roles does not necessarily bring about 

change in teaching practice, especially if teachers are not knowledgeable and skilled to 

support students to be self-directed learners.  Vicki was aware that students could take 

charge of their learning through peer collaboration and discussion during group work, 

but she assumed incorrectly that open-ended learning meant that the teacher was to be 

completely hands-off in the process (p. 201, this thesis).  Her misguided notion of 

student empowerment and her inability to bring about the conditions for embodied 

learning in her use of drama conventions resulted in the eventual return to teacher talk at 

the end of the drama lesson to provide students with the required responses.  

Even for Devi and Khairul who have had formal training in drama education, 

they had to consciously work to be counter-cultural and refrain from taking didactic 

roles in their teaching practice.  Khairul had to pause at moments during lessons to 

remind himself to respond in ways that were appropriate as a facilitator and not as a 

dictator of student learning (p. 252, this thesis).  Like Khairul, Devi was aware of the 

need to change her teaching approach to align her actions with pedagogical principles of 

drama.  However, she found it challenging to move between the roles required of a 

teacher at different times to become a facilitator during drama lessons.  By the end of 

the research period, Devi had not yet resolved the inner conflict she experienced 

whenever she stepped into the role of a disciplinarian that often disrupted the sustained 

creation of a make-believe world during her Process Drama lessons  (p. 238, this thesis).  

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



Attempting Drama as Pedagogy in Singapore 269	  

Devi’s struggle with classroom management indicates the tension teachers may face 

when they seek to encourage student voice and contribution in drama processes.  Given 

the existing culture of education, teachers are used to perceiving compliant and quiet 

children as willing and receptive learners.  However, by giving students the space to be 

self-directed in their learning, teachers may have to cope with inappropriate comments 

or undesirable behaviour.  When these instances arise, teachers in an authoritarian 

education system are likely to revert to being a rigid disciplinarian to manage student 

misbehaviour, which can curtail the fluid make-believe process instead of sustaining 

and working within the drama to respond appropriately to students.  Thus, teachers who 

desire to work with drama must be prepared to make adjustments in their preferred 

student-teacher roles and communication styles to accommodate the demands of 

student-centred pedagogies.    

The general kiasi impulse in Singapore society also contributed to the extent to 

which the teachers in this study were willing to take risks and explore with drama as an 

unfamiliar teaching approach.  Kiasi teachers are less likely to engage in the process of 

trial and error with new pedagogies and take risks with drama as pedagogy, especially 

when teachers’ livelihood and professional standing are linked with student 

performance.  As discussed in Chapter Two, the Enhanced Performance Management 

System (EPMS) is used in Singapore to determine teachers’ remuneration, performance 

bonuses and career advancement.  Based on business excellence models, the EPMS 

relies on quantitative indicators such as student examination results to evaluate the 

effectiveness of teachers.  As a measure of teacher efficacy, the EPMS perpetuates an 

emphasis on performativity in the education system, and it is perhaps inevitable that 

teachers tend to perceive their role as preparing students for examinations and prioritise 

quantifiable outcomes in their teaching practice.   

In this study, teachers’ kiasi reluctance to explore with drama was most 

noticeable in May and Taufiq who had little confidence that drama could bring about 

examination-oriented outcomes and perpetuated their usual teaching habits even when 

attempting drama processes.  For Rachel and Vicki who were enthusiastic about 

drama’s potential, their eventual return to teacher-centred methods indicated that they 

were not assured of their own ability to achieve good examination results through an 
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unfamiliar pedagogy.  It is also possible that Rachel and Vicki did not know how to 

assess the outcomes of drama in relation to quantifiable outcomes and preferred to stick 

to tried-and-tested methods that had previously proven to attain examination goals.  In 

contrast, trained drama educators Devi and Khairul were willing to take risks with a 

new method as they were confident of drama’s potential and their teaching skill to apply 

the art form pedagogically to achieve examination results. 

These findings suggest that educators in Singapore need to be convinced that 

innovative pedagogies such as drama are efficacious for student examination 

performance so that they are motivated to adopt new roles and methods in their teaching 

practice.  To encourage kiasi teachers to try out new ways of achieving and ascertaining 

student learning, how teachers’ professional abilities are measured should be relooked 

to reduce the emphasis on student performance.  It is likely that teachers’ willingness to 

explore new pedagogies will increase if teacher evaluations indicate clearly to teachers 

and their superiors that teachers will not be jeopardising their professional standing or 

career prospects when teachers experiment with curriculum innovation that may not 

bring immediate measurable results.  Space given to teachers to accommodate failure 

from explorations with unfamiliar methods can also encourage teachers to recognise and 

accept that making mistakes is a legitimate aspect of professional development and 

personal growth as an individual in a Learning Nation.  In the context of education 

reform, it is particularly crucial for policy-makers and school leaders to consider 

reducing the professional risks teachers take when teachers are encouraged to be 

vulnerable to examine their weaknesses and areas of improvement.  Otherwise, no 

number of good initiatives can bring about education reform, and teachers are likely to 

continue to perpetuate transmissionist methods as the most time-efficient and 

examination-effective approach to teaching.   

Top-Down or Ground-Up?: School Leaders’ Approach to Reform Matters 

The approach school leaders took to implement education reform in their 

schools was another external factor that affected the six teachers’ capacity to try new 

pedagogies.  As discussed in Chapter One, to create Thinking Schools, policy-makers 

opened up space within the centralized education system for school leaders to interpret 

policies in practical ways and implement changes that were appropriate to their 
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teachers’ and students’ context.  School-based Curriculum Innovations (p. 20, this 

thesis) was an example of how the MOE gave educators the flexibility to engage in 

ground-up initiatives that were intended to improve teaching practice in unique ways 

across all schools.  The findings in this study indicate that school leaders need to 

consider multiple factors to sustain the use of new methods when they attempt to take 

advantage of the autonomy given to schools to embark on reform.  Otherwise, school 

leaders may make decisions that can have an adverse effect on teacher morale and 

motivation in changing teaching practice, which undermine their original intentions.  

For example, May and Taufiq complied with top-down directives since they were 

‘arrowed’ to participate in the TTAP but the two teachers were silently resistant and 

unconvinced of what they were doing, hence any observable change in their 

Mathematics lessons was superficial and temporal.  Like the teachers appointed to use 

drama in Wales and Gilmer’s (2011) survey and the dissonant teachers in Stinson’s 

(2009) research discussed in Chapter Two, May and Taufiq’s experiences in the TTAP 

suggest that sustainable change is not obtained simply by following superiors’ orders.   

