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DRAFT

“The Plough and the Stars on Campus and in the Community: A Proposed Model for Dramaturgical Collaboration Between Colleges and Schools”

by Richard Pettengill, Dawn Abt-Perkins, and Shannon Buckley

The Setting:  Spring. A college preparatory English class in a high-needs secondary school in a deindustrialized medium-sized city in the Midwest.

The Characters:  Culturally mixed students (i.e. mostly new immigrant Latinos from Mexico and Central America, African-Americans, and a small percentage of White students) in a college preparatory English class, suffering from all forms of “senioritis.”

The Problem:  What to read/study next, and how to motivate students to study a challenging text.

The Resolution:  Through a partnership between the school and a dramaturgy project/theatre production at a nearby liberal arts college, students are motivated to do a close, textual analysis of Sean O’Casey’s The Plough and the Stars (1926).


Why would anyone -- under these instructional conditions -- choose an obscure play by an Irish playwright written in Irish dialect and set during a war very few Americans know much about?  Wouldn’t students be more motivated to read if the text more closely mirrored their personal experiences, seemed more culturally relevant and more tied to the present contexts of students’ lives?  Wouldn’t another choice reduce textual frustration and therefore be more motivating for students in this circumstance to read? Also, wouldn’t it be more responsible under such conditions to address more basic reading skills and response strategies than close, textual reading?  And why choose to study a play—one of the least textually explicit genres-- for struggling readers?


Certainly, teaching close reading of difficult literary texts to struggling readers at the high school level is not an easy task, nor is it expected or encouraged.  Teachers are being pressured from all sides to teach less and less literature and more and more non-fiction texts to help students prepare for standardized tests.  There is also significant pressure to teach “accessible” texts such as young adult literature or exclusively contemporary literature and to focus on building basic reading strategies rather than critical literary analysis.  Is it still possible to teach close, analytic reading of difficult and culturally challenging texts where students can practice basic reading skills as they build experience with literary interpretation and sustain personal investment and motivation at the same time?  Is it possible to build student interpretive power to the point where they would be motivated to engage in a difficult, obscure text?


These questions guided our collaborative, curriculum-making project.  Add to the cast of characters:  (1) a pre-service teacher doing a senior thesis project on dramaturgy and education, (2) a college English and Theater professor (and former professional dramaturg) working with students on a college production of The Plough and the Stars, (3) an English teacher educator with a background in culturally responsive pedagogies and strategic reading and (4) a gifted, experienced, and committed English teacher who was willing to take some significant risks with her curriculum and who was trusted by her school administration to do so.  

We wondered if we took a different approach to the study of the play—engaging students in the processes of critiquing a particular director’s stage production using materials and strategies provided by a dramaturg-in-training who was also a pre-service English teacher—if we would reach our goals.  Using the college production of the play as our anchor experience, we hoped we could provide enough concrete and authentic connections – what we term textual entry points – to support struggling readers in the analysis of a difficult text.  We accepted the assertion of reader-response instructional theorists (cf. Purves, 1990, Fish, 1980, Adams, 1990, Nystrand, 1990) who claim that textual difficulty does not reside in the text itself but in the pedagogical conditions or the expectations of the interpretive community established in the classroom that enable successful or unsuccessful readings by a particular groups of students.  Some theorists encourage teachers to take up complexity and view textual difficulty as a desirable reading condition (Elam, 1990); they claim that students need practice in learning how to take up demands of texts that illustrate discrepancy between the “world of the text” and “reader knowledge” (Chafe, 1990 as quoted in Nystand, 1990).  As Nystrand summarizing Elam (1990) states,  “It is the challenge for education to make difficult texts accessible without oversimplifying them” (Nystrand, 1990, p.1).   

In other words, we had faith—based on theory—that our instructional choices could make possible a successful reading experience of this obscure play in a class of students with various levels of skill and experience with literary interpretation.  We resisted the usual temptation to oversimplify the textual features by rewriting or summarizing parts of the text or by showing video productions of the text.  Instead, we chose to rely on the tools of the dramaturg to discuss how the director interpreted the play as made evident by the choices of set, costume, and lighting design, the character motivations portrayed by the actors, and specific staging choices.   Dramaturgy, a tradition in European theater since the late eighteenth century, has in the last thirty years become firmly established in the United States.  The dramaturg functions in the theatrical production process as a kind of literary and historical consultant to the director, designers, and actors, and often designs educational programs to help audience members achieve a fuller understanding and appreciation of the play.  The dramaturg begins the initial phase of textual analysis and research by asking questions such as:

What is keeping me from a full understanding of this play?

