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As a fifth-grade teacher, Gerald had
the fortune of collaborating with
Angelica, a preservice teacher with a
passion for drama and dance. One
day, Angelica was criticized by a usu-
ally supportive administrator for
engaging students with drama. They
were improvising a piece that
incorporated theatrical movements
with the children’s own spoken-word
poetry as well as writing from
Francisco Jiménez, Maya Angelou,
and Carlos Bulosan, authors who all

had personal or activist ties to the
neighborhood and surrounding areas.
Angelica’s competence was not in
question. Her talents as both an edu-
cator and artist were well respected in
the community. What was at issue
was the time. It was 9:15 a.m., some-
where in the middle of the school’s
“literacy block.” Apparently, an artistic/
literate practice that involved reading,
writing, listening, speaking, cooperat-
ing, transacting with local literary tra-
ditions, interpreting texts through

body language, and drawing on the
children’s (and teacher’s) own rich lin-
guistic and life experiences did not
count as official literacy. In a school
subject to instructional mandates that
emphasize the transmission of discreet
skills through codified programs, the
administrator was perhaps reasonably
unsettled, “What if my boss visits the
school and all the students are not on
the same page?”

We concur with researchers in the
areas of critical multiculturalism and
biliteracy, such as Darder (1997),
Gutiérrez, Barquenado-Lopéz, and
Asato (2000), and Martínez-Roldán
(2003), that the marginalization of
alternative literacy practices, with
drama serving as a paradigm exam-
ple, does a disservice to students,
especially students in low-income,
ethnically and linguistically diverse
schools where teachers and school
administrators are perhaps most
constrained. According to Darder
(1997), “the majority of bicultural
students who are in need of greater
school resources and educational
opportunities find themselves in less
challenging and less stimulating
environments” (p. 339). The phrase
“on the same page” signifies the
ways the regular school curriculum
homogenizes the identities,
experiences, and linguistic resources
of students (Campano, 2005). It is
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also an apt metaphor for overly
restrictive literacy instruction,
invoking images of rows of children
individually culling information
from texts. Macedo (2003) reminds
us that this approach to “literacy for
domestication” in contemporary
times “anesthetizes one’s capacity to
think independently and critically”
(p. 13). We believe critical engage-
ment with drama may disrupt the
cycle of “literacy for domestication”
that narrowly circumscribes teach-
ing and delimits the learning expe-
riences in so many culturally
diverse multilingual schools.

The purpose of this article is to pro-
vide evidence from our work as
teachers, drama facilitators, and
researchers that drama affords a
generative nexus between the
students’ own identities and more
expansive understandings of
school-based literacy practices. We
examine data from two separate
multilingual fifth-grade classroom
studies to show how drama can
open critical spaces within which
students negotiate diverse perspec-
tives and generate knowledge that
may serve their own educational
and social empowerment.

DRAMA AS CRITICAL
WORLD-MAKING

Following Heathcote (1984), we
define drama not so much as a sub-
ject or content area, but more as a
complex system that draws on a
number of semiotic resources. This
system enables participants to
employ past experiences and imagi-
native conjecture in their attempts
“to create a living, moving picture
of life” (p. 62). In the process of cre-
ating this picture, participants
dramatize new understandings and
interpretations of their own experi-
ences and those of others.

Drama is unique in providing an
(inter)active context wherein partic-

ipants can comprehend and stretch
the limits of their day-to-day reali-
ties through the embodiment of
critical reflection and both
rehearsed and improvised action.
Participants at once inhabit and co-
construct a “make-believe world”
(O’Neill, 1995) parallel to their own
lives. They develop characters and
situations that are animated by
multiple social positions, and they
mediate their own experiences of
the world with those of the various

roles enacted in the drama. It is in
this active negotiation that partici-
pants begin to critically reflect on
the various positions and ways of
knowing they bring as interpreters
of the world (Edmiston, 2000; Wolf
& Enciso, 1994; Medina, 2004 a & b).
Furthermore, in the imaginative
space that is created through drama,
participants have the opportunity to
take action and “talk back” to dom-
inant social, cultural, and linguistic
practices that may devalue their
own rich cultural resources and
identities (Gallagher, 2001). Similar
to what Boal (1979) articulates in
Theater of the Oppressed, drama is
not limited to the study of “other”
people, times, and places. Through
spoken, written, and physical semi-
osis, students can construct and
reinterpret multiple aspects of their
lives and critically examine forms
of marginalization.