This study has also shown that when school leaders have limited understanding 

of what drama as pedagogy entails, they are likely to ignore the levels of complexity 

involved in creating and facilitating embodied ways of learning in the classroom.  An 

incomplete perspective of drama and how to harness the art form pedagogically can 

undermine school leaders’ good intentions.  For example, in the instance of Churchill 

Primary, where Devi was teaching, the Principal was considering rolling out Process 

Drama lesson plans for all Primary One English classes at the time of the study (p. 221, 

this thesis).  There was an assumption that implementing drama was a straightforward 

process and English teachers would be able to conduct drama-based lessons even 

though these teachers were not trained in drama education.  The Principal’s simplistic 

assumption that all teachers would be able to understand and translate drama lesson 

plans into practice as efficaciously as that of a trained drama educator who had designed 

the lessons needs to be reconsidered.  As observed in Rachel and Vicki’s drama lessons, 

creating a learning environment based on constructive principles requires more skill and 

mindfulness than the application of drama conventions.  Moreover, based on May and 

Taufiq’s experience of drama in TTAP, it is probable that the teachers in Churchill 

Primary would also resist the Principal’s initiative to adopt Devi’s Process Drama 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



Attempting Drama as Pedagogy in Singapore 272	  

lessons if the teachers had no part in the decision-making and planning process.  Hence, 

an unthinking school-wide adoption of drama poses many obstacles for leadership 

teams, which is likely to be reduced through consultations with experienced drama 

educators and teachers.   

Being aware of the demands of applying drama pedagogically can help school 

leaders to plan for and provide relevant support for teachers to buy into the school’s 

vision and negotiate the unfamiliar teaching method.  With more knowledge of drama 

as pedagogy, it is possible that school leaders would be better equipped to mediate the 

expectations they place on teachers before they implement new initiatives.  Otherwise, 

as Sue the teaching artist in the TTAP has critiqued, drama can be thought to be “a 

magic pill” (p. 146, this thesis), a naïve expectation of drama as a panacea to the 

challenges of existing teaching practice without considering the fullness or complexity 

of applying drama as pedagogy.   

Good ideas may not necessarily yield results, as teachers can be sceptical of new 

methods especially when drama is included into the curriculum in an ad hoc manner.  If 

plans are not well thought out to extend beyond the short term, teachers may view new 

initiatives as temporal ideas and irrelevant for them.  As evidenced in Chempedek 

Secondary where Khairul was teaching Drama, the subject of Drama was subsequently 

removed from the English curriculum because teachers did not have any buy-in for 

school leaders’ plans for English teachers to teach Drama as part of the umbrella subject 

(p. 257, this thesis).  Thus, when implementing change, school leaders should be willing 

to invest time to listen to teachers and be sensitive to teachers’ pressures and constraints 

to support teachers.    

However, despite the possibility of teachers’ resistance, top-down directives 

from school leaders may be the only way teachers can be challenged to improve their 

teaching practice if teachers do not initiate new teaching methods due to a general kiasi 

tendency to take instruction, rather than lead innovation in Singapore.  School leaders 

who seek to lead reform and implement new ideas must first be willing to devote time 

and resources into increasing teachers’ capacity through meaningful strategies that 

support teachers to improve in their pedagogical skills.  For example, the TTAP 

initiative sought to provide teachers with drama expertise in a practical way by 
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partnering teachers with a teaching artist.  However, the length of the collaboration and 

the time given for the teachers to work with the teaching artist was inadequate to help 

teachers grow in their drama knowledge and skills.  Longer-term collaborations should 

be planned as a prolonged period of exposure can create more opportunities for teachers 

and artists to dialogue, share their individual expertise, and build mutual understanding.  

Space and time to discuss hesitation and apprehension is also critical, in order to build 

trust and respect between the collaborators.  Research in Singapore indicates that such 

partnerships can be fruitful and sustainable over time when seeking expertise and 

support from external practitioners.  In the example of Pei Shan who sought to improve 

her application of drama as pedagogy in Dunn and Stinson’s study (2011) discussed in 

Chapter Two, she was supported by a drama educator for a year to co-plan and co-teach 

English lessons, which gave Pei Shan ample opportunity to learn experientially through 

application and have feedback.   

It is challenging for school leaders to position themselves as motivators and 

inspirers to encourage teachers to participate in change, yet not be authoritarian in their 

leadership.  Rachel and Vicki’s decision to attend the Teaching Shakespeare Through 

Drama workshop and learn about drama as pedagogy suggest an alternative approach 

that school leaders can take to bring about reform aims instead of imposing top-down 

directives.  The two teachers had initiated the process of change with the 

encouragement of school leaders who showed their support by providing the funds for 

Rachel and Vicki to attend the workshop.  This positive example suggests that school 

leaders who support ground-up ideas proposed by teachers in practical ways 

communicate trust, which can empower teachers to take ownership of the aims of 

education reform in their classrooms.   

In addition, the findings in this study indicate that school leaders who provide 

teachers with the autonomy to bring about constructivist ways of learning are more 

likely to have inspired teachers who are eager to adopt drama processes in their teaching 

practice.  As discussed in Chapter Two, research in Singapore shows that the 

professional independence and freedom teachers have to plan and execute lessons 

motivated teachers to try out new methods and grow professionally.  Rachel’s 

confidence to explore the uncertain terrain of drama in her classroom supports this 
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research on teacher autonomy because Rachel’s school leaders had created a strong 

culture of teacher agency by giving the teachers in Lychee Secondary the space to 

decide when and how to complete the assignments and tasks required of students (p. 

106, this thesis).  Consequently, Rachel had the flexibility to decide on her teaching 

schedule to cover the different elements of the Literature syllabus and incorporate 

drama methods in her teaching practice.  Even though Rachel was still constrained by 

examination demands, she had the space and assurance to try out a new approach.   

Furthermore, Khairul and Devi’s responses to being the only teachers who were 

formally trained in drama education in their respective schools suggest that school 

leaders who create room for collegial learning can increase teachers’ capacity to try out 

new methods.  As Khairul has pointed out, cultivating communities of practice in 

schools can provide teachers with peer support through discussions and collaborations 

with other teachers, as well as a place for gathering feedback when teachers explore 

with novel ideas (p. 255, this thesis).  When school leaders give teachers the liberty to 

share their ideas, organic ground-up growth of learning circles is likely to happen.  For 

example, Devi’s invitation to colleagues to observe her Process Drama lessons was a 

grassroots effort that provided an opportunity for more teachers to be exposed to 

drama’s potential as pedagogy by witnessing the effects of drama personally to become 

more receptive towards the new method.  In comparison with a top-down mandate by 

school leaders, such peer learning moments are potentially more effective in influencing 

other teachers’ beliefs about education to attempt some drama techniques or 

conventions they had picked up from Devi.  By actively building a culture of collegial 

learning, school leaders can transform schools into constructivist learning environments 

where teachers are themselves involved in exploring and negotiating the meaning of old 

and new theories in their teaching, as desired for students in Thinking Schools, Learning 

Nation.   

