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From the Editor
Welcome to the first edition of JEDA for 2021, celebrating a range of drama teachers voices and 

personal journeys. 

The idea for this special ‘themed’ edition emerged in anticipation of this year’s Raise Your Voice 

Drama NSW state conference in May.

Thinking about how we might hear further inspiring stories from a range of ‘voices’, I asked four 

drama educators – a preservice teacher, an early career teacher, a mid-career/leader and a late-

career educator/academic – to each write a personal essay on the key ideas that defined their 

teaching journey. I thought it would be great to hear about the signature ideas and/or people 

that have inspired their engagement with drama and theatre and their passion for teaching.

These educators were asked to choose ideas and/or plays/playwrights/practitioners (or one of 

each) that are core to their teaching philosophy and/or identity as a drama teacher. I asked them 

to share the ideas that inspire them and are fundamental to their approach to and understanding 

of teaching drama and theatre. I have asked them to share their inspiring and robust knowledge 

of our artform, as well as their insights into the art and craft of being a drama educator. 

The results are a diverse mix of the conceptual and the personal – and each essay reflects the 

uniqueness of the educator and the richness of the artform that we love so much.

Lincoln Gidney has shared his aspirations as a new career teacher – his goals of spontaneity and 

differentiation and interdisciplinary collaboration.

Genevieve de Souza has shared her love of ‘the moment’ – in learning, in theatre, in teaching 

practice and in collaborative creativity. 

Tahnae Luke has shared her insights into creativity through physicality – the theory and practice 

of movement in drama and theatre. 

Associate Professor Mary Mooney has shared her journey from practitioner, classroom teacher, 

resource and curriculum writer to academic, emphasising the ideas and practitioners that framed 

her practice, but also the many people that have challenged, supported, inspired and taught her 

along the way. 

Each essay reflects the distinct ‘place’ these teachers find themselves in their drama teacher 

journey – but all reflect the passion and deep knowledge we share as educators and the importance 

of collaboration and generosity. 

I hope you find moments of inspiration and knowledge creation in these varied stories of drama 

teachers and their teaching journeys! 

We all know that change is afoot. With both the NSW and the National curriculum documents 

under review, we need to remember what it is that we do and the importance of the rigour and 
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the magic in our subject. We also need to know what is at stake with these changes. As drama 

teachers, we often avoid ‘the politics’ and just get on with our great teaching. But, perhaps, it’s 

time to spend a moment, reflect on our practice, remember why we do what we do and who we do 

it for, and get involved in protecting and championing the fundamentals of our art form. 

In the National Curriculum, in particular, there are moves to change the framework around 

how the arts are taught to one that really does not fit our discipline. I encourage you to read the 

proposed changes, have a look at the Drama Australia response, and raise your voice in support 

of our subject. Have your say and fight for the processes at the core of what we do – the making, 

the performing and the appreciating/critically responding. 

---

The next issue will be a special Pedagogy edition – where I will be asking teachers to share 

strategies, approaches, and scaffolds for teaching our core ideas – improvisation, playbuilding, 

dramatic styles and conventions, and approaches to texts. 

If you would like to contribute, look out for Drama NSW emails and social media posts for the 

details and deadlines.

Paul Gardiner 

Drama NSW JEDA Editor
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What can a Pre-service teacher do? 
The contributions and capacities of pre-service teachers to 
uphold quality drama education

LINCOLN GIDNEY 

Lincoln Gidney is in his final year of studying a Bachelor of Arts/Bachelor of Education (Secondary) 

double degree in Theatre & Performance Studies and Mathematics at the University of Sydney. 

At university, he has been involved with the Education & Social Work Society and was President of 

the Sydney University Dramatic Society (SUDS). He also works as a technical theatre educator in 

schools and as a lighting designer and director in student and independent theatre.

As pre-service teachers, we come to our professional experience classrooms with a catalogue of 

academic literature and a peripheral awareness that we are being assessed on an act most of us 

have had little opportunity to practice. The theoretical ‘teacherly’ underpinnings are present; 

however, the lived experience and practical understandings are inevitably lacking. Expert, 

experienced supervising teachers may benevolently bestow sage wisdom upon us, but the gap 

between that theory and our enacted teaching practice is vast. Understandably, the experience 

is anxiety-inducing for most education students about to commence their first ‘prac’. I distinctly 

remember the chorus of “But how do we…” questions berating the tutor in the last tutorial before 

my cohort first set out onto prac. We were desperately looking for a practical methodology that 

can only be found in the classroom, teaching and dealing with face-to-face issues. In the complex 

field of teacher education, experience is king. Social capital often comes in the form of anecdotal 

wisdom gleaned from particularly challenging classes, and the longer a teacher’s service, the 

more weight their advice carries. When one is, by definition, lacking in such experience, unable 

to be focussed and directed by previous interactions, what informs teaching practice? What ideas 

shape the nascent pedagogy and practice of the student-teacher?

Keep in the moment
“Each moment, taken alone, was always bearable.” (Cameron 2012, 97)

The work of a student-teacher within an unfamiliar classroom is a minefield of nightmares about 

the scope of teaching. Fundamentally, the ‘praccie’ has little to no knowledge of the students’ 

circumstances, their prior learning, the complete program of drama learning or how the 4-6 

weeks of teaching they complete will affect the students. Rapidly, the enormity of the task at hand 

becomes evident; a sense of impending disaster can sit as a cloud above each choice the pre-service 

teacher makes. In a collection of guiding essays on the work of the artist, Julia Cameron (2012, 

97) posits a different perspective, “Each moment, taken alone, was always bearable”. Any task, 

especially educational work, taken in its totality is insurmountable. Our students’ knowledge sits 

within unseen, unknown, yet infinitely complex and paralysing contexts; however, the immediate 

is achievable. Especially in teaching drama, students are endlessly presenting and performing 
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ideas, conceptualisations and understandings. The nature of these presentations is transient, 

but as exhibitions of learning, they are always significant. Holding this reminder to focus on the 

immediate and to let go of what was planned or what should have been completed can transform 

a lesson into a deep investigation that remains significant to the students. 

Dean of Graduate Research at Flinders University, Professor Tara Brabazon, hits on a similar 

theme while speaking informally on procrastination in the process of writing; “Live in the present. 

Procrastination pushes you to the future or the past. Live in the now. Write that sentence now” 

(Brabazon 2019). Drama education has an almost unique sense of temporality. Students are 

regularly required to enact their understandings immediately, performing and publicly sharing 

their learning processes and conceptualisations. In other fields, a teacher has a greater allowance 

to be thinking forward in time. However, the work in the drama classroom demands attention in 

the instant of enaction; there is no writing down the answer and checking later, only the exhibition 

of learning that happens within an instant. As a pre-service teacher, reminding myself of the 

immediacy of drama teaching can act as a balm for the anxiety surrounding the work. Reorienting 

one’s teaching to face the current needs of the students in a given class is a fundamental aspect 

of good pedagogy as it allows for the plethora of psychological and academic stresses to subside 

and for the student’s learning to take centre stage.

You can use what you know – differentiate and improvise

“That is not correct, no. As to the meaning it is not correct, as to the meaning. It is not very beautiful 

but I am not speaking about that.”

– Bertolt Brecht testifying to the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC 1947)

Moving from the philosophical to the practical, being a pre-service teacher immersed in the 

world of tertiary academia can afford unique creative and logistical opportunities to approach 

drama education in new ways. While a pre-service teacher may be a novice at the work done 

in the classroom, they often carry untapped knowledge applied in school settings. Regularly, 

the academic work conducted alongside the Education units at university, in Theatre and 

Performance Studies or similar courses, directly applies to most areas of study at school. 

