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In 1968 Richard Courtney’s important book Play. Drama and Thought

was published. It became a very significant resource for educators at a time
when interest in drama education was developing strongly. Child Drama by
Peter Slade and Im provisation by Brian Way had already been published and
both books had considerable influence on educators but Courtney's book was
the first that attempted to theorise the field of drama education at the time
when there had been little or no research. It traced the history of the growth
of drama and theatre from ancient Greece to the mid twentieth century and
considered drama and play from psychological and sociological and
anthropological perspectives. But the development of drama education did
not stop in 1968, Instead. the last fifty years has seen an extraordinary
growth in the presence and popularity of drama education in the curriculum.

Song Jiayang has taken up a very important task in this book. Like
Richard Courtney. she begins by tracing the development of drama and
theatre in the Western tradition from its earliest manifestations in Greek
theatre, but she moves on to consider in depth the aesthetic, pedagogical
and sociological development of Western drama and theatre in the second
halfl of the 20™ century, This was a period that saw the acceptance of drama
in education in the UK, USA. Canada and Australia as a key method of pro-
moting learning. Inspired by such pioneers as Dorothy Heathcote and Gavin
Bolton. teachers discovered that the opportunities offered by drama enabled
them to develop new relationships with their students and engage them in al-
ternative modes of learning.

In the safe space offered by the fictional roles and situations of drama,
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the “no-penalty zone” as Dorothy Heathcote calls it, teachers found they
could invite speculation and negotiation and encourage discussion and debate
among their students. They were able to promote creativity, self-confidence and
self-esteem as they accepted and affirmed their students’ contributions to the
drama. They began to nurture classroom communities that allowed their students
a voice in their own learning and opened up the materials of the curriculum to
dialogue. eritical inquiry and imaginative transformation through drama.

However, as this book shows, these developments and the educators
whose books and practical workshops were an inspiration to teachers were
not without their critics. Those working in Process Drama argued that par-
ticipants in the activity are engaged with aspects of dramatic structure, such
as time, ritual, distance. tension and resolution, in other words. the rules
of the art form of theatre. But others felt that theatre itself—the product not
the process—had been neglected. This book traces the struggle to balance
process and product in the late 20" century, and the associated growth of
such approaches as Applied Theatre. It also considers the development of a
wide range of innovative research methods in the field.

Many educators recognise the flaws in traditional approaches to
education—the multiplication of decontextualized “skills” and competencies,
the obsession with measurement. the lack of challenge, the reliance on a
transmission mode of teaching-practices that are too often visibly failing. Ed-
ucators committed to using drama and theatre believe that education can go
beyond the transmitted. prepackaged. fragmented, and highly disposable
knowledge which too often denies students’ appetite for learning and any
genuine participation in the process of education,

I know that this important book will provide a secure foundation for
drama educators in China. They will soon begin to construct their own
theories. practice and research as they explore the powerful pedagogical ap-

proaches accessible through drama and theatre.

Cecily O’Neill
March 2017
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