Exposure and Training in Drama Education: Forming Teachers’ Buy-in and 

Ability  

The six teachers’ varied responses to similar constraints within the same 

performance driven education culture indicate that internal factors were also at work 

that influenced the teachers’ decision-making process and subsequent application of 
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drama as pedagogy.  This study found that what each teacher believed about education 

as a whole and about drama as a pedagogical approach was related to the teacher’s buy-

in for drama.  Teacher beliefs about the purpose of education, how students learn, and 

their role as teachers shaped the teachers’ understanding and response to drama as a 

constructivist method.  This finding supports the research discussed in Chapter One that 

teacher beliefs are a significant determiner of teaching practice.   

The analysis of the six teachers’ experience of drama as pedagogy also indicates 

that the level and type of training or exposure to drama education teachers have 

determines the extent to which teachers’ pre-existing beliefs about education can be 

adjusted.  In this study, teachers’ knowledge and immersion in dramatic processes of 

learning also led to the formation of new beliefs about the need and relevance of drama 

to teachers’ teaching practice, and the psychological strength these beliefs had to be 

adequately translated into a change in teachers’ actions.  This finding contributes to the 

argument in Chapter Two that teachers’ professional development in drama education 

affects the quality and efficacy of their drama lessons by establishing the close 

relationship between teacher beliefs and the training teachers receive. 

The teachers who had no prior experience in drama education filtered the 

relevance of the new pedagogy through their examination-oriented beliefs about 

education, and evaluated drama’s efficacy based on their existing transmissionist 

teaching practice.  In the instance of May and Taufiq who were accustomed to teaching 

the topic of fractions by using manipulatives to make abstract concepts more concrete, 

they viewed drama as a largely irrelevant pedagogy for Mathematics teaching.  Despite 

collaborating with a teaching artist in the TTAP initiative, May and Taufiq’s limited 

exposure to how drama could be applied pedagogically led the two teachers to regard 

drama primarily as a hook for learning and as a participative activity to create student 

interest.  Hence, the two teachers did not exhibit much buy-in for drama as they 

distrusted embodied ways of learning and repeatedly requested for written work to be 

done during the drama lessons to ascertain student learning (p. 163, this thesis).  May 

and Taufiq’s superficial understanding of drama is consistent with other teachers in 

Singapore who have little experience or training in drama education as discussed in 

Wales and Gilmer’s (2011) survey in Chapter One.  It is likely that these teachers’ lack 
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of understanding of drama and experience in constructivist processes of learning 

reduced the extent to which teachers’ prior beliefs about education could be expanded to 

include new ideas about pedagogy.    

In contrast, the teachers who had been trained in drama education with a 

personal experience of the benefits of drama processes desired and were able to 

incorporate drama into their lessons.  Khairul’s drama education training and 

background as an amateur playwright shaped his beliefs about the teacher’s role as a 

director of students’ learning and his need to think like an artist regardless of the subject 

he taught (p. 242, this thesis).  Khairul was eager to demonstrate artistry in his teaching 

by creating moments of learning for his students, similar to a director’s craft of 

anticipating how the audience would think and react, to draw them into the world of a 

play (p. 243, this thesis).  When teaching Drama as part of the umbrella subject of 

‘English’ at Chempedek Secondary, Khairul looked past the silos of individual subject 

aims of Language, Literature and Drama to facilitate the development of students’ 21st 

Century Competencies during his Drama lessons.  Khairul intended that students’ 

process of learning about Literature and the art form of Drama through embodied 

methods would provide students with opportunities to practice language and literary 

skills while developing students’ ability to think critically and independently.  Khairul’s 

journey as a trainee teacher in Drama and Drama teacher concurs with the findings of 

the research conducted by Donnell and Gettinger (2015) and Looi et al. (2014) 

discussed in Chapter One.  The two studies suggest that teacher beliefs are precursors of 

change and indicate that teachers’ prior beliefs affect their enactment of a constructivist 

curriculum.  Choosing to study to teach Drama from the start of his teacher training 

Bachelors programme at NIE is a likely indication of Khairul’s predisposition towards 

student-centred teaching and learning processes.   

Similarly, Devi’s decision to pursue a higher degree in drama education suggests 

that her beliefs about education prior to her formal training were less rigid.  Devi was 

more open to change as she sought to learn new pedagogies to grow professionally.  

Devi’s initial interest in drama also point to a pre-existing cluster of beliefs about the 

efficacy of the art form as pedagogy, which were strengthened by her learning and 

experience of embodied processes in her Masters programme in drama education.  The 
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depth of Devi’s beliefs about the importance and relevance of drama as pedagogy was 

revealed when she was willing to oppose her previous superiors who had instructed 

Devi to follow a standardised lesson plan and not to use Process Drama.  Unable to 

comply with the directive, Devi had subsequently requested for a transfer of schools (p. 

222, this thesis).  In her new school, Churchill Primary, Devi regarded herself as an 

“advocate” (p. 259, this thesis) for drama and enthusiastically invited colleagues to 

observe her Process Drama lessons as an alternative pedagogy in the revised Strategies 

for English Language Learning And Reading (STELLAR) English curriculum for 

Primary education that encouraged innovative teaching methods.   

Although initial interest in drama can indicate the formation of a new set of 

beliefs about alternative pedagogies, the extent these beliefs can take root and lead to 

change in teaching practice is determined by how well supported these beliefs are.  

Rachel was personally motivated to embark on drama as an embodied pedagogy as she 

believed that her student profile of boys meant that they needed a playful approach to 

learning that involved movement and creativity.  She viewed her teaching role as a 

nurturer who had the responsibility to contribute to students’ mental, emotional and 

character growth, which reinforced her belief in drama’s efficacy as an embodied 

pedagogy (p. 183, this thesis).  Vicki valued drama more for the pedagogy’s potential in 

developing students’ critical thinking, which she felt was a necessary part of students’ 

education to cope with an evolving globalised world.  Vicki believed that discussions 

and peer collaborations within drama lessons could lead to students engaging in 

processes that led to critical thinking, and Vicki viewed herself as a facilitator of student 

thought and voice (p. 184, this thesis).  Attending the Teaching Shakespeare Through 

Drama workshop helped to provide the two teachers who were untrained in drama 

education with a basic exposure to drama and facilitation skills, which contributed to 

their initial beliefs about the relevance of drama to achieve their desired outcomes of 

education.  After their experience of the different ways drama could function as an 