While the level and speed of content in a tertiary context is inevitably higher than that of what 

is expected of high school students, the craft of teaching is to make the unapproachable and 

obtuse, understandable and achievable. Developing this depth of knowledge into accessible 

ideas and lesson foundations that can serve diverse educational contexts is fundamentally an 

exercise in differentiation. Once again, differentiation in the unfamiliar context of professional 

experience or entering a school as a new hire is a challenge. Our educational standards call us 

to: “Know our students and how they learn. Know the content and how to teach it. Plan for and 

implement effective teaching and learning” (NESA 2021), among many other things. These 

specific standards demand a differentiated and sound learning experience in our classrooms. 

However, we are often at a loss compared to an experienced teacher’s deep knowledge of the 

students in their class. However, a pre-service teacher’s developing knowledge of the topics 

covered in drama gives them the capacity to respond to the myriad of individual differences in 
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needs they encounter in the classroom. Appreciating that, while relative novices in the field of 

teaching, the knowledge we bring to schools and classrooms is valuable and allows us to create 

new understandings for our students. By providing a broad range of resources and laying out 

multiple pathways to knowledge (Churchill 2019, 248) through the development of complex 

understandings into manageable learning opportunities, students are offered the chance to 

experiment and construct new knowledge through diverse materials. As a result, the student-

teacher can approach their classes with openness and agility, which allows them to respond 

to any exhibition of learning, knowing they are providing for the wide range of educational 

backgrounds they are facing.

As is typical for pre-service teachers, this understanding manifested in my teaching practice 

unintentionally at first. When developing a lesson within a unit of work on Brecht, I was reminded 

of a transcript shared as a reading in a course titled Performance: Process and Collaboration, 

coordinated by Associate Professor Ian Maxwell. The recording and subsequent transcript 

are Bertolt Brecht’s testimony to the US House of Representative’s Un-American Activities 

Committee (HUAC 1947). The testimony is Brecht’s denial of communism, associations with 

communist communities, and writing of communist works. This testimony and the surrounding 

witch-hunt were the compelling force for leaving the USA permanently the next day. As a basis 

for a classroom contextual discussion on Brecht, the transcript is a goldmine. The McCarthyistic 

inquiry, the dogged interrogation of any hint of communist agenda and the background 

information on Brecht, given as evidence, serve to develop a text that speaks loudly to the 

themes affecting Brecht’s life and work. However, the transcript has an even more profound 

quality, elucidated by some former students’ work in the classroom. When using different 

sections of the transcript as the basis for an in-class performance and subsequent analysis 

of content, a group of students took it upon themselves to exhibit the verbatim script, which 

had previously been enacted in a realistic style, as a Brechtian performance. Suddenly the text 

took on a new life, becoming akin to the Lehrstücke in educating on the plight of the communist 

revolution against capitalist resistance. The characters and setting are vivid and intrinsically 

theatrical, having been compared to “a zoologists’ being cross-examined by apes, [the hearing] 

was a polite exercise in cunning and duplicity” (Lyon 2014,  329). The hearing is beyond rich, 

and in hindsight, is screaming for a Brechtian performance. The process of moving from pre-

service to early career to proficient and lead teaching is aligned with this continual improvement 

and cycle of realisations of different ways to teach a topic. This transcript is a profound and 

broadly applicable resource that can be used as a part of differentiated lessons for a broad range 

of students and becomes a part of a large catalogue any teacher may have at their disposal. 

The testimony can serve as a simple illumination of theatrical context, as the foundation for 

an investigation into Brecht’s ideas, concerns and philosophies or even as an analytically rich 

script in itself. Each teacher carries tremendous expert, specialised knowledge in their field. 

Experienced, full-time teachers have programs and units of work filled with opportunities for 

deep learning and are continually finding new ways to challenge their students. Pre-service 

teachers have similar capacities to use their wide range of experiences and interests to create 

deep, applicable and exciting learning opportunities for students.
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Look for opportunities to be interdisciplinary

“It is like building a house in which different materials are laid down layer by layer from the 

foundations to the roof. The materials must be put in place carefully and in a logical order, or the 

building will not stand up properly.” (Mitchell 2008, 115)

Finally, pre-service teachers can find solace and confidence in their ability to enact creative 

teaching practices. This creativity often manifests as a penchant for interdisciplinary engagement 

and reformulating curriculum areas through un-silo-ing knowledge. Most secondary education 

degrees currently require a speciality in at least two curriculum areas, with some students 

electing to specialise even more broadly. Hence, most pre-service teachers have diverse skills 

that speak across departments and reflect our students’ diverse academic studies. This broad 

base of knowledge is no substitute for the immense knowledge that results from actually 

educating scores of children but does mean that pre-service teachers are constantly developing 

new learning systems and lesson topics to use in their classroom based on their varied skillset. 

My curriculum areas are Drama and Mathematics; two fields are often seen as almost entirely 

abstracted from each other. Furthermore, there is a pervasive sense in the later years of high school 

that students must adhere to a single academic paradigm; there is a fallacy in wider society that 

students can exhibit an aptitude for the humanities or the sciences but rarely both. However, the 

shifting focus in schools and educational discourse towards interdisciplinarity demands that we 

inform our teaching ideas across fields, and hopefully, in turn, challenges these societal notions of 

singular aptitude. This integration is not always easy, but “at the very core of interdisciplinary and 

transdisciplinary learning models is the welcoming of complexity” (Kaufman, Moss, and Osborn 

2008, 182). Some of this interdisciplinary work is quick and easily applicable. For example, 

English often has units that focus on plays or rhetoric skills, and collaboration between those 

departments is natural. Similarly, engaging the historical skills of students and teachers when 

investigating theatrical styles serves to build a deeper understanding of the foundations of the 

dramatic work. 

However, we can look deeper. By critically analysing the elements of theatrical practice often 

taken for granted, or by looking at how Drama may add another layer to other learning areas, we 

may gain a capacity to integrate interdisciplinary learning outside of the traditional crossovers. 

While this seems like an intimidating idea for a pre-service teacher to apply, looking for these 

thematic links within the work happening in a drama classroom can open up many opportunities 

for interdisciplinary learning. For instance, investigating the foundations of production elements 

can often illuminate unseen educational links. Within lighting design alone, there are numerous 

links to STEM fields. Investigating additive and subtractive colour mixing used in LED and 

incandescent lights has close links to spectra of light waves often examined in science and physics 

classes. Within the same thematic cord, the construction of lighting fixtures almost invariably 

uses lensing effects, which are immediately related to physics inquiry into light. Additionally, 

modern LED lights use DMX protocol, which operates on a simple binary computer system, 

directly linking to computer science and number theory concepts like index laws in Mathematics. 

This process of finding unknown links is unending. I recently listened to an Engineering Studies 
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teacher talking about circuit diagrams and modern power systems. Tri-phase power systems 

were mentioned as a vital part of that syllabus. Almost all modern lighting systems use tri-phase 

power systems to run their lights. These foundational links in diverse fields exist in every element 

of theatre. Costume design is closely linked with cultural studies in Geography. Set design has 

accords with construction and geometry in mathematics. 

These relationships and opportunities for interdisciplinary learning can only be improved by 

cross-curricular collaboration. Often pre-service teachers express a desire to observe and work 

with teachers from a range of departments in their professional experience, as they have a lighter 

load and fewer responsibilities than full-time teachers. As a result, they have an opportunity 

to realise Drama’s interdisciplinary capacity that extends beyond understanding foundational 

concepts that lie in other areas. Assessments and learning become more diverse and accessible 

when engaged through drama, and other syllabus areas are moving to be less focussed on 

written examination. For example, mathematics now requires a maximum of 1 assessment in 

year 12 to be a formal examination (NESA 2019, 8). This shifting landscape is an opportunity 

for Drama to shine as an innately interdisciplinary field of learning and rigorous in its capacity 

to assess understandings. Organising such activities and long-running collaborations is 

difficult. However, the benefits are found in proving drama as a widely applicable area of study. 