Two dynamic features of drama
have been instrumental in orienting
our respective teaching and research

communities—both ethnically and
linguistically diverse fifth-grade
classrooms in the United States—
towards consciousness raising and
social action. The first feature is
drama’s ability to provide, from a
critical literacy perspective, a space
to expose power relationships and
adjudicate between competing
beliefs and values, which become
alive and tangible through role-play.
Carmen’s example of writing-in-role
during two events demonstrates how
students did not merely occupy the
space of a pure and fully formed
imagined “other.” What is critical is
that they brought their own
interests, linguistic resources, and
forms of cultural expression to bear
on their roles, rendering visible con-
testing perspectives and values to
the classroom community. They were
in a sense realizing fiction by
enabling literature to become a
springboard, or what O’Neill (1995)
identifies as a pre-text for further
exploration of their actual relation-
ships to the world as mediated by
literacy, language, and schooling. 

Our second closely related feature is
drama’s potential as a vehicle for
children to mobilize their
cultural/social identities and engage
issues and audiences relevant to their
immediate lives. Gerald’s example
demonstrates how drama, specifically
teatro—a form of political theatre
that has its roots in El Teatro
Campesino of the migrant labor
camps—functioned as a critical inter-
vention into conventional processes
of making sense of and “managing”
multilingual children in urban class-
rooms. Through teatro, the students
found a safe space to fictionalize
reality and enact more empowering
individual and collective representa-
tions from which others might learn.
In the next sections, we present the
students’ work and describe both
examples to highlight the two
features.

Perform
ing Identities in M

ultilingual Classroom
s

333

Drama can open
critical spaces within

which students
negotiate diverse
perspectives and

generate knowledge.

LA_March2006.qxd  2/8/06  9:29 AM  Page 333



REALIZING FICTION THROUGH
WRITING-IN-ROLE

Carmen worked with a group of
fifth graders from Latina/o
backgrounds—predominately Mex-
ico and El Salvador—in an urban
neighborhood school in a large
Midwestern city in the United
States. These children employed
drama to transact with the picture
book My Diary from Here to
There/Mi diario de aquí hasta allá
(Perez, 2002). The book, based on
the author’s migrant experiences,
tells the story of Amanda and her
family crossing the Mexico–USA
border. Amanda shares her personal
diary of the journey “from here to
there.” The elements of the diary
provided an interesting context to
work on the drama strategy
writing-in-role where the
participants take the role of one of
the characters and write at a partic-
ular moment within or beyond the
text to explore social issues (see
Medina, 2005, for a critical
discourse analysis of writing-in-
role). For example, after reading the
book, students looked beyond the
story to speculate about the charac-
ters’ future. The story ended with
Amanda writing in her diary in her
new home in Los Angeles. The end-
ing opened up an opportunity for
students to move the story
temporally forward beyond the
actual text to a new make-believe
world, Amanda’s first schooling
experiences in the United States. As
recent immigrants, the fifth-grade
students were in a unique position
to infuse this new make-believe
world with their own cultural
knowledge and experiences.

The overall drama exploration
began with a hot seat, or interview,
with the characters Amanda and
Raúl (Amanda’s brother). Two
students assumed the roles of the
characters while the rest of the stu-

dents asked questions of the “new”
members in the school. This drama
engagement was followed by the
creation of tableaus, or frozen
images of the characters’
experiences in the classroom during
the first day of school. The students
represented the tensions and nego-
tiations that take place for many
new students on their first day. We
pushed the story further through
writing-in-role, where the students
wrote a diary entry reflecting on
what happened to the characters
during that day. Modeling their
work after the bilingual text My
Diary from Here to There, the
students had the choice to write-in-
role in their diaries in either
English, Spanish, or both. What fol-
lows is a transcript of the dialogue
that took place around the writing-
in-role, followed by two examples
of writing-in-role, one from
Francisco and one from Ivonne.
Text in parentheses represents the
author’s translation from Spanish to
English. Children’s names are pseu-
donyms.