Are there textual issues to be dealt with?

What background do our artists need to know? (Pettengill, 104)

By being exposed to the fundamental questions dramaturgs work to answer, students are given a real-life application of questioning a piece of dramatic literature and its messages in relation to personal feelings, work, community, and the relationship of a text’s ideas to the lives of others.  Although dramaturgs provide information to audiences (through program notes, newsletter articles, lobby panels, etc.) they tend to avoid explaining a particular director’s interpretation; most often they provide the primary documents that helped to inspire the collective interpretation of the artistic team Audience members “who are told the ‘truth’ behind a production are less likely to trust their own responses.”   (Pettengill, 106)  From a dramaturgical point of view, interpretation is not just in the mind of the academic or the reader, and the interpretive view of the artist is not the “correct” view.  Interpretation in the theater is played out live onstage for an audience of people who are the ultimate interpreters of a production.  

What would happen if students viewed themselves as consultants to a real life director and production team with teacher serving as head dramaturg, providing information, questioning interpretations, and posing counter arguments? Such a classroom would be alive with engagement and would require students to be more active readers of difficult texts because of the authentic context for interpretation—the production of the play at the college that they are slated to attend.   Teachers—in the role of dramaturg—would be modeling skilled, inquiry-based reading.  In the process of using the tools of dramaturgy, we believed we would provide more access points for readers to find meaning and relationship to the text and the author.  Dramaturgs share and engage in collective discussions where analysis takes place.  In other words, they don’t provide the analysis, they provide the material and context for analysis and participate in it.  Analysis, then, is collective and filled with reasoned debate and discussion using researched information that extends and illuminates the information provided in the text itself. According to Jonas and Proehl, dramaturgy “creates a forum to meet and exchange ideas.”  (viii).  We believed that such a discussion framework would be motivating for a class of students from diverse backgrounds and with various levels of confidence and successful experience with textual analysis.  In other words, a collective analytical process would serve as a critical methodology and instructional scaffolding for less experienced readers.  A variety of information in various textual forms is provided to enhance interpretation—visuals, artifacts, as well as traditional textual forms.  Ultimately, given that there are no “correct” or predetermined interpretations, the debate about meaning should provide an environment where all kinds of readers feel comfortable sharing their interpretations.  And given that the text is obscure, even the teacher could not claim expertise with the text.  Teacher and students could more authentically engage in collaborative inquiry about the text.  All of these conditions increase the possibilities for authentic engagement (Nystrand, 1990) of all kinds of readers. 

We had a chance to begin exploring these ideas in practice in Spring 2006 when an English/Education major who had taken Pettengill’s Dramaturgy course, Shannon Buckley, decided to create a senior thesis education program for local schools modeled on programs that Pettengill had created for Chicago Public School while working at the Goodman Theater (Pettengill, 205-08), and based on the dramaturgical work that she and other students had done on the O’Casey play.   As Director of Arts in Education at the Goodman Theater between 1988 and 2000, Pettengill developed a program called the Student Subscription Series, which still thrives today.  The program served provided fifty teachers and 1400 students at 35 Chicago public high schools with free subscriptions to four mainstage plays, along with educational support such as Teacher and Student Guides, copies of the script, video-documentaries about the process behind each production, teacher seminars, post-show discussions, classroom visits by actors, and free tickets to evening performances for the students’ parents.  Shannon decided to create a scaled down version of this program around a Lake Forest College production of The Plough and the Stars for teachers and students at Waukegan High School.