‘active learning strategy’ during the workshop (p. 187, this thesis), the two teachers 

were more knowledgeable about drama conventions and had an increased awareness of 

how drama processes could be applied pedagogically in their Literature lessons.  
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However, Rachel and Vicki’s short exposure to drama education had not 

provided sufficient opportunity for them to examine or adjust their core transmissionist 

beliefs about education.  Despite Rachel and Vicki’s growing confidence about drama 

after attending the workshop, implementing their good intentions was challenging 

because they had other core beliefs about education that conflicted with their beliefs 

about drama.  The two teachers’ enthusiasm and buy-in for a new pedagogy was unable 

to override their pre-existing beliefs.  Even though the two teachers had envisioned 

various non-quantifiable outcomes for students’ educative process, their actions 

revealed that achieving examination results remained the top priority in their teaching 

practice, and their lack of experience and skill in drama education prevented them from 

achieving their objectives through drama.  Rachel and Vicki experienced cognitive 

dissonance because what they professed about the purpose of education, their role as 

teachers, and drama’s benefit to student learning and overall development were not 

consistently reflected in their teaching practice.  Consequently, the two teachers resorted 

to a pragmatic, rather than aspirational, application of drama to accommodate 

conflicting sets of beliefs about the process and outcomes of education.  Since teacher-

centred transmissionist approaches had previously achieved good examination 

performance in their classes, the two teachers compartmentalised their Literature 

lessons to demarcate when they were encouraging students’ participation in drama 

processes, and when they were reverting to their usual didactic teaching practice (p. 

193, this thesis).   

The finding that the level of drama education training affected the teachers’ 

capacity to manage cognitive dissonance suggests that more time and resources need to 

be invested in pre-service and in-service courses to help teachers cope with the demands 

of working with drama.  For instance, Rachel’s repetition of the lesson with the ‘hot-

seating’ convention indicated that she was aware of the gap between her intentions and 

reality.  However, Rachel’s inability to fully address the inadequacies in her second 

attempt point to the need for further training to grow her drama education skills and 

manage her conflicting beliefs (p. 210, this thesis).  In contrast, when faced with 

cognitive dissonance, Devi was better able to identify accurately when and why 

teaching practice deviated from intentions, and attempt to align her actions with her 

objectives.  The difference in Rachel’s and Devi’s management of cognitive dissonance 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



Attempting Drama as Pedagogy in Singapore 279	  

point to the importance of professional development programmes to equip teachers with 

adequate drama education knowledge and skills to adjust their teaching role and actions 

according to drama principles.   

Being engaged through an active learning process within the period of 

professional development is likely to support teachers to shift away from outdated 

beliefs and strengthen new beliefs about drama.  If teachers are unable to participate in 

comprehensive drama education programmes that require a greater time commitment, 

shorter drama courses can be crafted to include both skills as well as deliberately pay 

attention to teachers’ own learning process.  Providing more time and opportunity 

within such workshops for teachers to reflect, inquire, discuss, and practice new 

methods can help teachers to contextualise their learning based on their specific school 

and classroom circumstances.   

The effects of teacher beliefs on classroom practice indicate that policy-makers 

and school leaders need to consider the varied levels of openness and reluctance to 

change that mark the diversity of teacher beliefs when implementing new initiatives.  

Even as handles such as the PETALS framework discussed in Chapter One have been 

introduced by the MOE to define various dimensions of teaching that need to evolve in 

a new vision of education, school leadership teams must begin to recognise the 

individuality of teachers in order to support teachers to update their teaching practice as 

recommended by policy.   

By being cognisant that what teachers say may not be necessarily what they 

believe or may not be the only set of beliefs that teachers hold, developing a range of 

opportunities for teachers to initiate new approaches to teaching differently can help 

teachers to adjust their core beliefs.  School leaders should also recognise that cognitive 

dissonance can thwart the good intentions of teachers who may genuinely profess the 

benefits of new pedagogies but are unable to follow through with their actions.  In this 

instance, further professional development programmes can be offered to teachers to 

equip them with the necessary skills and confidence to achieve the change teachers 

desire. 
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Developing a Practice of Critical Reflection: Negotiating Teacher Beliefs to Enact 

Sustainable Change  

A culture of learning in the Thinking Schools, Learning Nation vision of 

education is likely to begin with the teacher’s own learning through critical reflection 

where teachers “make one’s own behaviour an object of study” (Lempert-Shepell, 1995, 

p. 434).  The six teachers’ experience of applying drama as pedagogy indicates that 

teachers who wish to change outdated teaching habits need to first be willing to reflect 

on their teaching, and to be critical of their existing practice to be able to acknowledge 

the flaws and limitations of their current methods.  As discussed in Chapter Two, direct 

teaching from the whiteboard has been the default and dominant mode of teaching in 

Singapore.  Memory and recall, key aspects of rote learning, remain prominent elements 

in teaching practice.  If teachers are not critical of their teaching practice, they might 

dismiss the relevance of new initiatives just as May and Taufiq did.  The two teachers’ 

response to drama indicates that teachers need to first be less rigid in their beliefs to be 

receptive to new pedagogies.  When teachers are critically reflective and open to 

exploring alternatives, they are more ready to engage with new pedagogies such as 

drama.   

A critical enquiry-oriented approach to improving teaching practice can enable 

teachers to surface assumptions about their beliefs about education and drama, and to 

examine their teaching practice in relation to the desired outcomes of education reform.  

To avoid using drama as an isolated method or as a bag of tricks in ways that do not 

lead to a sustained improved quality of teaching, teachers must be willing to make 

adjustments in their existing practice to grow in their pedagogical understanding of 

drama, and education as a whole.  Otherwise, teachers and students may continue to be 

suspicious of unfamiliar pedagogies such as drama.  As Vicki has pointed out, she was 

uncertain about the benefits of drama for high-achieving students used to rote learning 

as they were likely to ask, “what’s the point” (p. 194, this thesis) of drama.  Since Vicki 

could discern no quantifiable advantage for improving examination results, she chose 

not to apply drama as pedagogy with this group of students.  Hence, it is crucial for 

teachers to first understand the purpose behind change before they can participate in 

education reform.  Engaging in critical reflection can help teachers to test out theories 
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they hold such as Vicki’s incomplete understanding of constructivist methods of 

learning, which is likely to help teachers to apply new knowledge in more useful and 

relevant ways.  Through critical reflection, the teacher in the drama lesson can better 

facilitate students’ learning by managing the different roles of the teacher appropriately 

to use drama more meaningfully and effectively.   