Francisco: Yo cuando llegué me . . . le
dijo Mr. Thomas a Carlos, a
un chamaquito ahí, que ayu-
dara. (When I arrived he, Mr.
Thomas, told Carlos, a guy
there, to help me.)

[Students writing and overlapping talk]

Student: Dear diary, 

Student: Voy a hacer como . . . (I’m
going to be like . . .)

[Silence. The students begin to write.]

Diego: La amiga de Amanda ¿Cómo
se llama? (Amanda’s friend,
what is her name?)

Yolanda: Michi

[Writing]

Carmen: Okay ¿quien quiere compartir
su diario? (Okay, who would
like to share their diary?)

Yolanda: Yo (Me)

Ivonne: Yo quiero (I want to.)

[Students read their diaries]

Ivonne’s Diary:
Querido diario,
Este día fue entre difícil divertido y
fantástico. Porque difícil porque no
conocía a nadie y no sabía que me
decían y divertido porque ellos querían
hablarme pero no podían y entonces
me explicaban hasta que entendía y
fantástico porque me di cuenta como
estoy haciendo amigos cada día sin
saber inglés. Me siento contenta.
(Dear diary,
This day was between difficult, fun,
and fantastic. Why difficult? Because
I didn’t know anyone and I didn’t
know what they were telling me and
fun because they wanted to talk to
me but couldn’t and then they
explained until I understood and fan-
tastic because I realized how I am
making friends everyday without
knowing English. I feel happy.)

Francisco’s Diary
Mi diario de clases
El primer día de clase fue terrible
porque yo todavía no conocía la
escuela. Por eso tenía miedo. Cuando
me hablaban en inglés yo no
comprendía lo que me decían por eso
lo que quiero es aprender inglés.
(My diary of classes
The first day of school was terrible
because I did not know the school.
That is why I was scared. When they
talked to me in English I did not
understand what they said to me.
That is why what I want is to learn
English.)

Ivonne: [Initiates this reflection after
the diaries are read.] El primer
día de clases me acuerdo como
la maestra le dijo [Marcos] que
sacara “lápiz” Como na’ mas
sabe decir lapíz en español, le
dijo que sacara lápiz y
entonces Marcos . . . luego
estaba la maestra [inaudible] y
dijo “okay” y ya se iba a ir a
su asiento cuando Marcos le
dice “puedo sacar una libreta
para escribir” pero la maestra
no sabía hablar español y
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entonces le dijo a Rosa, una
niña, “Rosa dime lo que dice
porque no lo entiendo.” 
(The first day of classes I
remember how the teacher
told him [Marcos] to take out
“lápiz.” Because she only
knows how to say “lápiz” in
Spanish, she told him to take
out “lápiz” and then Marcos . . .
later the teacher was [inaudi-
ble] and said “okay” and she
was about to go to her chair
when Marcos tells her “puedo
sacar la libreta para escribir”
but the teacher did not know
how to speak Spanish and
then she told Rosa, a girl,
“Rosa tell me what he is say-
ing because I do not
understand him.”

Ivonne and Francisco’s dialogue
and writing samples demonstrate
the closeness of the drama to their
lives. Ivonne expressed a sense of
mixed feelings about the first day
of school by using a set of descrip-
tive words. One can detect an
ambivalence that represents the
complex negotiations that take
place as new immigrants mediate
the social dynamics of a new school
in a new language. First, the experi-
ence was described as “difícil” (dif-
ficult), the result of factors such as
lack of familiarity with the people
and the language. Nevertheless,
embedded in those challenges, there
is also a sense of empowerment.
Ivonne describes her peers’ attempts
to communicate in her language
and the efforts of others to explain
until she understands as “divertido”
(fun). She is aware that she can
make friends even without full
access to English. In the creation of
her character’s reality, Ivonne
becomes a reflective agent and
demonstrates how she can be a
member of the school community
by developing relationships without
necessarily knowing the language
of instruction and power. We
cannot tell the context of how she