As Shannon wrote: 

The Plough and the Stars is an ideal play for dramaturgical research because of many difficult components, such as its Dublin-dialect text, political references, and other abstract cultural references that occur throughout. In the spring of 2006, Professor Pettengill was teaching the Theater 255: Dramaturgy course at Lake Forest College, and his students had been working on researching the play for the production at the College in spring of 2007.  Each week during Pettengill’s course, the dramaturgy students were responsible for conducting research about a specific element of dramaturgy on the play.  The weekly topics included biographical information on Sean O’Casey, historical information on the political, social, and economic conditions of Dublin, literary criticism, reviews of past productions, and textual information defining difficult vocabulary and obscure cultural references.  The class accumulated about ten binders of dramaturgical research by the end of the course, and I assigned the members of the class specific topics for the Student Guide.  The dramaturgy students were to use the plethora of information and condense it into student-friendly articles, utilizing the most appropriate research for the task and their in-depth knowledge of the play.  


After receiving the articles from the dramaturgy students, I edited them, added additional information, and incorporated questions for further study and potential classroom activities in the articles for the Teacher Guide.   I also conducted research independently and created materials from my own research.  Kathy Babcock, a Senior English teacher at Waukegan High School, used the guides with three sections of her British Literature class.  Although about 52 of her approximate 75 students traveled to Lake Forest College to see the live production of The Plough and the Stars in February and March of 2007, all of the students studied the text as a part of the course and because they studied the play with my Student Guide, used the dramaturgical critical methodology to explore the play.  

Buckley coined the term “dramaturgical critical methodology” to refer to a classroom methodology that she modeled on the way that dramaturgs approach texts in theatrical production processes.
Choosing Culturally-Relevant Primary Materials that Provided “Entry Points” to the Internal Character Conflicts in the Play:


Shannon chose to begin the unit of study with a discussion of the concept of patriotism, knowing that students in Babcock’s class had many ties to the military.   (Waukegan is home to a major military base and Waukegan High School has one of the largest ROTC chapters in the country).  The conflict of loyalty to family or country is central to the play.  Shannon provided materials such as newspaper articles describing Waukegan High School as a key site for ROTC recruitment, especially among Latino students, the largest growing ethnic population in Waukegan, and historical articles about the war in Dublin during the time and context of the play.  By combining historical and contemporary research and by highlighting culturally relevant connections to the main character conflict—concepts of patriotism and concepts of familial loyalty—in the initial stages of the reading process, Shannon’s materials gave students a conceptual foothold to understand the characters in the play, even before they encountered the difficult dialect and obscure textual references to Ireland at the beginning of the last century and to a war many of these students would not have studied or even have heard referenced.  As she wrote:


For example, one student, Jamie, wrote, “There are Irish men fighting for the British, but still they are being mistreated.  The conflict could be if they are more patriotic to themselves as people or to the British?  It could also be how they are fighting for causes they don’t believe in while others are running away.”  Despite the fact that the student has not read the play yet, she is able to correctly identify that there will be controversy about a war and that peoples’ patriotism will be challenged.  This will be beneficial to her during her reading process because she will already have central ideas about the text in her mind while reading it; this is especially important when the text is as difficult to work through as The Plough and the Stars to help make the deeper meanings more explicit and clear to readers.  


An overwhelming majority of students, in responding to “Do you think people are more patriotic, or loyal, to their families or their country?” wrote that they thought people were more loyal to their families.  Most of the students responded to this question similarly to Luis, who wrote, “I think people are more loyal to their families because it is their blood and people that care about them.  Family is more important than anything else.”  This was an interesting response, because in the play, Jack Clitheroe ends up choosing the war effort and loyalty to his country over his wife, Nora.  It is likely that students who responded in this manner would have their initial thoughts and concepts of family love versus patriotism for one’s country tested in reading The Plough and the Stars and seeing this plot event occur; some students started processing more complex answers that analyzed why people choose their countries when they care more for their families.  For example, one student, Michael, wrote, “I think people are more patriotic to their families.  I know a lot of people who join the military with a basic reason of having a better benefit for their family or for people/family to be proud of them, and defending the country is only their second reason.” Because Michael started contemplating these complex motivations for choosing to fight in a war prior to beginning to read the play, he probably had a richer experience in analyzing character motivations in the play than he would have if he had not have explored these concepts.  Meanwhile, Michael also commented on this idea of dual intentions in answering “When does being patriotic and loyal to your country interfere with the way you want to live your life?”  He wrote, “Sometimes, being patriotic and loyal to one’s country interfere[s] with the way one want to live life.  This is because they may want to join the military and at the same time spend time with their family.”  Acknowledgement of this conflict and the genuine desire to be both supporting one’s country and spending time with one’s family will help this student make deeper conclusions about characterization.  Jack will seem less antagonistic and have more dimensions to his character; Michael will probably be able to see this conflict within Jack’s character when Jack had to choose between fighting and staying home with Nora.  