For example, an investigation into financial mathematics, commerce and business studies 

can only be improved by including students acting as shop-owners, adopting motivations, 

persuasive techniques and objectives. Drama has historically been relegated to being relevant 

only for those willing to sign up for biannual school plays or take on the subject in their senior 

units. However, Drama builds upon the foundations of a wide range of disciplines to create 

tangible meaning. The study of the subject relies on broad foundations to synthesise affective 

performances and deep understandings of human action. It is also a mechanism through 

which we can develop practices that speak to the diverse needs and abilities to demonstrate 

knowledge our students exhibit.

Conclusion
A myriad of anxieties often mires a pre-service teacher’s experience within a school. However, 

the circumstances surrounding the professional experience allow us to rethink how we engage 

with drama education and allow freedom to engage with teaching practices in new ways. As a 

pre-service teacher, our experience, especially in drama, must be focused on the immediate 

circumstance, looking towards the current performances of learning the students are exhibiting. 

By facing our practice in the classroom towards students, rather than hitting outcomes, we 

can mitigate some of the anxieties surrounding the class and try to uphold quality teaching 

standards. Furthermore, pre-service teachers exhibit a capacity and access to complex ideas and 

resources through their tertiary education. All teachers are experts, and pre-service teachers 

invariably carry expert knowledge about their fields. The challenge and craft of teaching are to 

communicate our expertise to students of all contexts and aptitudes, a talent honed over the 

years by experienced teachers. However, this does not exclude pre-service teachers engaging 
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in this work, including rethinking drama as an avenue for deep interdisciplinary knowledge 

and assessment. As a  pre-service teacher, I am still formulating my pedagogy throughout each 

experience I have in a classroom. My ideas, plans, conceptualisations, and methodologies change 

and reform with each class; however, these ideas have consistently underpinned how I approach 

teaching drama.
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This is The Moment 
A Personal Essay on The Art of Teaching Theatrical Magic

GENEVIEVE DE SOUZA 

Genevieve de Souza started her theatre career in the womb when her mum performed in a musical 

while pregnant. Since then, she has taken every opportunity to explore and experience theatre in 

its many varied forms. She has been a teacher at Epping Boys High School since 2018 and has 

tutored in programs run by The Arts Unit, including the metropolitan Ensembles program and 

State Drama Camp. When not making, performing, and appreciating, she spends her time with 

her inimitable partner, Doug, and shaky cat, Arnott, who hold all her most treasured moments.

Introduction
Moments in the drama are fundamental to the pacing of the dramatic action. The tempo, which 

refers to the management of time in a broad sense, is often punctuated by the moment. The precise 

use of time from one moment to the next is called timing. It is an integral factor in building dramatic 

tension. The control or manipulation of key moments affects the audience’s engagement and 

understanding of the performance. (Board of Studies, 2003, p. 40)

Moments in theatre defy definition, precisely because a moment is something that demands to 

be felt. They reside in that intangible, liminal space between performer/s and audience, where 

the air seems to change with invisible pulses that connect the sensory experience to visceral 

meaning. And yet, the moment must be somehow definable as we strive to teach our students 

how to harness its power. 

In my time as a theatre viewer, maker and educator, it is these transient instances of complete 

engagement that continue to fascinate and inspire me. It is the eternal chase for that elusive, 

authentic moment that drives my teaching and is the foundation of my responsiveness in the 

classroom. The beauty of moment-based teaching is that your students become your fellow 

treasure hunters, mining the work as it occurs in real-time. I often use the term ‘theatrical magic’ 

with my classes, trying to push them to find that living kernel that cannot be captured in any other 

medium; the beating heart of live theatre that is the very reason we remember these experiences 

long after they occur. Truly, there is nothing more exciting than when we all turn to look at each 

other and say, “that’s it.”

Below, I will attempt to define several broad categories of ‘moment’ that are core to my teaching 

of theatre and the plays, experiences and practitioners that have shaped what I have come to 

see as an overarching philosophy. Like a spring chicken in my fourth year of teaching, I do not 

pretend that I have anything revolutionary to offer. Instead, I hope this personal essay inspires 

other teachers – beginning or otherwise – to trust their instincts, try new things, see more theatre 

and embrace failure in their quest for theatrical magic.
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The Moment in Print: First Seeing the Magic through Magical 
Thinking
The first time I experienced the theatrical moment in print was when my high school English 

teacher, the inimitable Virginia Woods, lent me a copy of the play The Year of Magical Thinking by 

Joan Didion. In the opening pages, she writes: 

I said we would stay in, I would build the fire. 

The fire was the point. 

In California we heated our homes by building fires. In Malibu we built fires even on summer evenings, 

because the fog came in. Fires said we were home, we had drawn the circle, we were safe through 

the night.

I built the fire. I drew the circle. 

I have no memory of what I meant to have for dinner. 

Memory stops. The time freezes. You’ll find that’s something that happens. 

I warned you. I’m telling you what you need to know. 

You see me on this stage, you sit next to me on a plane, you run into me at dinner, you know what 

happened to me. 

You don’t want to think it could happen to you. 

That’s why I’m here.

(Didion, 2008, pp. 1-2)

It still absolutely captivates me. The circle, keeping the fires burning, the singular woman on the 

stage; this was my first sense of that remarkable feeling when words, motion, image, and actor 

combined into one powerful representation of home and profound loss. Didion’s writing taught 

me the critical difference between poetry and theatricality. As I read on, I had so many moments 

of feeling that we’re more than just fleeting poetics: it was my first experience of the story as stage 

and stage as story. 

I am yet to be lucky enough to see a live production of this play, but in the classroom, this is one of my 

go-to texts for budding playwrights, as a prime example of what held moments and theatricality 

look like in the writing of theatre. I genuinely believe this play started me on the journey towards 

seeking the moments that speak to something primal within us. It’s my touchstone when I want 

to remind myself what the magic looks like and how to begin deciphering it.

The Moment as an Audience: Visceral Meaning
Didion’s magic aside, I am not very good at reading plays. Much to my bank balance’s despair, I 

much prefer to experience them in their natural habitat. I have been privileged with a wide variety 

of theatre experiences, wildly good, wildly bad and just plain wild. Amongst it all, I have come to 

treasure the word ‘visceral’ as fundamental to an understanding of the theatrical moment. 

Theatrical magic demands to be felt. In 2012, I visited London with my sister and was lucky enough 

to see Les Misérables on the West End. I don’t know that I have ever felt so gut-wrenchingly excited 
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as when those sweeping violins that book-end the prologue and signal the start of ‘At the End of 

the Day’ began to soar. The swell of the orchestra playing that famous violin motif is a full-body 

feeling of outright majesty, and I remember wanting to squeal right then and there. In 2019, I 

relived this moment in the audience for our production of Les Mis, as the parents and friends filling 

our humble school hall marvelled at what we were sharing with them. I mention this because it 

demonstrates the power we are trying to show our students. The community does not experience 

theatre; it actively creates it. The special, collective experience – the gnawing excitement and 

captivation shared with those around us – that we carry forward from any performance. The 

audience is physiologically involved in any given moment. 

It is these memories that inform my understanding of what we ask our students to engage with. 

No matter what theatre style, it is the visceral experience we want our students to both create 

and write about, particularly in Stage 6. These moments from my own experience as an audience 

member shape how I guide my classes to find the moments that speak to them in tangible ways. 

During my time at university, I saw the black comedy Mr Kolpert performed at ATYP. The moment 

in this play when a mutilated human body unexpectedly falls out of the fridge is one that is 

strong in my memory. I recall the sudden slap of the limp, blood-covered flesh as the body fell 

out backwards, with its back to the floor, legs still cramped awkwardly up into the interior of the 

fridge. As soon as the body had been revealed, I sensed the physical reaction of my friend Sarah 

sitting next to me, hearing her intake of breath and the shifting of her position, which matched 

my squirming. It was both confronting and captivating.

