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Abstract

Using drama in the language classroom is an enormously rewarding and enjoyable activity for both the
teachers and the students. This paper tries to examine the use of drama in an EFL class that consists of
Arabic speaking Omani students of 18-20 years where English is taught as a foreign language. lIts
opening part looks at the importance of teaching language through literature and argues that the context
and form of a literary work like drama arouses a lot of interest in meaningful use of that medium. This, in
the words of George Eliot is “aesthetic teaching”. The paper further discusses the role of the teacher who
becomes rather a facilitator by way of supporting the students’ efforts to establish an intensive
relationship with the dramatic text without interfering too much in their act of creating meaning. The
paper then takes a look at some useful strategies like integrative and communicative approaches, Pre-
reading, While-reading and Post-reading activities that can be used while teaching a dramatic text. The
question of how dramatic activities like role playing, mime etc. along with language exercises can be
employed in the language class effectively will also be examined in the paper.

Key Words: Communicative, Integrative, Pre-Reading, While-Reading, Post-Reading
Introduction

I think aesthetic teaching is the highest of all teaching because it deals with life in its highest
complexity — George Eliot

A linguist deaf to the poetic function of language and a literary scholar indifferent to
linguistic problems and not conversant with linguistic methods, are equally flagrant
anachronism — Roman Jakobson

Using drama in an EFL/ESL classroom is a time-proven method of language learning and
acquisition, for improving the four skills- listening, reading, writing and speaking, besides other
language areas like vocabulary, grammar, and pronunciation. By adopting an integrated and
communicative approach while teaching drama, a teacher can teach language more effectively,
directly involving the students in the classroom activities. The story element in drama will create
a very Interesting and productive environment wherein the students will also be able to
understand the universal values implicit in the dramatic texts. Robert Frost’s One Act Play, “The
Death of the Hired Man” (a dramatic version of his long poem) is used as a model here. [See
Appendix]The reason for choosing this dramatic piece is because of the play’s simple and
straightforward style and the writer’s expertise in handling the English language, all of which

help the learners participate in various language learning activities in the classroom.
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Why Drama?

Beyond the sentence are both a challenge and an opportunity. Undoubtedly, literary works like
drama provide a great deal of aesthetic, intellectual and emotional pleasure in that the playwright
often seeks to express her/his vision of human experience through a creative and emotive use of
language, which in turn gives much impetus and motivation for the students to learn the language
in a more creative manner. One of the prerequisites for language learning is that students should
have a feeling for the language; this can be achieved through creative and critical use of literary
texts where they can experience language in use. According to Krashen (1999:46), for such
experience to facilitate language learning, “the language experience needs to be contextualized
and comprehensible” and Tomlinson (2008:35) points out that the learner needs to be motivated,

relaxed, positive and engaged.

All agree that a literary text (drama/poetry/fiction) can provide much rich experience and
environment to language learners and give them ample opportunities to develop their power of
interpreting a literary work — an important aspect of language learning. It also provides a rich
source for both teachers and students of shared experiences that can stimulate discussion and
critical thinking ability. Moody (1971:7) opines that literature also helps students improve their
listening skills. The numerous topics related to life give students an opportunity for discussion
that encourages oral practice. Often a teacher reads out passages from a literary text, or a record
or a tape version of it is played for the purpose of bringing out its rhythmic quality and
stimulating interest. Thus, when used orally, drama also can develop the students’ listening
ability. According to Obediat (1997:32), a literary work like drama can help students “to acquire
a native-like competence in English, express their ideas in good English, learn the features of
modern English, learn how the English linguistic system is used for communication, see how
idiomatic expressions are used, speak clearly, precisely and concisely, and become more

proficient in English, as well as become creative, critical and analytical learners”.

Teachers can also help students in arranging play reading sessions and performing the play. This
helps students to improve their speaking/reading/listening skills. The numerous topics related to
life give students an opportunity for discussion that encourages oral practice, develops

confidence in speaking English using new vocabulary items and expressions, thus enabling them
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to become more proficient in English as well as becoming creative, critical and analytical

learners.

Collie and Slater (2000:30) point out the following reasons for using literature in a language

class which is applicable to dramatic literature as well:

It is authentic material
It is helpful in cultural and language enrichment
Students develop a lot of personal involvement

There will be a lot of interaction in the class

According to Maley (1989: 12) the themes of literary texts are related to all cultures in spite of

the different approaches of the writers- love, conflicts, death, human relationships, beliefs etc.