While most students initially believed that people are generally more patriotic in favor of their families, a few other students held different initial contentions that resonate with Jack’s decision in The Plough and the Stars.  For example, one student, Sara, wrote, “I’d like to think that people are more patriotic to their families, but it seems people are more for their country, almost to a fault,” and her partner, Dulce, responded, “I think family’s more important but when the country needs its people, then they should step up.”  Another student, Laura, wrote, “Depends on the situation.  More than likely, people are more patriotic to their county (in the past).  Present day, I believe some are less influenced by media/government and think of their family before the government.  Loyal citizens and hardcore patriotism still exist though.”  Her partner, Courtney, responded, “Good values also change with each generation.”  The students’ initial feelings and values will shape the students’ experiences with the text, and will probably result in different personal conclusions and connections, as well as different interpretations of characterization.

Using Images and Visual Interpretation as Anchor Interpretation Experiences:

During the production process, dramaturgical research is not limited to text-based research; dramaturgs also often collect images that relate to the text or symbolize themes and major issues presented in the text.  (see Gunter, 176-79)   The students’ responses to the images demonstrate that they helped students strengthen concepts of characterization, setting, theme, and their overall understanding of the play. In an image of a woman drinking wine out of a straw, students made connections to Rosie Redmond.  One student wrote, “The girl waiting shows Rosie waiting for customers to buy her a drink.  The make-up is covering her true self, which is a prostitute.  She seems dazed, and prostitution sometimes is a need and a struggle to move out of it.” In this response, the student is showing her ability to find psychological motivations for human actions.  By hypothesizing about Rosie’s motivation for being a prostitute, she came up with insight into her character, and also makes analytical statements, such as her make-up being a strategy to cover up her true self.  Overall, this image has acted as an opportunity to find depth in a minor character in the play. 


The students were asked to write a second time about this same image, but this time relating it to Nora.  This demonstrated their ability to take an image and view it in different contexts to find analytic insight into the characters and discover characterization, pushing students to look deeper into characters and engage in symbolic thinking.   One student wrote, “With the elegance of the make-up and the fancy hat, we still see the sadness and confusion that Nora felt.  The stare into space [makes it] evident that Nora has gone crazy.  The empty glass symbolizes that Nora has not recognized Jack’s death, and is waiting for him to come back.”  These responses demonstrate that the students were able to take images compiled as dramaturgical research to inspire and further thought of the director, production team, and actors, and use them to explore the text with a higher level of analytic thought.  

Pre-Production Collaboration with Actors:


One significant element of dramaturgy is the live interaction with the members of the production and the audience.  The dramaturgs and actors have spent months studying the play and have a wealth of acquired knowledge and insight into the play. At this point in the production, the players are experienced and knowledgeable about most elements of the play, including dramaturgical research, themes, symbols, plot, and extensive characterization.    To integrate this element of dramaturgy into my critical methodology for this project, I organized a day for cast members to visit the Waukegan classes studying The Plough and the Stars.  
 


Before the dramaturg and actors came into the classroom, Babcock’s classes had read through the first act of The Plough and the Stars.  Reflecting upon the initial reading process and challenges of this first read-through, Babcock wrote:

“On the first day of reading the play aloud in class, we played with the language – figuring out what the misspelled words were – and if we could see any patterns in the spelling, e.g., the use of “th'”, etc. Initially, the students were hung up with the misspellings in such a way that they could not make sense of the dialogue.  Once we broke through this, so that the meaning of the words/phrases were in the sound of the words rather than the spelling/sight of them, the students’ understanding seemed to increase, and certainly we began to develop a flow to our reading that at first was debilitatingly choppy.  Only in one class did I have a student who could mimic the Irish accent well.  In all classes, however, students had fun trying to do so.”