As I guided my first HSC class through their study of The Lieutenant of Inishmore, I returned to 

this moment when we laid down a tarpaulin in the classroom and covered it with several cans of 

bright red foods and mannequin parts, creating a ‘bloody’ mess of guts and limbs. While cutting 

up bodies, Donny raised one finger, articulating his emphatic point that it was “the principle 

of the thing!” (McDonagh, 2009, p.55) before letting his hand fall back into the blood with a 

loud, wet slap. That punctuating squelch earned an audible noise of disgust from the audience, 

followed by scattered laughter. Many of my students wrote about this moment in their final 

essays because it was a moment they fully engaged with on a strong, spontaneous level. I could 

try to recreate this moment with other classes, but the real beauty is when students chart their 

path to finding that real, immediate response – sometimes in the unexpected. Taking the time 

to collect these fresh moments with new groups of students has become one of the core pillars 

of my work in the Drama space.

While this may read as a piecemeal recount of my memories, I try to convey how significant my 

own theatre experiences shape my teaching and how my instances of deep, instinctive reaction 

have continually inspired my hunt for these responsive moments in the classroom. I recognise 

that I write from a distinct position of privilege, having financial and geographical leverage to 

access live theatre for myself and my students. Nonetheless, one of the best parts of teaching 

in this space is being able to find and share with each class their very own suspended moments 

of tangible response as an audience and teach them to crave the whole-body feeling that 

accompanies the authentic, theatrical moment. It’s this experience-sharing that drives me to try 
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new things and discover new approaches through collective risk-taking. We do not sit and read 

theatre; we enact, push, and engage in a collaborative process of experimentation, often born of 

things I witness in other rooms and on different stages. 

The Moment as Strangeness: Pushing Boundaries of Theatrical 
Expectation 
Other stages often yield new ways of thinking about theatre. In 2015, I was in the audience for one 

of Adena Jacob’s Wizard of Oz previews at Belvoir St Theatre. I had never heard of Adena Jacobs and 

was unfamiliar with her largely image-based approach. Jacob’s Wizard of Oz (2015) was a complete 

sensory overload, moving through psychological spaces and surreal images with a rapid-fire 

intensity that left me with more questions than answers. There was one particular moment when 

the ‘lion’ – face tightly distorted by what looked like crossed lines of tape and wearing a mane of 

raggedy red wig – stepped forward to a single, silver microphone that descended from the ceiling, 

and started to sing. It was a slow, jazzy number, soulful and melancholic. I don’t remember the 

words, but I remember being transfixed by the soulful sound of the lament. Then the lion closed 

their mouth and stopped singing, but the sorrowful voice somehow continued without missing 

a beat. For a suspended moment, I struggled to reconcile those two seemingly incongruent facts 

before me; the body stifled, but the voice still emanating. It was haunting. It reminded me of that 

beautiful but strange scene in David Lynch’s Mulholland Drive, where the singer’s body caves and 

collapses, but the acapella song continues, filled with sorrow. 

Adena Jacobs is known to push boundaries in her direction, as I experienced again in her 

more recent production of Titus Andronicus (2019). While that production was certainly not for 

everyone, with its very confronting and unrelenting images of violent assault, there is something 

powerful in exploring the divide between expected human experience and the strangeness we 

can create in theatre through even small, unpredictable moments. In a recent workshop of Kate 

Mulvany’s stage adaptation of Jasper Jones, I encouraged my Year 11 students to experiment with 

a similar interplay of body and voice on the stage. Using their phones, they pre-recorded some 

of Charlie and Jasper’s lines and then used laptops to arrange their sound cues. In one of their 

final performances, a monologue that began as live delivery gave way seamlessly to the recorded 

voice while the actor became still on stage, then slowly began to move to the soft blue light that 

represented the edge of the dam. As an audience, the class recognised something significant 

in this, with the unexpected vocal transition connecting us more powerfully to the character’s 

transition to private worlds of internal thought and the physiological vulnerability that comes 

with it. Even this very small strangeness of one voice in two distinct modes disrupted their 

views of a ‘monologue’. It moved them towards the expression of feeling through more than just 

Stanislavskian emotion.   

The Moment as Ensemble: Devising and Mining for Gold
Moving on from enacted scripts, the central idea of the ensemble has quickly become the 

driving force of my approach to playbuilding. There are many rich moments to be mined from 
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ensemble workshops, which excites me most, as all devised moments are entirely unique. The 

development of these smaller workshops into a sustained performance also relies on recognising 

which exact moments capture some nugget of gold to be reworked and polished into a more 

meaningful shape.

In the world of ensemble theatre, there are a few key performances I always come back to.  

National Theatre’s Jane Eyre, directed by Sally Cook (2016) and The Curious Incident of the Dog in 

the Nighttime, choreographed by Frantic Assembly (2018), are excellent examples of plays that 

wholly rely on the collective ensemble to create and carry meaning. Both plays have breathtaking 

moments where the interplay of movement, sound and space bring entire worlds and lives into 

being. Like many in the Drama community, I am also a huge Frantic Assembly fan. Attending their 

workshop with the Arts Unit in 2019 was a true highlight of my professional development to date. 

I have found many of their physical devising techniques extremely useful in helping my students 

discover meaningful moments through ensemble work.

More locally, Little Eggs Collective is a group that is carving a space for itself in the devising world. 

I have been lucky enough to witness and even work with this company, which holds collaboration, 

diversity and respect as its core values. Both Pinocchio (2018) and The Rhyme of the Ancient 

Mariner (2019) were extraordinary theatrical experiences that reframed my understanding of 

multidisciplinary theatre. The interweaving of the chorus as music, body as an instrument and 

the collective as the story is complex and powerful. The collaborative nature of each of these 

works and how they thread narrative meaning through the connection of visceral moments has 

become something I strive to explore with my students.  

One of the biggest struggles I have is pushing students to devise ways that service this experiential 

moment rather than leading by the linear story (and script). One of the most powerful tools in 

overcoming this that I discovered around my second teaching practicum is Viewpoints. The 

use of kinesthetic awareness has become a fundamental part of my teaching of ensemble and 

moment-based response. In particular, I have found the laneways exercise a highly effective 

way of demonstrating how to follow the threads of meaning through Time (tempo, duration, 

kinesthetic response, and repetition) and Space (shape, gesture, architecture, spatial relationship 

and topography) (Bogart, 2004, pp. 7-13). The simple act of moving, reacting and playing in the 

space effectively demonstrates differing levels of the theatrical moment. However, the teaching 

expertise lies in helping students to identify the moments that are worth carrying further. 

Students will recognise moments that speak to them, but building each moment together as part 

of one theatrical drive is a hard-earned skill. The tool itself is useless if it is not tied to a meaningful 

devising experience owned by the students. Handing them the tools and stepping back is often 

difficult. Still, I am learning that letting the students lead the process is key to cultivating an 

understanding of the theatrical moment – even (and especially) when it fails.  

Raiders of the Lost Moment: Learning through Failure 
I have recently been reflecting on the importance of failure in learning and how this is harnessed 

in a Drama context. I’m trying to lean more into the value of the failed moment, as there is a power 
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in recognising a lost opportunity. In May this year, I saw Carissa Licciardello and Tom Wright’s 

adaptation of A Room of One’s Own at Belvoir St Theatre with a close friend of mine. It was brilliant 

work and such a pleasure to watch Anita Hegh wield the power of a monologue. Each section 

was punctuated by a visual interlude inside a glass box constructed from a one-way mirror. 