These are subjects relevant to all human beings at all times, and so are universal.

Choosing an Appropriate Text

The main challenges in choosing a suitable play are:

Finding out a play that is of relevance and interest to learners, taking into consideration
the level of the students’ comprehension

Length of the play- it may be difficult to deal with full length plays or even
Shakespearean plays which have quite a number of scenes and Acts, though they provide
more contextual details, and development of character and plot. One Act Plays are the
best options. One or two acts in a full length play is also possible.

Cultural difficulty — texts should not be so culturally dense that outsiders feel excluded
from understanding the essential meaning.

According to Duff and Maley (2007: 12-13), while selecting a literary text like drama, a teacher

should ask the following questions:

Is the subject matter likely to interest the students?

Is the language level appropriate?

Does it require much cultural or literary background knowledge?
Is it culturally offensive in any way?

Can it be easily exploited for language learning purposes?

Integrated and Communicative Approach
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As in many third world countries, as in Oman, we have found that an integrative and
communicative approach is the most useful method of teaching English language through drama.
When we use this approach, it is found that the students are fully involved in the classroom. The
teacher ceases to be a lecturer and instead becomes a facilitator. In this case, language skills will
not be taught in isolation. On the contrary, they are taught in an integrated way, incorporating a
set of text-based, student centered activities, which, as Collie and Slater (2000:28) suggest, add
fresh momentum into the teaching of drama by stimulating students’ desire to read[or role
playing]and by encouraging their responses”. It should involve pre reading activities, interactive
work on the select play, and follow up activities. Activities like predicting, gap filling, creative
writing, role playing, integrating spelling with vocabulary, etc. are found very useful as these can
establish necessary connections between language and literature which eventually make the
teaching and learning of a dramatic text a very meaningful and productive enterprise. These
activities not only create a challenging environment where students try to apply their mettle in
the best possible way, but also call for a great deal of attention on the part of the teacher. To
quote Dutta (2001:522) these type of activities help the students to have the “intuitive response
of a practicing literary critic and the analytical tools of a practical linguist”. Roman Jakobson’s
statement quoted in the beginning of this paper implies that language, the medium through which
the writer brings out her/his creative output claims a closer attention than most teachers of

literature are willing to devote themselves too.

In this approach, the classroom activities may be divided into three categories viz. “Pre- Reading
Activities”, “While- Reading Activities”, and “Post- Reading Activities”, Pre- reading activities
are a sort of warming up which can provide a platform to elicit from students their feelings and
responses to ideas and issues in a literary text. “While- reading activities” aim at helping the
students to experience the text holistically by developing a fruitful interaction between the text
and the reader. Post- reading activities encourage students to reflect upon what they have read
and they generate thoughtful interaction and deliberations on different issues both related to

language and literature arising from the text.

In what follows, I shall try to discuss how some of these strategies that are adopted while

teaching a dramatic text to the students who learn English as a foreign language. As mentioned
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earlier, Robert Frost’s One Act Play “The Death of a Hired Man” (dramatized version of his

poem under the same title) has been used as a model.
(a) Pre- Reading Activities

Before students read the play, it is useful to give them some background information about
drama/One Act Play, discussing its important elements and how drama differs from novel
/poetry/short story etc. The next stage is to try to involve the students in activities that will create
the right attitude for receptivity and enjoyment and so result in their being inspired to read the
play repeatedly. The activities demand that the students use their experience of the world, as well
as their imagination and intelligence to guess what may happen in certain situations. Some
properties of the text which may be used for drawing inferences are the title, illustrations,

warmers, keywords and expressions, language exercises etc.
The title of the play

The title of the play is always important as it often indicates the subject and/or theme of the text.
The instructor announces that s/he is going to discuss the One Act Play “The Death of the Hired
Man” and the students are asked to predict what is likely to happen in the play. Writing the title
on the board, the instructor may ask a range of questions to elicit response from the students. In
this case, some possible questions are:

e What do you understand from the title of the play? Does it give any clue about what

might happen in the play? Is the play going to have a sad ending or a happy ending? How
did you guess?

® Does the definite article “The” in two places suggest anything to you?*
e How would the meaning change if instead of “The” the article “A” is used?
e What does a ‘hired man’ do?