Engaging in critical reflection also expands teachers’ capacity to negotiate the 

demands of working with an art form by making conscious decisions to create learner-

centric lessons and not revert back to didactic teaching habits.  As discussed in Chapter 

Six based on Khairul’s responses during Drama lessons, he was able to engage in 

quadripartite thinking in his macro and micro plan to achieve the objectives of his 

lessons and act in role as a director and facilitator instead of a didactic teacher.  Devi’s 

experience of cognitive dissonance also indicates that a critically reflective teacher can 

become aware of previously tacit beliefs by juxtaposing beliefs and actions to explore 

new ways of thinking and doing that are more congruent.  Through “deliberate thinking 

about action with a view to its improvement” (Hatton and Smith, 1995, p. 35), Devi was 

attempting to negotiate her roles as a teacher, a playwright, a director and an actor 

within Process Drama by researching other drama educators’ processes (p. 237, this 

thesis).   

Critical reflection is not a guarantee of best teaching practice but is an important 

component of teaching that integrates teachers’ values, concerns and experiences with 

their actions to achieve desired learning outcomes.  To encourage teachers to engage in 

critical reflection as part of their professional development, teacher-training 

programmes for pre and in-service teachers should provide teachers with the space to 

examine any dissonance and integrate new knowledge into existing belief systems.  As 

discussed in the previous section, teachers need to find their own way of 

comprehending the value of drama that is specific to them and decide how to 

incorporate drama approaches into lessons that are coherent and relevant to their 

teaching context. 
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Recommendations for Future Research: Complexities of Change 

The analysis of the teachers’ experience of drama indicates that adopting a new 

approach to teaching is not as straightforward as partnering teachers with external 

drama experts or equipping teachers with basic drama and facilitation skills to achieve 

their aspirations of a constructivist learning process.  This study has found that teachers’ 

training and skills in drama education is a key factor that provides teachers with 

opportunities to develop their understanding and competencies, as well as negotiate 

their beliefs about how this works within the larger context.  More crucially, the 

findings indicate that teachers’ increased exposure to drama education through training 

and other modes of professional development raises teachers’ buy-in for drama’s 

relevance in their teaching subject, which motivates teachers to embark independently 

on exploring ways to improve their practice.   

Education reform is not a simplistic process.  It is anticipated that this analysis 

of the complexity of six teachers’ beliefs and experience of drama in their unique 

contexts would contribute to future research on the Thinking School, Learning Nation 

goals in Singapore and to the field of drama education.  This thesis has argued that the 

existing neoliberalist principles that undergird Singapore’s education system should be 

examined closely lest new approaches to teaching become irrelevant in the perpetual 

pursuit of good examination results.  The performative culture of education that has 

shaped teachers’ existing beliefs about education is likely to continue to curtail the 

effects of new initiatives when teachers perceive no real need to apply constructivist 

principles of teaching.  Hence, policy-makers and school leaders who pay attention to 

teachers’ beliefs and explicitly support teachers to reflect on and resolve conflicting 

values and beliefs open up possibilities for deeper levels of teacher commitment to the 

new vision of education.   

This investigation focusing on the perspectives and experiences of teachers has 

also highlighted the contribution of qualitative studies to understand the impact of 

policy on teachers and teaching practice.  Subsequent studies can build on the findings 

of this thesis to investigate other factors that affect teachers’ capacity to apply drama 

such as the relevance of drama as pedagogy to different subjects.  For example, May 

and Taufiq’s resistance to the top-down imposition of TTAP and lack of buy-in for 
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drama may have been exacerbated by a real incompatibility between drama and 

Mathematics teaching, rather than a perceived irrelevance of the pedagogy because of 

the teachers’ lack of training and skill in drama education.  As discussed in Chapter 

One, Haris et al.’s (2009) study on teachers in Singapore who attempted drama as 

pedagogy in their Mathematics lesson indicated that drama deviates significantly from 

usual pedagogies in Mathematics teaching, which raises the possibility that drama might 

be less applicable as a pedagogical approach for teaching Mathematics in comparison to 

other subjects.  Hence, it is worth investigating the extent to which drama is useful and 

relevant for achieving student understanding in specific Mathematical topics and 

concepts.   

To determine the extent teacher beliefs about individual subjects may influence 

their perception of relevance of drama to teaching a specific subject, researchers can 

consider examining the same teacher’s actions across all subjects and levels.  For 

example, Devi was teaching both English and Mathematics to the same Primary One 

class and it is likely that observing her Mathematics lessons could have added more 

complexity to the analysis of her beliefs if they had been part of the scope of this 

research study.   

In addition, researchers can also compare teachers’ beliefs and application of 

drama for academic and non-academic purposes because new spaces for alternative 

pedagogies have emerged since this study was conducted in 2014.  The MOE continues 

to crystallise key aspects of a “Student-Centric, Values-Driven” (Heng, 2011) education 

to achieve the Desired Outcomes of Education and 21st Century Competencies desired 

by the government.  For instance, the recently updated Character and Citizenship 

Education now known as CCE 2021 (MOE, 2020b) recommends the use of stories, both 

fictional and drawn from case studies, to teach moral values and facilitate discussion of 

issues such as bullying.  In such contexts, teachers may be more open to the use of 

drama to foreground narratives even if they may be reluctant to explore with a new 

pedagogy in their usual academic subject.  The results of such studies can contribute to 

the discussion on the impact of drama education training on teachers’ buy-in and ability 

to apply the art form pedagogically and effectively, as well as comment on the role 

drama can play as a strategic part of reforming teaching practice in general.   
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Since this study has identified that the support of school leaders increases 

teachers’ openness to explore new pedagogies, it may also be of interest to researchers 

to study a potential correlation between the profile of the school in relation to teachers’ 

capacities.  It is possible that school leaders tend to actively encourage teachers to 

experiment with drama when there is less risk at stake in terms of student performance.  

It was noted in this study that the Secondary schools Rachel, Vicki and Khairul were 

teaching in were considered ‘better’ schools with intakes of students performing above 

the national average at the Primary School Leaving Examination (PSLE), and most 

graduating students excelling at the GCE ‘O’ level examinations.  Hence, school leaders 

may have assumed that drama could only serve to improve teaching practice as students 

had proven to be academically able, and an unfamiliar approach would not be 

detrimental to examination results.  In contrast to the perception of drama’s relevance in 

these top performing schools, Vicki’s pragmatic decision to use drama only for a less 

academically achieving class indicates her belief that drama may be less appropriate for 

high achievers.  It would be interesting to explore how teacher beliefs and application of 

drama changes across different student profiles, and the relationship, if any, to the 

profile of the school.   

Some researchers may also wish to focus on either Primary or Secondary 

schools to examine the impact of the context of schooling on teachers’ capacities to 

apply drama.  These researchers may be interested in doing a comparative study on how 

teacher willingness and capacities to apply drama may vary in response to distinctive 

development needs of children across a range of levels of Primary and Secondary 

education, and the different types of subjects offered.   