One actor, who could only be seen when the lights inside the box turned on, would creatively 

physicalise various ideas from the dialogue, embodying the tensions of womanhood that Woolf 

so articulately peruses. After a stretch of dialogue, a match is struck inside the box, suddenly 

illuminating the woman who holds the flame to a piece of paper and drops it on the table to ignite, 

clearly flaring with an accelerant. The flame climbs quickly and fiercely, then slowly diminishes, 

burning itself out. The audience watches the slow demise of the flame as the box grows dimmer 

with the suffocating fire, lower, lower – held so long it becomes a kind of vigil. Whether by design 

or necessity (I suspect this was a safety measure), I then saw the figure of a stagehand step in and 

cover the flame before it could burn to its final ember. The sight of that arm reaching abruptly 

above the table and smothering the flame’s final journey jolted me entirely out of the world of 

this single woman and her dying light, and for me, ruined the held moment of watching it slowly, 

painfully pass. It might have been my position in the theatre – perhaps others had not seen the 

looming figure – but for me, it was the total break of the theatrical illusion. When we left, my friend 

asked me what I thought, and I replied, “It was amazing...except for that abrupt arm covering 

the flame.” I was surprised at how strongly I objected to the broken moment in an otherwise 

flawless piece. It reminded me again of how tenuous and inconsistent these connections can be 

in live production.

Often I find myself telling students to ‘hold their moment’. While this can be technically dissected 

in terms of space, focus and timing, I believe it goes further than that. It is the moment of holding 

the thread of engagement, the art of communicating with another human through a shared 

experience and total belief in that connection. Holding the moment is more than just counting out 

the correct amount of time; it’s the recognition that any given moment on a stage is a necessarily 

shared experience. Holding the moment is the shared agreement between actors and an (often 

fickle) audience, a delicate negotiation of when we are all ready to move forward with the journey. 

Teaching this must necessarily involve failure. Sometimes I ask my students to show me what 

not to do on the stage. What follows is an exaggerated cocktail of lowered eyes, shuffling feet, 

inaudible mumbles and robotic movements. When I take my students to see theatre, we dissect 

the moments that didn’t land as much as those that spoke to us. It is also liberating to know 

that every failed scene in class is a step towards understanding, that it’s important to fail at the 

moment as much as it is to find it. I remember seeing an image online of a performer spinning 

plates on a stage. Behind this stage, leading up to this vision of success is a series of steps covered 

in multiple broken plates. I think about that image often; how good performance hides all the 

broken plates. All those broken moments helped us to grow, as performers, as students, as 

teachers and as humans. I comfort myself that all the broken plates myself and my students have 

already amassed in my relatively short career are simply leading us up the stairs to success, one 

piece of small, hard-won magic at a time.    
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Conclusion 
Even in writing this article, I notice the theatrical moments I refer to are powerful and personal 

markers of time, place and people. No two moments are the same, and no moment is the same 

for any two people. Ephemeral and intangible as it may be, this notion of the magical, theatrical 

moment is what I believe anchors all theatre and distinguishes it as story sharing rather than 

telling. If we can successfully teach the moment – teach our students how to recognise, cultivate 

and recreate them within any style or form – then we have given them the tools to recognise and 

reflect their humanity.

REFERENCES

Bogart, A. & Landau, T. (2005). The Viewpoints Book: A Practical Guide to Viewpoints and Composition. Theatre Communications 
Group, New York.

Didion, J. (2008). The Year of Magical Thinking. Fourth Estate, London.

McDonagh, M. (2009). The Lieutenant of Inishmore. Methuen Drama, London.

Mulvany, K. (2017). Jasper Jones. Currency Press.

Board of Studies. (2003). Drama 7-10 Syllabus. Accessed https://educationstandards.nsw.edu.au/wps/portal/nesa/k-10/
learning-areas/creative-arts/drama-7-10-syllabus    

LIVE THEATRE REFERENCES

A Room of One’s Own. (2021). Belvoir St Theater attended 18th May.

Curious Incident of the Dog in the Nighttime. (2018). Roslyn Packer Studio. 

Jane Eyre. (2016). National Theatre London viewed at Hayden Orpheum Picture Palace Saturday 13 February 2016.

Les Misérables. (2012). West End, London.

Pinocchio. (2018). Little Eggs Collective.

Mr Kolpert. (2014). ATYP Studio 1, attended 15th August 2014.

The Rhyme of the Ancient Mariner. (2019). Little Eggs Collective.

Titus Andronicus. (2019). Bell Shakespeare.

Wizard of Oz. (2015). Belvoir St Theatre.

© JEDA – VOLUME 27 NO 1 2021 PAGE 20

This is The Moment 

https://educationstandards.nsw.edu.au/wps/portal/nesa/k-10/learning-areas/creative-arts/drama-7-10-syllabus
https://educationstandards.nsw.edu.au/wps/portal/nesa/k-10/learning-areas/creative-arts/drama-7-10-syllabus


The Power of Physicality
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Tahnae Luke is currently Head Teacher Creative Industries & Languages at Kurri Kurri High School 

with recent experience as a Drama teacher at Newtown High School of the Performing Arts. She 

has presented at numerous State and National Drama Conferences, is a HSC marker and has 
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She has also completed her Masters of Educational Studies with Distinction majoring in Pedagogy, 

Leadership and International Comparative Curriculum. With a passion for transforming schools, 

Tahnae has been heavily involved in leading educational change through the 4C's at both KKHS 

and NHSPA.

Throughout my career, I have always been drawn to the physicality of theatre. Physicality has 

become my way in with theatre, growing from an upbringing in dance and a passion for competitive 

all-star cheerleading. There is so much power in being able to show a moment through a gesture, 

a glance, a movement or an all-out interpretive dance section. I am constantly intrigued by the 

non-naturalistic style and how, combined with other elements of design and styles, it forces the 

audience to consider what they are experiencing truly. This challenging nature to interpret the 

image, movement or moment highlights how we try to make sense of this world. The joy of theatre 

is that the audience enters a realm where they accept what is performed, and when physicality is 

added, they see another layer of tension, connection and meaning.  

Allowing students to develop ways to use their bodies and encapsulate the mood and essence of a 

moment is at the core of my practice. I have explored different ways to build students confidence 

and skills in this area and what you read below is my backward mapping into how this is achieved. 

Stage 4 – Introduction to Movement
I am fortunate to have Stage 4 classes for Drama and find this age to be the most inspiring 

in creative play, especially when you get them hooked before they become too cool for it. As a 

precursor to Physical Theatre, I develop students' confidence in learning how to move. From 

playing with Clowning to techniques in Melodrama, students are encouraged to go big with their 

possibilities. Through a range of examples from myself or through videos, students begin to be 

audacious with their choices which then collectively ups the ante for the class. I also firmly believe 

that students need to build a vocabulary to describe and analyse movement to assist with building 

acting and directing skills for future years. Due to this, I introduce movement through a short study 

of Rudolf Laban’s 8 Efforts (Ewan, V. & Sagovsky, K. 2018) and Jacques Lecoq’s 7 Levels of Tension 

(Lecoq, J. 2000). Through contrast, transference and characters, students begin to develop a clear 

vocabulary to describe their movements. This culminates in a reflection on their Four Seasons 

performance which asks them to represent the four seasons through a movement piece where 

each season is a different effort and level of tension. With a complete focus on movement and 
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encouragement to extend from the literal to the abstract for each season, students have shown a 

deep level of creativity and an increase in their confidence to use their bodies to create meaning. 

Year 9 – Introduction to Physical Theatre
To perform with physical confidence, a deep trust must be formed between everyone in the 

classroom. Setting up a connected and safe environment is pivotal to devising and mainly relies 

on physical contact and connection. I cannot stress enough the importance of ensuring that 

rules are created to ensure safety for all. These include, no speaking while lifting or balancing, no 

laughing, no socks, and everyone needs to be ready and focused before starting. After teaching in 

several different contexts, it is always interesting how serious students take this, and they quickly 

realise the significance of these rules in ensuring everyone is safe. 