Illustrations

Having discussed the title, the instructor may now present an illustration that gives a pictorial
expression of the play under discussion. This activity may provide important clues for predicting
the content of the play. Many texts have front-cover illustrations. If these are not available, the
teacher may help by having an artist prepare one. Even some students may have artistic talent for

drawing/painting. In the present case, the illustration may show a farm house near farmland with
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cows and buffalos, a woman sitting in the courtyard waiting for someone, and from the distance,

a man approaching carrying groceries.

After distributing the copies of the illustration, the instructor asks the students to derive from it
as much information as possible about the background and setting of the play. While students

study the picture, the instructor may ask questions like:

¢  What do you think is happening in the picture?
e (Can you guess who could be the man in the picture? Justify your answer.
e Explain the background of this picture.

Warmers

Pre-reading activities can be carried out with the help of some one-line warmers from the play or
can be chosen from maxims, proverbs or quotations that are closely related to some aspects of
the play’s content and theme. Such “warmers” facilitate open discussion and elicit predictions of
what the play will be about. They encourage a response to the theme and prompt a prior personal
involvement with the subject represented in the text. The teacher, choosing some closely related
warmers, distributes them among students and asks them to express the idea contained in them.
In order to highlight the theme of “The Death of the Hired Man”, the instructor, for example, can

select the following warmers.

e A great man shows his greatness by the way he treats little men

e Gentleness and kindness will make our homes a paradise upon earth

e A little thought and a little kindness are often worth more than a great deal of money
e Home is where your heart is

¢ Home is the place where, when you have to go there, they have to take you in

¢ Nothing to look backward to with pride, nothing to look forward to with hope

Students may be asked to discuss in pairs or groups and write down briefly what they understand
from the one-liners or maxims. The warmers give an opportunity for the students to discuss at a

more concentrated level the possible meaning of the play.
Keywords and phrases

Sometimes the play provides clues for predicting its theme or content through the vocabulary

items or expressions used in the play. It is, therefore, rewarding to pay special attention to the
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structure, organization, selection and collocation of lexical items in the play. The words and
collocated units that appear in the form of keywords, through a semantic link, help readers to
predict what the atmosphere of the world inside the play is going to be like. The teacher, giving a
list of particular words and expressions from the play, may ask students to imagine the
connotative implications of the listed items. In the case of the present dramatic text, the
instructor can give some of the following expressions, words/phrases.

Godammit, haying, depending on, fixed wages, bettering oneself, I'm done, ditch the

meadows, jumbling words, studying like violin, kinfolk, to make the bed, how much he is
broken

Students can be asked to discuss in groups or pairs the semantic implications of the above and try
and reconstruct a play which may resemble the one they are going to read. These pre reading
activities heighten student involvement in the play and stimulate their interest in reading it. At
this juncture, the teacher may ask the students to start reading the first two pages of the play and
engage them in “while reading activities” and during that time, the students are eagerly waiting

to see to what extent their predictions are true.
(b) While- reading activities

Having done a set of pre-reading activities, students have brought themselves very close to the
one act play that they are soon going to read. The while- reading activities therefore are designed
to make the play more accessible by developing a purposeful interaction between the text and the

reader. The following activities may be considered at this juncture.

e Reading the play in the class

e Language exercises

¢ Checking against predictions made about the play in the pre-reading activities
The instructor can start reading the first few dialogues in the beginning and then the students
may be asked to read the play in pairs. This activity will give students self-confidence and a
sense of the whole play. It will also help them achieve a dramatic sense created by sound and
intonation. Silent reading of the play can also be encouraged. Thereafter, students may be asked

to prepare a list of dialogues that they find interesting and relevant to the play.
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While reading the play, the students will notice that Silas is the hired man, working, on the farm
of Warren who is a very strict person and who will never tolerate indiscipline. Silas, though old,
is a good worker, but he goes away during the peak season of harvesting to work with someone
else who can pay him some extra money. Warren is annoyed about this behavior of Silas, and so,
has made up his mind not to take Silas back on the latter’s return. Silas came back when Warren
was not there, and Mary, Warren’s wife, took Silas home as he was very sick at that time. Mary
knows that for Silas this house is a home for him even though he has a rich brother. Mary tries to
convince her husband that Silas has come back and that he said in his delirium that he wanted to
clear the meadows and take care of the farm again. But Mary knows that his health is
deteriorating and he cannot work again on the farm. She says, “He has come home to die”. At
this juncture, Warren also feels pity for Silas. Mary asks him to go and see for himself the
condition of Silas. He goes to the kitchen where Silas was supposed to be sleeping and finds that
Silas is dead. The sad ending of the story will create a touching impact in the minds of the
students who now will be ready for some Post- Reading activities which will lead them to a