In addition, a longer-term research period beyond the ten weeks in this study can 

provide greater insight into teacher beliefs and teaching practice, especially if 

researchers desire to examine how teacher intentions and reality can be bridged when 

cognitive dissonance affects teachers’ ability to cope with the demands of drama.  By 

spending more time interacting with participants and observing a greater number of 

lessons, researchers are likely to pick up significant instances of cognitive dissonance to 

track teachers’ attempts at reconciling their ambitions and actions.  A longer research 

study can also examine the efficacy of drama for various educational aims by analysing 
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the relationship between student beliefs about education and drama together with 

teacher beliefs.  From the reticence observed in the students from Vicki and Rachel’s 

classes, it is likely that students’ responses contribute to teachers’ willingness and 

application of drama, and thus can be included as a critical dimension of change.    

As discussed in the Introduction chapter, researchers in Singapore tend to be 

interested in the efficacy of drama on student learning but neglect the role of teachers as 

implementing agents who determine how drama is applied.  In contrast, this inquiry has 

focused on teachers as the enactors of policy and curriculum, the gatekeepers of 

transformed classroom practice.  It has been argued throughout this thesis that 

investigating teachers’ beliefs and their unique contexts has the potential to create and 

fulfil broader frameworks of school aims, priorities and vision of education.  Research 

that focuses on teachers’ capacity to respond to education reform can contribute to 

professional development programmes as well as inform policy-makers’ planning.  In 

order to build a wider spectrum of skills for students, teachers need to also be supported 

in their acquisition and development of new methods and pedagogies to develop a 

broader range of competencies as 21st Century educators.  Hence, the herculean task of 

education reform can begin with teachers engaging in a process of critical reflection to 

navigate the evolving education landscape in the same manner they desire for students 

to be able to adapt and succeed in a rapidly changing world. 
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Appendix A: Singapore’s Desired Outcomes of Education 

Retrieved from MOE (2009).   
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Appendix B: 21st Century Competencies valued in Singapore 

Retrieved from MOE (2010).   
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Appendix C: Ethics approval by National Institute of Education, Nanyang 

Technological University  
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Appendix D:  Ethics approval by the Ministry of Education  
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Appendix E: Letter of invitation to participants issued in 2014 

Invitation to participate in a research study 

I am Cheryl Chen, a PhD candidate at the National Institute of Education (NIE) in Nanyang 
Technological University (NTU).  I am conducting a qualitative research study that will be 
submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy at 
NIE.   

The study is titled: Drama (in) Education: Perspectives and Practices of Primary and Secondary 
school teachers in the Singaporean classroom. 

The purpose of this study is to gain insight into local Singapore teachers’ understanding and 
practice of drama (in) education in their classroom.  Through our informal meetings at recent 
drama/education conferences, I believe that you would be a valuable ‘subject’ for this study.   

I believe this study could contribute to a better understanding of what drama (in) education 
means in the Singaporean context.  This study could also serve to identify common teacher 
beliefs and practices of drama (in) education that could help in the development of future 
teacher training programmes.  

In view of your teaching workload and responsibilities, the participation in this study would be 
over a period of 1 term (10 weeks).   

The methods of data collection involve no more than 2 hours of face-to-face time for interviews 
(audio recording); at least 5 lesson observations capped at a maximum of 10 (no video or audio 
recording); and the keeping of a reflective practice journal.   

As this study seeks to understand teacher beliefs and practices, you will not be identified by 
name in the final dissertation so as to ensure confidentiality.  All records will also be kept 
confidential in my secure possession so that all data provided will not be used to evaluate your 
performance as a teacher in any way.  It is also not my desire to critique your professional 
practice, rather I seek to understand and document your thoughts and processes.   

Your participation is voluntary and you may withdraw from the study at any time with no 
adverse repercussions. 

Thank you for expressing interest in this research study.  I hope to receive your support and 
your school’s permission for the research study.  Thereafter, I will apply for clearance of ethics 
with MOE and keep you informed and updated of the study regularly.   

Do contact me at (+65) 9851 7074 (m) or Cheryl.shurui@gmail.com (e) if you have any 
queries.  I hope to work closely with you and your school.   

Thank you for your time.  I hope to hear a favourable reply from you soon. 

Warm regards, 

Cheryl 
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Appendix F: Dates of Interviews  

All interviews were conducted in 2014. 

May 

Date of interview: Type of interview: Duration of interview: 

4 Jul 1. Group Planning  1:13:14 

11 Jul 2. Group Planning  2:00:46 

11 Sep 3. Group Planning 2:33:29 

18 Sep 1. Informal1 Pre-lesson interview 60 min 

18 Sep 2. Informal Post-lesson interview 45 min 

23 Sep 3. Formal First interview 32:33 

24 Sep 4. Informal Post-lesson interview 5 min 

25 Sep 5. Informal Post-lesson interview  20 min 

 

Taufiq 

Date of interview: Type of interview: Duration of interview: 

4 Jul 1. Group Planning  1:13:14 

11 Jul 2. Group Planning  2:00:46 

11 Sep 3. Group Planning 2:33:29 

29 Sep 1. Informal Post-lesson interview 5min 

1 Oct 2. Formal Final interview 20:32 

 

Rachel 

Date of interview: Type of interview: Duration of interview: 

24 Feb 1. Invitation to participate in 

research 

30 min 

4 Mar 2. Informal Pre-lesson interview 5min 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 As informal interviews were not tape recorded, an estimate of the duration of the interview is given 
from the field notes.   
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13 Mar 3. Formal First interview 33:46 

10 Apr 4. Informal Pre-lesson interview 30 min 

10 Apr 5. Informal Post-lesson interview 10 min 

5 June 6. Formal Final Interview 37:13 

 

Vicki 

Date of interview: Type of interview: Duration of interview: 

10 Apr 1. Invitation to participate in 

research 

30 min 

28 May 2. Formal First interview 20:00 

17 Jul 3. Informal Post-lesson interview 90 min 

13 Nov 4. Formal Final interview 1:56: 39  

 

Khairul 

Date of interview: Type of interview: Duration of interview: 

3 Mar 1. Invitation to participate in 

research 

30 min 

7 Mar 2. Informal interview 15 min 

16 Jul 3. Formal First interview 59:11:00 

23 Jul 4. Informal Pre-lesson interview 30 min 

6 Aug 5. Informal Pre-lesson interview 15 min 

6 Aug 6. Informal Post-lesson interview 40 min 

13 Aug 7. Informal Pre-lesson interview 45 min 

20 Aug 8. Informal Pre-lesson interview 30 min 

27 Aug 9. Informal Pre-lesson 15 min 

3 Sep 10. Formal Final interview  45:38:01 
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Devi 

Date of interview: Type of interview: Duration of Interview:  