To build trust quickly and in an enjoyable fashion, I always begin with a superman dive where 

students run and leap into the arms of the rest of the class. This enables everyone to work 

together, and everyone can succeed. Going in quick succession usually assists in encouraging 

all students to have a go, and the group acts as cheerleaders to help those with any fears. This 

has been successful in the contexts I have worked in. However, when deciding to do this, ensure 

you consider your context. 

Once this positive, safe and trusting environment has formed, students learn a range of basic 

balances and lifts. As they build each of these skills, the class reflects on how each lift could be 

used theatrically. They discuss how it could create a moment and then use that to practice how 

they would transition in and out of the lift. Doing this straight away assists in showcasing how 

lifts and balances have to work authentically within a piece of theatre and need to be included for 

a purpose rather than just because they ‘look cool’. Students also spend time creating symbolic 

tableaux to discover how to move from the literal to the abstract. This, along with their skills in 

lifts and balances, sets them up for a Physical Theatre performance based on a stimulus that 

ranges each year from a piece of music to a newspaper article or a poem. With a long history of 

coaching in competitive cheerleading and acrobatics, the skills are taught to clearly understand 

safe techniques and progressions. To start, I would recommend beginning with balances and 

thigh-high lifts. There are many incredible instructional videos on YouTube, and you can also 

show students clips of companies such as DV8, Legs on the Wall or Attraction for inspiration. 

Year 10 – Introduction to Viewpoints
In Year 10, students base their devising unit through the lens of Viewpoints (Bogart, A. & Landau, T. 

2004). Students are introduced to the nine physical Viewpoints; Spatial Relationship, Kinesthetic 

Response, Shape, Gesture, Repetition, Architecture, Tempo, Duration, and Topography (Bogart, 

A. & Landau, T. 2004). Students spend time learning about each of these individually through a 

range of practical exercises accompanied by an array of music and an abundance of reflection. 

Once students have the vocabulary and control over their movements, they move towards using 

these in a structured approach that Shane Anthony and Tina Mitchell (2017) use in their work 

called ‘Offline” and ‘Online’. The way I describe it to students is ‘Offline’ is thinking, planning, 
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sharing time, and ‘Online’ is doing. Combining this with a ‘Recipe and Ingredients’ system allows 

students to focus their work. For ‘Recipe’, I include time limits for ‘Offline/Online’ work, i.e. 10 

minutes ‘Offline’, 8 minutes ‘Online’. Keeping these relatively short forces students to focus and 

create. I also include roles for the group so that it supports the building of effective collaboration 

skills. For the ‘Ingredients’, I include different aspects of Viewpoints that need to be challenged 

and slowly bring other dramatic elements as they build their piece. These may include; 

• A repeated gesture, 

• Use the architecture in the room in a surprising way, 

• Include a moment of super speed and one of slow motion, 

• Use a tableau as your start and endpoint. 

Once students have started in this process, the ‘Recipe’ develops to allow moments of editing/

refinement, time to analyse feedback, time limits, and a stimulus. As students complete different 

versions of this practice whilst using the Viewpoints, the ‘Ingredients’ can become authentic to 

the group who can create their own goals for the lesson with their inclusion. Alternatively, it is a 

fantastic tool for groups that get stuck, sit down to discuss too much or are stuck in stereotypes. 

This process and use of Viewpoints is an effective way to create large ensemble pieces as a 

Director. Creating whole pieces or moments of the ensemble are made easier with a structured 

process that gives agency and cohesiveness to the actors. 

Year 11 – Frantic Assembly & Curious Incident of the Dog in the 
Nighttime
By the time students reach Year 11, they have an array of experiences that help them develop 

their understanding of the power of physicality. This is enhanced through a Theatrical Traditions 

and Performance Styles study through the work of Frantic Assembly and the play The Curious 

Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time (Curious) (Stephens, S. 2013). Student’s learn about the 

non-naturalistic style of Frantic Assembly through The Frantic Assembly Book of Devising Theatre 

(Graham, S., & Hoggett, S. 2014). This easy to read resource is a staple for any Drama library 

as it explicitly describes the many activities they have created to enhance their style of work 

where they “Create new work that places an equal emphasis on movement, design, music and 

text.” (Graham, S., & Hoggett, S. 2014. pp.6). By encouraging students to use their knowledge 

of Elements of Production and their Directing and Acting skills, students have shown a deeper 

understanding of how meaning can be created by merging all different forms of communication 

and innovation. Frantic’s dismissal of labels and a clear vision of creating the unexpected ignites 

creativity and also supports it through a series of structured devising techniques. This creates 

room for “happy accidents” where a sense of play and improvisation is rewarded and celebrated. 

I also find immense joy and value in this unit as it encourages students to “look for new ways to 

see the world and new ways of telling the world what you think of it” (Graham, S., & Hoggett, S. 

2014. pp.13). This is a powerful tool to develop them as theatre makers and as teenagers. 
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Students experientially learn through the different workshops from the devising book and the 

plethora of resource videos on YouTube throughout the unit. As a teacher, you are entering each 

classroom prepared for the unexpected, which is a thrilling and, at times, daunting place to be. 

The play is used as a support to the style of devising after students gain an understanding of 

Frantic Assembly. Enabling students to have creative freedom has resulted in devised scenes from 

Curious (Stephens, S. 2013) that are transformative, awe-inspiring and innovative. They have also 

shown the ability to challenge theatrical traditions ensuring all possibilities are considered. 

Year 12 – Multi-Discipline Theatre – Complicite

By the time students get to Year 12, they have had a vast array of experiences in all styles and 

theatres, particularly building skills in physicality. Due to this, the perfect choice in Studies in 

Drama and Theatre is Multi-Discipline Theatre (MDT). Mirroring the study in Preliminary where 

students study The Frantic Assembly Book of Devising Theatre (Graham, S. & Hoggett, S.) and 

the play Curious (Stephens, S. 2013), in the HSC, students study the Complicite: Rehearsal Notes 

(Ainslie. S. 2010) and the play A Disappearing Number (Complicite & McBurney, S. 2007). Through 

this strategic choice, students' skills in physicality and their understanding of how to merge 

practice and a play into an essay is rewarded. Again, it also enhances their group devised piece as 

they are asked to create their piece of theatre throughout the MDT unit. 

The exquisite Rehearsal Notes book (Ainslie. S. 2010) is a beautiful story of their process, practice 

and philosophy told through an array of photographs, objects and quotes. This unconventional 

way of illustrating their rehearsals is a testament to the style and techniques of Complicite that 

constantly pushes theatrical boundaries. What students take from this book is incredible, and 

their depth of understanding of the 3P’s is created quickly. Throughout the process of examining 

the book a common theme is the sense of play; 

“Do you want to come and play with us?” (McMullan, as cited in Ainslie. S. 2010. pp.59), 

“In rehearsal, there’s a joyful mixture of work and play” (Ainslie. S. 2010. pp.65). 

Going to the classroom to set up an opportunity for students to play is uplifting and also, at times, 

stressful as you feel you have so many checkboxes to tick. However, through persevering and 

allowing time for play, students have been able to go back to their inner child, fostering creativity 

and positive well-being.

As a hook event, I have the classroom set up with whatever random items I can find and ask the 

students to enter and just play. It is interesting to see the comparison of the first 10 minutes where 

they are reluctant to do anything but touch and notice what is in the place, to afterwards when 

they fully immerse themselves in the activity and laugh, giggle and create with absolute freedom. 

A Disappearing Number (Complicite & McBurney, S. 2007) is a story of enquiry, discovery and heart. 

On the page, the numbers stream in torrents, but on the stage, the combination of technology, 

design and non-naturalistic structures tell a rich story and highlight the beauty in maths. 