made friends through the
character’s perspectives. Neverthe-
less, it is interesting to speculate if
it is at least partially the result of
the huge Spanish-speaking popula-
tion that disrupts the dominant
English-only ideology to form an
alternative linguistic culture (some-
thing Carmen observed in her
school), or because the students

have found forms of communi-
cation that go beyond English and
Spanish as polarized languages
(another dynamic Carmen
observed). In either case, while
scary, Ivonne’s testimony of how
she negotiated and developed social
relationships challenges the idea
that the only way to fully
participate in school is through
mastery of the English language.

The statements in Francisco’s writ-
ing-in-role as Raúl are less positive.
His initial account is in some ways
similar to Ivonne’s in that he
describes the fear of not knowing
the school. In the creation of the
character’s reality, he is explicit
about how his fear connects with
the barrier between his own
language and the one spoken by
others. English is positioned as the
primary tool for understanding and
making sense of school dynamics.
English is not only a means of com-
munication, but also a way to com-
prehend an unfamiliar institution
and a marker that separates “I”
from “they.” Francisco concludes by
reaffirming that the reason he
wants to learn English is to
overcome the fear of not
understanding.

Another interesting example within
the drama was when the students
assumed the role of “expert” cultural
brokers by creating a document to
help newcomers negotiate the most
difficult aspects of school. In this
role, the students brainstormed ideas
and explored possibilities. Ivonne
and Francisco were part of this
group with Yolanda and Diego. Their

final document, written in both
Spanish and English, read,
“Challenges for new students/Retos
para los estudiantes nuevos” on the
top of one column “¿Cómo puedo
ayudar?/How can I help?” on the top
of another (see Figure 1). The
following is a selection of excerpts
from the students’ talk as they
brainstorm ideas.

Francisco: Hacer amigos. (To make friends.)

Yolanda: Con la tarea. (With homework.)

Francisco: Explicando hasta que aprenda.
(Explaining until they learn.)

[Negotiation continues among students
as they write down the phrases.]

Ivonne: Aquí hay una niña que se
llama Flavia . . . [Ella] me
explica hasta que entendiendo.
(Here there is a girl named
Flavia...[She] explains to me
until I understand.)

Diego: Que no entiende inglés. (That
you don’t understand English.)

Ivonne: Traducirles. (Translate to them.)

Francisco: Cuando te ponen un trabajo
en inglés que no entiendes es lo
más difícil. (When they give
you work in English that you
don’t understand it’s the most
difficult.)
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Diego: Hablar con las maestras es
bien difícil. (Talking to the
teachers is very difficult.)

Yolanda: Porque si no lo entiendes . . .
busca una persona que hable
español e inglés. (Because if
you do not understand. . . find
a person who speaks Spanish
and English.)

[Yolanda writes the phrase “Entender a
la maestra” (“Understand the teacher”).]

Francisco: Le hubieras puesto maestra y
aquí [pointing to the paper] le
hubieras puesto la “o” como
maestro. (You should have put
“maestra” [female teacher] and
here [pointing to the paper]
you should have put the “o”
like “maestro” [male teacher].)

Yolanda: Entender las palabras impor-
tantes. (Understand the impor-
tant words.)

Carmen: ¿Cuáles son las palabras
importantes? (What are the
important words?)

[Yolanda initiates in English and
Spanish]

Yolanda: Can I go to the office? ¿Puedo
ir a la oficina?

Diego: Con rojo. (With red.) [Making
reference to the marker color]

Francisco: Con verde. Verde, blanco y
rojo. With green. Green, white
and red.

Francisco: I can go to the office. My
mother was here in the office.

Yolanda: Can I go to the bathroom?

Diego: ¿Puedo ir al baño?

Yolanda: I am hungry.

Francisco: I can go drink the water.

Yolanda: Can I get a drink of water?

Francisco: Yo no se decirlo bien. (I do
not know how to say it
correctly.)

Diego: ¿Puedo ir a tomar agua?