14 Feb 1. Invitation to study 40 min 

2 Apr 2. Informal Post-lesson interview 20 min 

17 Apr 3. First formal interview 44:07:00 

23 Apr 4. Informal Pre-lesson interview 5 min 

24 Apr 5. Informal Post-lesson interview 40 min 

5 May 6. Informal Pre-lesson interview 5 min 

8 May 7. Final formal interview 21:04:00 

27 May 8. Informal Pre-lesson interview 5 min 

27 May  9. Informal Post-lesson interview 10 min 
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Appendix G: Example of Field Notes taken during Interviews 

An extract from Vicki’s final interview on 13th November 2014 (‘T’ represents 

‘teacher’, ‘SS’ represents ‘students’).   
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Appendix H: List of Semi-structured Interview Questions  

First interview (before or at the start of the 10-week observation period) 

Themes: Prompts: 
Teaching experience and 
background (general questions2)  
 

1. Describe your journey that led you into teaching. 
2. Describe your experience of teaching thus far.   
3. Which levels do you teach? 
4. What subjects do you teach?  
5. How long have you been teaching? 
 

Classroom practice (general 
questions)  

1. Describe what you believe to be a typical 
classroom setting in Singapore.  

2. Describe what you believe to be a typical 
classroom setting in your school.  

3. Describe what you believe to be a typical 
scenario in your classroom.  

4. How would you describe your students’ 
learning?  

 
Perceptions of drama [in] 
education3 
 

1. What do you understand by drama education?  
2. What do you understand by drama in education?  

Is there any difference in the two terms to you?  
3. How long have you been aware of the term/idea 

of drama [in] education? 
4. How would a classroom using drama look like?  
5. What do your colleagues think about drama [in] 

education?  
6. How do you think drama [in] education differ 

across countries?  
7. What do you think drama [in] education means in 

Singaporean classrooms?   
 

Practice of drama [in] education  
 

1. What does your classroom look like when you 
are using drama?  

2. How would you describe your students’ response 
to drama. 

3. How do lessons differ when you use/do not use 
drama in your classroom?  

4. How long have you been applying drama [in] 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 General questions are to better understand the background of the teacher and overall teaching beliefs 
and practices 

3 The term ‘drama [in] education’ was used during the time of data collection to denote ‘drama education’ 
and ‘drama in education’ with the former as a term for the teaching of drama and the latter the use of 
drama for educational aims.  Subsequently, during the data analysis process, ‘drama in education’ was 
further unpacked to ‘drama as pedagogy’ to indicate more precisely the application of drama as an 
instructional method, as explained in Chapter One. 
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education? 
5. How did you get started? 
6. How have you been applying drama [in] 

education? 
7. What has your experience been in applying 

drama [in] education?  
8. Why do you apply drama [in] education?   
9. What do you hope to achieve through drama [in] 

education?  
10. What do you think is the value of drama [in] 

education? 
11.  What difference has drama [in] education made 

to your teaching?  
 

Teacher professional 
development (general questions)  

1. What can you do to enhance your students’ 
learning?  

2. How would you like to improve on your lessons?  
3. What methods of support do you feel would be 

helpful to your further professional 
development?  

 
 

Final interview (After or at the end of the 10-week observation period)  

Themes: Prompts: 
Classroom practice  1. How have your lessons using drama been in the 

past 10 weeks? 
2. Describe key moments in your lessons. 
 

Changes in perceptions of 
drama [in] education  
 

1. How has the practice of keeping a reflective 
journal been for you?  

2. Describe key moments in your reflective 
journey.  

3. What do you understand about drama [in] 
education now since this research project?   

4. Describe the value of drama [in] education to 
you and your teaching.  

5. What do you think introducing drama [in] 
education might contribute to Singaporean 
classrooms?   
 

Evolution of practice of drama 
[in] education  
 

1. What difference has drama [in] education made 
to your teaching?  

2. Would you continue to apply drama [in] 
education?  Why/Why not?  

3. What difficulties have you encountered in the 
past 10 weeks?  
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Teacher professional 
development 

1. What can you do to help enhance your students’ 
learning? 

2. How would you like to improve on your drama 
lessons? 

3. Do you think it would be useful to introduce 
drama across the curricula in your classroom 
teaching?   

4. What methods of support do you feel would be 
helpful to your further professional development 
in using drama in your classroom?  
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Appendix I: Dates of Lesson Observation  

All observations were conducted in 2014.  

Lesson 

observation 

May Taufiq Rachel Vicki Khairul Devi 

1 18 Sep 29 Sep 4 Mar 17 Jul 16 Jul 2 Apr 

2 23 Sep 1Oct 1 Apr 21 Jul 23 Jul 17 Apr 

3 24 Sep  3 Apr 31 Jul 6 Aug 23 Apr 

4 25 Sep  10 Apr  13 Aug 24 Apr 

5   16 May  20 Aug 7 May 

6     27 Aug 8 May 

7     3 Sep 21 May  

8      27 May 

9      28 May 
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Appendix J: Sample Lesson Observation Plan  

Date: 

Venue: 

Teacher: 

Subject: 

Class level: 

Class size: 

Number of periods/duration:  

 

Layout of venue (e.g. desks, chairs, door): 

 

 

 

 

Time (in 5 minute 

durations)  

(Starting from 

______ to ______  

Observation of 

activities  

 

Preliminary notes  

(Reflection in 

action) 

Reflection on 

observation  

Date: __________ 
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Appendix K: Example of Field Notes made during Lesson Observations 

 

Based on Rachel’s lesson observation on 1 April 2014 (p. 1)4 (‘T’ represents ‘teacher’, 

‘SS’ represents ‘students’, ‘Tg’ represents ‘teaching’). 

. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4  To ensure that legibility is not compromised by a smaller font size, each of the facing page of the field 
notes was scanned and is included here individually.   
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Rachel’s lesson observation on 1 April 2014 (p. 2).  
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Appendix L: Summary of Data Collected  

Name: Lesson 

observations: 

Total no. of 

interviews: 

Formal 

interviews: 

Informal 

interviews: 

Group planning 

meetings: 

May 4 5 1 4 3 

Taufiq 2 2 1 1 3 

Devi 9 9 2 7 NA 

Rachel 5 6 3 3 NA 

Vicki 3 4 3 1 NA 

Khairul 6 10 3 7 NA 
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Appendix M: Example of Vignette Transcribed from an Interview 

Based on Taufiq’s interview on 1 October 2014 (‘T’ represents ‘teacher’, ‘SS’ 

represents ‘students’, ‘Tg’ represents ‘teaching’).  
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Appendix N: Example of ‘Others’ Coding in Concept Mapping 

Extracted from the section of ‘others’ from Devi’s concept map (‘T’ represents 

‘teacher’, ‘SS’ represents ‘students’, ‘Tg’ represents ‘teaching’). 
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Appendix O: Example of Causation Coding in Concept Mapping 

Extracted from the section of causation from Devi’s concept map (‘T’ represents 

‘teacher’, ‘SS’ represents ‘students’, ‘Tg’ represents ‘teaching’).
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Appendix P: Example of First Iteration of Values Coding 

Extracted from the section of values, beliefs and attitude from Devi’s concept map (‘T’ 

represents ‘teacher’, ‘SS’ represents ‘students’, ‘Tg’ represents ‘teaching’). 
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Appendix Q: Example of Second Iteration of Values Coding 

Analysis from Khairul’s concept map. 

Teacher beliefs About students as 
learners 

Students are engaged in lessons through 
different tasks 

  As performers in the classroom who 
interact with the teacher who is an actor 
and director. 

 About the process of 
learning 

Assessment as a key component of 
learning through the use of clear rubrics 
that reflect learning objectives 

  Learning should be enjoyable  
  To learn through exploration and making 

mistakes  
  Learning takes place within the drama and 

not through worksheets 
 Drama is useful For critical thinking and higher forms of 

thinking 
  Independent learning 
  Asking and answering provocative 

questions 
  Finding joy and meaning in play 
 Role of Teacher Create learning conditions by providing 

students with a safe space and time to think 
  To provide students with opportunities to 

succeed 
  To push students’ thinking through 

questioning and seizing teachable moments 
  To demonstrate and inspire passion in 

students  
  To be pedagogically aware of how drama 

strategies lead to learning  
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Appendix R: Example of Generating Categories from Themes  

Based on the themes generated from Khairul’s interviews.  (‘T’ represents ‘teacher’, 

‘SS’ represents ‘students’, ‘Tg’ represents ‘teaching’) 
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Appendix S: Example of Field Notes taken during Informal Interviews 

Based on Taufiq’s post-lesson interview on 29 September 2014. 
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Appendix T: Example of Coding on Field notes made during Lesson Observations 

Extract taken from Vicki’s lesson observation on 21st July 2014 (p. 1)5 where the codes 

were taken from the reflection-on-action column. (‘T’ represents ‘teacher’, ‘SS’ 

represents ‘students’, ‘Tg’ represents ‘teaching’) 

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5  To ensure that legibility is not compromised by a smaller font size, each of the facing page of the field 
notes was scanned and is included here individually.   
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Extract taken from Vicki’s lesson observation on 21st July 2014 (p. 2). 
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Appendix U: Example of the Final Analysis  

Based on the themes that emerged from Taufiq’s group planning meetings, formal and 

informal interviews, and lesson observations. 

Categories Themes Codes 
   
Causation Context School initiative—partnership 

under TTAP 
 Personal background Teacher’s art background 
 Drama provides a 

different form of 
learning 

Through being in role, as a hands-
on activity 

 Drama creates a world 
of experience  

An aesthetic approach that aids 
learning  

   
Teacher Beliefs About students as 

learners 
Students need written work to 
concretise learning 

  Students need concrete links and 
relationships between concepts to 
learn, hands-on activities can 
provide the links.   

  Weaker students cannot learn 
through words but need to see 
patterns 

 About the process of 
learning 

Remembering/Memorising is 
foundational to learning 

  Classroom participation does not 
equate to learning 

 Drama allows for Engaging students 
  Learning (but not retention or 

memory) 
  Assessing students’ understanding  
 About the role of 

teachers 
To provide a safe classroom space 
for learning 

  To build student knowledge and 
help students to remember 
learning by providing tools for 
them to learn 

  To help students to pass 
examinations 

  To not give up on students 
   
Challenges to using 
drama  

Drama is not 
efficacious for 
examination 
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Categories Themes Codes 
preparation  

 Time No time to use drama in the rush 
to complete the curriculum  

 Profile of students Teacher believes that weaker 
students need drill and practice, 
cannot make links between drama 
and learning.  Hence drama is 
irrelevant to him.  
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Appendix V: Example of Comparing Themes across Participants   

The following are the themes that emerged from May’s group planning meetings, 

formal and informal interviews, and lesson observations, which subsequently served as 

a comparison to Taufiq’s analysis (see Appendix U). 

Categories Themes Key idea 
   
Causation Context School initiative—partnership 

under TTAP 
 Personal background Enthusiastic about trying new 

approaches/techniques to teaching 
  

 
Has participated in a drama-based 
social studies class for teachers 

 Drama provides a 
different form of 
learning 

By introducing a storyline, does 
not necessarily involve acting 

  Is a hands-on approach to 
teaching 

   
Teacher Beliefs About students as 

learners 
Academically weaker students are 
unable to retain learning and 
require more guidance 

  Peer & group learning is useful  
 About the process of 

learning 
Rote learning is the most effective 
approach for weaker students  

  Written work is necessary to the 
learning process, to concretise 
learning and assess learning 

 About drama Useful in the long run but requires 
too much time to plan and align 
drama activities with curriculum 
objectives 

  Drama is just fun but there is no 
learning 

  Conflicted: Drama is both 
relevant & not relevant for all 
subjects 

  Drama is not useful for assessing 
learning because students can 
copy from each other in the 
presentation of their work  

 Drama is useful To interact with students 
differently within the dramatic 
framework 

  Reinforcing learning by acting as 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Library and Information Services Centre, National Institute of Education.



Attempting Drama as Pedagogy in Singapore 337	  

Categories Themes Key idea 
another form of drilling 

  To increase student interest and 
student engagement, which can 
lead to increased motivation  

  To elicit student thought 
 Role of the teacher To prepare students for 

examinations 
  To identify common questions 

and question types that are tested 
  Guide students and scaffold 

learning 
   
Challenges to using 
drama 

Drama is not 
efficacious for 
examination 
preparation 

 

 Time  Lack of time to prepare lessons 
and to conduct drama-based 
lessons.  Students also need time 
to understand drama and to make 
connections for learning.   
 

 Perception of students Teacher believes that students 
cannot see the link between drama 
and learning  

 Teacher’s preferred 
teaching style 

Direct, teacher-centred teaching 
preferred over student-centred 
learning. 

 Lack of community  No support and help from 
colleagues. 
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W: Example of Khairul’s Drama Marking Scheme 

Assessment Rubrics for Performance 
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