© JEDA – VOLUME 27 NO 1 2021 PAGE 24

The Power of Physicality



“A Disappearing Number. With touching emotion and unnerving disquietude, A Disappearing 

Number forces the spectator to consider the facts of love, death and belonging, within the space of 

his or her own personal universe” (Lalwani, as cited in Ainslie. S. 2010. pp.40). 

There is a range of digital resources on the Complicite website and YouTube. However, the best 

resource is a filmed version of the play, which can be found on a few different streaming platforms. 

Students push theatrical boundaries when playing with moments and exploring different ways to 

create the split era, scene, character and/or location. Having a deep understanding of movement 

and physicality from previous units enhances student experiences and their work. This is a joyous 

unit to teach as it allows you to build a sense of play in young people who, like adults, forget to 

be free of inhibitions. From experiential playing with possibilities with the text to exploring their 

ideas in their work, students develop sophisticated theatre-making skills, which sets them up for 

the Group Project in term 2. 

Year 12 – Group Project
By the time students get to their final Group Project in Year 12, they have experienced the power 

of physicality through movement, Laban, Lecoq, Physical Theatre, Viewpoints, Frantic Assembly 

and MDT. This is not the exhaustive list of devising practices they have used, however these in 

particular set students up with a clear and strong understanding of how meaning can be made 

through physicality.

Teaching physicality is an enriching experience for teacher and student alike. The beauty in this 

focus is that it brings back the power of silences and reminds children that sometimes the best 

thing they can say is nothing at all. Getting to see students progress through each of the years 

and each of these units has highlighted how important it is to begin in the younger years building 

confidence in moving, playing and working in the abstract. This is at the core of my practice, and 

I implore everyone to include as many elements of physicality in their pedagogy as possible. It 

makes better theatre makers and creative students.
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Reflections on the journey of a 
Drama educator late in her career
MARY MOONEY

Mary Mooney is an Adjunct Professor at Western Sydney University, where she has been a Drama 

educator and researcher. Mary’s drama teaching career included both primary and secondary 

classrooms. She received the Outstanding Professional Service Award for Drama from the NSW 

Professional Teachers Council (2007) and life membership of Drama NSW (2010). Mary has also 

held leadership positions on the NSW Board of Studies/NESA Drama/Creative Arts Curriculum 

committees.

Inspirational Drama teachers
I have been inspired by well-known Drama teachers who sowed the seeds for a long joyful career 

in drama education and who motivated me to recognise and accept timely career opportunities. 

Jennifer Simpson, Director of the Rockhampton Junior Little Theatre (Queensland), introduced 

me (as a teenager) to improvisational theatre in the style of Peter Slade’s Child Drama and Sylvia 

Demmery’s Natural Dance. Jennifer directed me in youth play performances, and she placed her 

confidence in me to step up to the role of Director of the Rockhampton Drama Centre (1978) 

when she stepped down. In this position, I taught Drama to young people and co-devised plays 

with them for performance. This experience proved to be foundational to my life’s work in drama 

teaching. During this period, I was an actor, stage manager, lighting operator, sound recordist/

operator and choreographer for Rockhampton Little Theatre productions. Jennifer also motivated 

me to travel overseas to complete Peter Slade and Sylvia Demmery’s Child Drama Certificate 

Course (England, 1979). This inspiring course taught me to closely observe young people’s spatial 

patterns and language at play and use this knowledge in my drama teaching. 

As a teacher education student at the Capricornia Institute of Advanced Education, my Drama 

lecturer Howard Cassidy introduced me to the celebrated dramatic techniques of Dorothy 

Heathcote. 

I’m beholden to John O’Toole, who encouraged me to audit Dorothy Heathcote’s Drama Education 

course at Newcastle University upon Tyne (England), as this has been key to my understanding of 

drama education. It was whilst observing Dorothy Heathcote’s course that I serendipitously first met 

John Carroll (NJ Editor, 1989-1990), who had travelled from Bathurst (New South Wales) to study 

Heathcote’s Drama method. I also took the opportunity to participate in a Drama Live professional 

association course (Dublin, Ireland) led by Dorothy Heathcote. In this week-long drama, primary 

school students told Dorothy what they wanted their play to be about, the development which 

she then led, through her teacher in role and mantle of the expert techniques. This engaging, 

cross-disciplinary and in-depth approach to learning through drama had an enduring effect on 
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my practice as an educator. Heathcote then recommended that I participate in Gavin Bolton’s 

Bachelor of Education (Drama) course (1979) at Durham University (England). After meeting 

John Deverall at Durham University, I was inspired to return to Australia and enrol in Deverall’s 

Graduate Diploma in Drama Education course at Melbourne State College. This distinctive Drama 

course provided me with a broad range of drama knowledge and skills in subjects dedicated to 

Brecht, Stanislavsky, Improvisation, Movement, Socio and Cultural Perspectives of Drama, Child 

Drama. The Brecht course prompted reflections on Dorothy Heathcote’s application of Brecht’s 

work when I was observing her classroom drama practice and analysis. My introduction to the 

application of anthropologist Victor Turner’s work on liminality and the cultural performance 

had a long-lasting effect on my drama practice and theorising. This graduate diploma in drama 

education equipped me with the confidence to advance my drama education career so that I 

could further explore these ideas and skills. Next, I had the privilege of studying Brad Haseman’s 

Drama subject in a Bachelor of Education course at Brisbane College of Advanced Education, Mt 

Gravatt, which referenced Dorothy Heathcote’s teacher-in-role method. In addition, Haseman 

was my boss and mentor as a Drama Consultant on the Brisbane South Region Drama Resource 

Project (early 1980’s), teaching alongside teachers in Years 1-12 classrooms, producing drama 

curriculum resources for teachers and leading professional development workshops on Brecht, 

Stanislavski method, movement (Demmery), Teacher in Role (Heathcote) and more. The next 

stage of my career involved lecturing in Drama on casual contracts across three Brisbane tertiary 

institutions. It was fortunate that John O’Toole was my Head of Department of Expressive Arts 

at Brisbane College of Advanced Education, Mt Gravatt. Years later, after presenting at the 

inaugural International Drama Education Association (IDEA) Congress in Porto Portugal (1992), 

I travelled to London to enrol in a New York University Abroad post-graduate Drama Studies 

short course taught by Cecily O’Neill, where she introduced me to her style of process drama. 

Rob Jordan supervised my thesis on the History of Drama in New South Wales in the Master of 

Arts – Theatre Studies at the University of New South Wales. Later, Rob Jordan was appointed 

Chair of the inaugural Years 7-12 Drama Syllabus Committee (NSW Board of Studies/NESA) and 

as I was appointed Deputy Chair, thus having the privilege of continuing to work with Rob Jordon 

and many other highly regarded Drama practitioners developing the first NSW HSC 2 Unit Drama 

Syllabus. Finally, I enrolled in a PhD at Charles Sturt University Bathurst with John Carroll as the 

supervisor for my thesis titled Video and the Production of Meanings, Experiences of Secondary 

Drama Students. As my supervisor, John Carroll extended my interest in Drama and technology. 

Continuing the interweaving of my career connections Dorothy Heathcote supervised John 

Carroll’s PhD thesis, both of whom inspired my understanding of drama. 

Conferences – a stage for meeting inspirational Drama 
practitioners
As an early career teacher, I attended the watershed International Society of Education in The 

Arts (INSEA) conference in Adelaide (1978), where I met many renowned Drama practitioners, 

including John O’Toole and Peter Lavery (NADIE/Drama Australia President, 1980-1982), 

John Deverall (NADIE/Drama Australia President, 1984-1986), Robert Witkin, Gavin Bolton, 
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Richard Courtney, Sir Ken Robinson and many others whose ideas influenced my lifelong drama 

practice. Bolton’s conference presentation on Drama as a Noun or Verb, Courtney’s intellectual 

approach to drama presentation based on his book “Play, Drama and Thought” (Cassell, 1974), 

and Witkin’s notion of subjectivity in the arts based on his book “The Intelligence of Feeling” 

(Heineman, 1976) broadened my drama knowledge and curiosity. 