deeper understanding and appreciation of the play.
(c) Post- Reading Activities

Post- Reading Activities are meant to create an appropriate situation for the learners where they
can express their reactions to the play. These activities are supposed to deepen their
understanding and generate interest in the creative use of language and provide opportunities for
further interaction. Comprehension questions, language exercises, and other creative activities

can be included at this stage.

Comprehension Questions

These questions will help the teacher to examine what the students have made of the play that

they have read. Based on the play, the teacher can ask the following questions related to the

setting, plot, characters, theme etc. which will help the students in understanding the play better.
e  When Warren comes home in the evening, Mary takes the market things from him and

then draws him down to sit beside her on the wooden steps. Can you guess why she does
this?

e “I won’t have him back...what good is he at this age?” Who said these words? Explain
the context. What do these words tell us about the speaker?
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Mary is depicted as a kind person in the play. Can you give some examples from the play
that explain this trait in her?

How did Mary help Silas when he came back very sick and weak?
Who is Harold Wilson mentioned in the play and what is his connection with Silas?

“I think he (Silas) has come home to die”. Who said these words and what was the
context? What do you think is the difference between “home” and “house”? What is the
definition of “home” as stated in the play?

Warren says, “Do you think Silas has a better claim on us...than on his brother?” What is
his brother doing? It is not directly mentioned in the play why Silas does not go to his
brother at the time when he is very sick? Can you make an inference?

The play ends on a sad note with the death of Silas. Can you change the ending with a
happy note? If “yes” what changes would you like to incorporate?

At this juncture, the teacher may divide the class into small groups and ask them to discuss these

questions and ask the students to write the answers as home assignments.

Language Exercises

The instructor also can introduce a variety of language exercises in order to develop students’

language skills: Vocabulary

Use the following words/expressions/phrases in sentences of your own:

Musing on

To sit beside

To set it on
Accomplishment
To take one in

To be kind

Be surprised

To be worn out
To have some pity

The fool of books

Students also can be asked to identify some colloquial/conversational expressions in the play like

“Godammiit” ,” Shhh” etc
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Change these questions that are asked in the play into normal statements:
¢  When was I ever anything but kind to him?
e  What good is he?
¢  Who else will harbor him?
e What help he is there’s no depending on?
Change the following from present tense to the past tense:
e Mary sits musing on the moon
e  What is going on?
e He thinks he ought to earn a little pay
e [ don’t think he expects that this time
e Silas says you’ll have to have him back
e Those days trouble Silas like a dream
e [ know that is Silas’ one accomplishment
e He returns too soon, sits next to Mary, takes her hand and waits

Creative Activities

Students may be involved in a whole range of creative activities designed to enhance their
understanding and appreciation and improve their expressive and receptive skills. Some of the
activities like rewriting the play with a happy ending (as mentioned in one of the comprehension
questions above) can be tried out in the class with the guidance of the teacher. A playwright
always wants his/her play to be performed. Using the stage directions (Usually incorporated in
parenthesis) the teacher can help the students to arrange a performance of the play for a larger

audience.
Conclusion

A literary text- (drama, novel, or poetry) is a means of communication, a kind of language in use,
and as such, comparable with other means of communication. It is language in action that can be
put into effective use for teaching and learning English. One way to expand students’ knowledge
of varieties of English is through a literary text like a one act play - and by this, the students are
benefitted both linguistically and conceptually. By using some or all the strategies examined in

the paper, students get an opportunity to make predictions, and check them against the actual
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happenings in the play. They also learn how to deduce meaning and form a semantic chain from
the keywords, examine how language is used to describe a setting, and create desired effects.
Moreover, they also learn how to work out ways of transferring the play and reconstructing its
specific and literal meaning. Thus, with an awakened language sensitivity and improved literary
insight, students gain the ability to look at drama as a work of creative expression and an

aesthetic and effective way of learning the target language.

*This is a revised version of the paper presented by the author during the drama festival organized by the
University of Nizwa, Oman in April, 2018.
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