Thus, it was clear that the classes would benefit from a group of people who had spent months interpreting the language and vocalizing O’Casey’s written language.  The pre-production presentations were a combination of the presentation of dramaturgical research, actor performances, theme discussion, and a question-answer session from the students to the actors and dramaturg.  Since three of Babcock’s senior British Literature classes studied The Plough and the Stars, the Lake Forest College students gave three presentations.  The Lake Forest College students wrote the themes on the board for the students as they discussed them.  One student, Elizabeth Derry, stated that the list of themes was very similar in all three classes and included: “Heroism, pride, war, loss, nationalism patriotism, poverty, illness, and destruction.” Then, each of the Lake Forest College students gave a two-minute talk discussing the themes that the students generated, focusing mainly on how the theme related to the particular characters that they played.  This was beneficial for the students at that point in their reading, because the four characters represented in the presentations are four of the first characters seen onstage and are key components of Act One.  In addition, the actors spoke the process each went through in going through the script to learn about their characters, modeling textual inquiry.  Giving students a real person to associate the characters on the page with makes the text less foreign and allows the themes and characterization to come to the forefront, thus facilitating deeper connections with the text. 


Additionally, the actors explained their own effective reading strategies in going through the text to decipher the Irish dialect and to find valuable character information, making these strategies direct and explicit for students.  This not only provided students with strategies, but also displayed examples of successes and accomplishments that can result from thorough and interactive reading.  One specific textual element that the actors explicated was how O’Casey wrote phonetically to communicate the Irish dialect.   For example, “molecules” in the script is actually written “molly cewels.”  O’Casey writes out the Dublin dialect phonetically so that someone with no previous knowledge of the dialect can read it with a hint of a dialect.  This is helpful for acting but makes it difficult for readers trying to understand the play.  Seeing that college-level readers and actors also struggled, students were given a light at the end of the tunnel and also confidence that it is possible to break through the complexities of the text.  Even hearing the dialect spoken aloud was helpful to make meaning of the reading and illuminate confusing sections of text.

Post-Production Collaborative Analysis:  The “TalkBack” with the Actors

Another element of the dramaturgical methodology is the opportunity for students to see a live performance of the play.  A large group of students traveled to Lake Forest College with Babcock, and she informed me that the students had finished their first full read through of the play that afternoon.  Before the show started, the students filled the theater’s lobby and had enthusiastic attitudes.  They laughed, joked, and waited in anticipation for the theater doors to open. Despite the fact that they were high school students on a Friday night, I heard the students say, “I wish they would open the doors already!  I can’t wait for the show to start!  What do you think the actors are going to be like?” Some students gathered around the lobby panels that the dramaturg had created, which give information on the historical context of the play.  I heard a few students who were reading the panels say, “Hey! We talked about this in class!” Many other students thumbed through the programs, and I observed several students reading the “Dramaturg’s Note” on the first page.   I noticed one of the students explaining part of the “Dramaturg’s Note” to her parents, who had accompanied her to watch the show.  I also heard students comment on the glossary in the back of the program.  Their acknowledgement that extra knowledge is helpful and beneficial to acquire before experiencing a text, either in written or performance form, demonstrates the value of the dramaturgical critical methodology.  Babcock said that the number of her students who decided to attend the production was an indication of the success of the educational program. 


Another element of dramaturgy that brings together the minds of the creative forces behind the play and the audience is the post-performance discussion, often called a “talkback.”  A dramaturg usually facilitates talkbacks, where interested audience members stay after the play ends and the actors come out and sit on stage.  All parties involved engage in a discussion about the play, often exploring themes and messages that reach beyond plot and aim toward the purpose of the text and the resulting choices made by the production team.  The talkback usually starts in the form of question and answer.  The dramaturg opens the talkback by giving a brief introduction to the audience, the actors and other creative staff involved introduce themselves, and then audience members begin asking questions. In providing their answers, actors and audience members begin a conversation.  In addition to discussing themes in the play, questions also direct actors to talk about the academic and creative processes they went through to “find” their characters and both physically and emotionally “become” their characters.  Other areas of interest include analyzing technical elements of the play, such as the lighting, set, costumes and makeup.  