Attending a Drama conference at Utrecht University in The Netherlands (1984) was memorable 

as it introduced me to Augusto Boal’s innovative Forum Theatre. Then years later, I participated 

in Boal workshops at the IDEA Congress in Brisbane (1995). These Boal experiences proved 

to be highly influential on my teaching practice, especially when lecturing at Western Sydney 

University. So, when Greg Maguire from the Multicultural Unit of the NSW Department of 

Education and Training (DET) became aware of my interest in Augusto Boal’s Forum Theatre, 

we initiated a partnership between the DET and Western Sydney University’s students studying 

Secondary Drama Method. The Drama teacher education students were provided with a 

distinctive opportunity to co-teach collaborative storytelling and enhanced Forum Theatre 

(O’Toole, Burton, & Plunkett, 2005) in secondary classrooms as part of their course fieldwork 

applying Boal’s work to the teaching of Drama to junior secondary students. From these 

experiences, the students framed the relationship of Boal’s theatre practice within critical 

pedagogy and the framework of drama for social/cultural action. The emphasis on Boal’s theatre 

work through this DET partnership was a distinguishing feature of the WSU Drama education 

course for many years. Additionally, another noteworthy experience for WSU Secondary Drama 

Method teacher education students was learning directly from Australian Aboriginal artists 

about Performance through subject content developed by Anne Marshall, a drama academic 

colleague and mentor at the University of Western Sydney Nepean (UWS). Another significant 

drama academic colleague at UWS was Gordon Beatie. Together with Anne Marshall, they guided 

me in designing the drama curriculum units and introduced me to the creative community of the 

Western Sydney region.

Amazingly, I took a risk and registered to attend a melodrama conference in London (1984), an 

unusually liberating experience. Acting as a heroine in melodrama for the Rockhampton Little 

Theatre, I had remained sceptical of the value of this style of stereotypical performance. That is 

until I was informed of the philosophical and historical significance of melodrama at the London 

conference. Since then, I have refrained from judging the merits of a drama form or style without 

further investigation.

Of the many drama conferences that I attended/participated in since 1978, two Drama Australia 

conferences that are particularly memorable are: Turning the Tides Sydney (2006) as I was 

conference co-director with the fabulous Pauline Caine (Drama NSW President 2005–2007); and 

the conference hosted in Sydney (2015) when I received the Drama Australia President’s Excellence 

Award for Drama in Education presented by Colleen Roche (Drama Australia President, 2013–

2016). I have been a member of the Drama Australia Board for four terms and a member of the 

Drama NSW/EDA Committee with the responsibility of four executive positions. My membership 

of Drama Queensland, Drama Victoria, and Drama NSW has been the most significant influence 
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on my drama teaching practice. The presidents and their executives of the state and national 

drama education associations have been significant drama leaders who have inspired me in my 

career choices. 

Researching and publishing
Researching about theatre and drama education has been vital in developing my knowledge and 

experience of the field then sharing my findings through publications, conference presentations, 

professional development workshops and curriculum committees. The most significant of my 

many publications is the book Drama Journeys: Inside Drama Learning. Sydney: Currency Press 

(2004) which I co-edited with Jennifer Nicholls. The main readership is teachers of drama with 

primary school-aged children. Additionally, as the book provides detailed and expert practitioner 

information on drama forms, secondary school teachers have also benefited. Anne Marshall’s 

chapter Sing your own Songlines: Approaches to Indigenous Drama has woven its way into students’ 

learning in many Drama classrooms. This book received the best Drama Publication Award 

presented by Drama Victoria (2004). My sole-authored chapter in this book is Fast Forward to 

Screen Drama, based on my PhD research titled Video and the Production of Meanings, Experiences 

of Secondary Drama Students. 

Back in the 1980s, when I met David Kolb at a Sydney conference, I investigated the connections 

between Kolb’s experiential and active learning to the field of Drama. An outcome of this 

investigation was a co-presentation with Hugo McCann titled “Continuing Drama Education” at 

the National Association for Drama in Education (Drama Australia) conference Building Bridges 

(Hobart, April 1988). Kolb’s work continues to influence my drama teaching.

Then in the early 1990s, I co-investigated the enjoyable and ground-breaking research project 

of non-traditional youth arts funded by the Australia Council (Mooney, et al. 1991) with Anne 

Marshall, Gordon Beatie, Linda Forrester, and Trevor Cairney (UWS).

My growing research confidence steered me to co-research with Coral Haddock, an academic 

colleague in the Theatre Department at (the then) UWS, to investigate Australian Published 

Playscripts, 1970 — 1990. Subsequently, we analysed this data to acquire a research grant from 

the Gender Equity and the Arts Project, Queensland for Contemporary Australian Plays, written by 

women suitable for youth audiences (1993). 

I was excited to be a member of the teacher-researcher team comprising Christine Hatton, 

Jennifer Nicholls, and Julian Kennard for the Sydney site of the international Water Reckoning 

Rolling Role (2013) project envisioned at the International Drama in Education Research Institute 

Conference (IDIERI) (Limerick, Ireland, 2012). Sue Davis (Central Queensland University) led the 

international project that comprised students from across the world engaging in a drama that 

explored water cooperation, sustainability, and survival within the geo-dramatic space of rising 

water levels. A digital/online re-consideration of Dorothy Heathcote’s rolling role and other 

drama teaching strategies were employed and researched in this project. It was satisfying to 

re-apply what I observed of Dorothy Heathcote’s work more than thirty years prior. Instead of 
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student’s creative ideas rolling across classrooms in a school, in this project, ideas rolled across 

the globe considering how place can work at different levels in the experiences and performances 

of the drama over an extended period of time. At the Sydney site of the project, we analysed how 

‘place’ was at play within the drama and how this drama learning process motivated students 

to make critical connections between self, other, context and time (Hatton, C., Mooney, M., & 

Nicholls, J. 2014; 2016).

A more recent and exciting research project was one I co-investigated with Christine Hatton 

titled the Fresh Artist in Residence (AIR) project funded by Arts New South Wales. We studied 

three sustained artists-in-residence partnerships from 2014 – 2016 in primary and secondary 

government schools in Sydney in which teaching artists, arts teachers and arts organisations 

collaborated. This AIR partnership was analysed for the impact factors of the value and 

effectiveness of three arts residency projects on student learning outcomes and school 

community building within a creative school ecology (Hatton & Mooney, 2016; 2017).

This research into the collaboration of teaching artists and arts teachers proved to be a culmination 

of my teaching philosophy as a Drama teacher.

Plays of influence
Acting as a ‘Breeze’ in a Rockhampton Little Theatre production of Listen to the Wind, a musical 

for children co-composed by Andrew Lloyd Webber and directed by Jennifer Simpson in 

Rockhampton, introduced me to theatrical metaphor and movement in theatre. This was an 

enlightening experience at the beginning of my drama career.

Viewing Sizwe Banzi Is Dead by playwright Athol Fugard about the apartheid era in South Africa is 

a play performance that alerted me to the power of political theatre. 

My first viewing of Brecht’s Mother Courage in a circus tent was a ground-breaking theatrical 

experience.

At the Festival of Fools in Amsterdam (The Netherlands), I viewed a range of remarkable 

performances, one of which energised my drama career included a site-specific theatre that 

began in a warehouse and finished on a sandy beach. 

Handspan Theatre’s puppetry performances were so inspiring they influenced my teacher 

education courses.

Nearly every play I’ve viewed in Australia, the United Kingdom, Ireland, France, Germany, Portugal, 

Italy, The Netherlands, China, Hong Kong, United States of America, and Canada has changed my 

perception of the world, the importance of how we relate to each other and broadened my drama 

teaching and research perspectives. 
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