This discussion’s objective was to give students a chance to process what they had just viewed.  This ranged from general questions about plot and characters to specific questions about lines in the play.  For example, there is a part in the production where the Covey bursts onstage and engages in a fight with Uncle Peter, who is dressed up in an elaborate Irish army uniform.  The Covey yells, “Isn't that the malignant ol' varmint?  Lookin' like the illegitimate son of an illegitimate child of a corporal in the Mexican Army!"  Clearly, the statement was meant to be derogatory, even in the cultural context of the script in the early twentieth century, and the line elicited a strong audience response, especially at the performance that the Waukegan students attended.  At the delivery of this line, the audience erupted.  Some students scoffed in disbelief, moaned, crossed their arms, and perked their ears and sat forward in their seats to listen for any follow-up.  A student behind me roared, “DAMN, they just insulted WAUKEGAN!”  During the talk-back, a student who was still bitter and upset about this line brought it up and asked the actors what the line meant and what why it was said, because she felt it was “out of the blue.”  She also said that she knew there was century-long strife between Ireland and England, but demanded to know what kind of tension Ireland has with Mexico.  Unfortunately, this reference had slipped by the dramaturgy team, and neither the actors nor the dramaturgs could give a historical, conclusive explanation for the reference.  This line occurred about an hour into the play, and the fact that such a large number of students found it provocative demonstrates both that they were paying attention and also the benefits of seeing the play live.  Although all of the students had read the play, they had not realized that they Mexican Army was being referred to in a joking manner.  By seeing the context of the comment onstage, students were able to see the Covey’s overdone uniform and the joking manner in which the other characters reacted to him.  A live production can bring these textual nuances to life.  It also shows the students’ ability, no matter how small and insignificant the line is, to find a reference to their culture.  People crave to find commonalities in foreign references, and other questions in the talkback also revealed this pursuit for cultural universality.  


In addition to bringing up cultural references, the students asked about more analytic elements of the text.  One of the students raised her hand and commented on the symbolism of the end of the play, asking if it was ironic when Bessie has just died after being shot through the upstairs window and the British soldiers come into the room and drink tea next to her bloody body.  One of the cast members agreed that this moment was very important and “summed up the entire play.”  The high school student brought up this point most likely to demonstrate her understanding of this crucial moment and to acknowledge that she, in fact, observed the importance of that moment. 
Dramaturgy Creates More Equal Textual Power Between Students and Teacher
Babcock observed that her students active pursuit of knowledge in this project demonstrates that dramaturgy is a valuable tool with which to study literature.   She explained:

We, as teachers, often do that biographical and historical research for ourselves, so we become the experts—and then we impart that information to the students.  We treat the students as empty vessels that we will fill.  When we teach this way, we rob our students of the joy we experience when learning.  The material in your packet highlights the importance of understanding the political context, the author’s life, the structure of a tragic-comedy, etc., but instead of filling the students’ empty heads, your materials allow them to mirror the discovery process that you went through in the creation of the packet.  The students become active makers-of-meaning; they discover and construct meaning by themselves.


Babcock acknowledges that dramaturgy combats the teacher-centered classroom and creates an authentic community of learners.  


Dramaturgy highlights the importance of inquiry and collective interpretive processes.  By choosing a less well-known play, teacher and students are on more equal interpretive footing, sharing insights from the research together as they critically analyze the play.  The reader enters the world created by the author, integrating the historical background and context of the play’s original context with the reader’s current experience of the text.  The reader engages in a reexamination of his/her ideals after “trying on” the perspectives and ideas of the author.  Dramaturgy—by integrating historical research with current audience interpretative frameworks—brings together the experience of the reader and of the author to create meaning. In this type of approach to literature, students are not just accepting or digesting ideas developed by the teacher or others.  Here, they are responsible for creating the play from the one-dimensional text and the information provided by the dramaturg. Also dramaturgy demonstrates that interpretation is always in process, not stable.  Indeed, interpretive contexts change when new artistic teams generate their own research questions and interpretations with each new production of a play.  The activity of drama — of putting on the play — is “always imbued with utterly present meaning, while, at the same time carrying its weight of history and tradition” (Franks, 1999, p. 49).  By studying drama using dramaturgical tools and principles, teachers can teach more authentic interpretive strategies and have students experience true meaning-making processes.  
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