This transcript and Figure 1 reflect
students’ thinking and ideas as they
brainstormed and negotiated how to
advise and support newcomers in
the school. Francisco identified the
importance of making friends, a
statement related to the issue of not
knowing people that was raised in
the previous writing-in-role.

The first challenge the students
included in their role as experts was
“con la tarea/with the homework.”
They believed they could “explicarle

hasta que entiendan/explain until
they understand.” Ivonne elaborated
on this point by providing a
personal example of how Flavia
explained to her when she did not
understand something in English.
This statement recalls Ivonne’s
writing-in-role where she reflected
on how she did not understand En-
glish at first but someone helped her,
again stressing the importance of
having access to people who can
explain class-related tasks. This is
also related to the second challenge
identified as not knowing English, a
challenge Francisco perceived as the
most difficult. For that challenge
they thought that translations were
the best way to help in surviving a
new school. 

Understanding the teacher is raised
as a challenge when Diego adds that
talking to teachers is very difficult,
and the children suggest recruiting
supportive adults other than the pri-
mary classroom instructor. In their
everyday reality, most of their
teachers—including ESL teachers—
did not speak Spanish; therefore,
they should instead “ir con una per-
sona bilingue/go with a person who
knows English and Spanish,” proba-
bly making reference to the mostly
Spanish-speaking teachers’ aides in
the school whose job is to support
children in their first language.
Another interesting feature of the
students’ negotiation is Francisco’s
suggestion to include both genders,
maestro (male) and maestra (female)
in Spanish, which Yolanda formal-
ized in the document by adding the
“o” to maestra(o). He was aware of
how Spanish is a gender-specific
language, and the inclusion of both
female and male was relevant to
him because his homeroom teacher
is male.

The children also understood that
they needed to acquire a survival
language to understand important
words. When I questioned what the
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Figure 1. Experts writing: Challenges and support for new students

Challenges for new students/ ¿Como puedo ayudar?/
Retos para los estudiantes nuevos How can I help?

Con la tarea/With the homework Explicarle hasta que entiendan/
Explain until they understand

Que no entiendan inglés/ Traducirles/Translate
You don’t know English

Entender a la maestra(o)/ Ir con una persona bilingüe/Go with a 
Understand the teacher person who knows English and Spanish

Entender las palabras importantes/ ¿Puedo ir a la oficina?, ¿Puedo ir al baño?, 
Understand the important words Yo tengo hambre., ¿Puedo ir a tomar agua?,

¿Puedo usar la computadora?/Can I go to 
the office?, May I go to the bathroom?, I 
am hungry., May I drink water?, May I use 
the computer?

Aprender el ABC’s y el vocabulario/ Estudiarlo juntos/Study together
Learn the ABC’s and vocabulary
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important words were, Yolanda
responded with a shift in language
choice to English by suggesting,
“Can I go to the office?” This initi-
ated a bilingual dialogue as the
students brainstormed and made
sense of their ideas, resulting in a
list of sentences including ¿Puedo
ir a la oficina?, ¿Puedo ir al
baño?/Can I go to the office?, May
I go to the bathroom? The nature
of the activity—conveying the idea
of “important words”—and the
context of their responses made
for a shift in the language usage
pattern from the exclusive use of
Spanish to code-switching
between Spanish and English. In
terms of the content and grammat-
ical structure of the sentences,
most are questions students ask to
“get permission” to do something.
Students perceived the importance
of acquiring a school discourse
that suggests hierarchies of
authority and discipline. They
seemed to have a critical
awareness of the relationship
between language and power and
how that affects their lives.
Furthermore, moving away from
language as a form of communica-
tion into actual language learning
and acquisition, the students iden-
tified that another challenge is to
“Aprender el abc’s y el
vocabulario/learn the ABC’s and
vocabulary.” They believed “estu-
diarlo juntos/study together” is the
best way to support newcomers in
learning these skills, employing a
strategy of collaboration to foster
individual and collective success. 

FICTIONALIZING REALITY
THROUGH TEATRO

Gerald’s example is from his work
with Angelica in a public, urban
neighborhood school in California.
Part of their inquiry stance
(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999)

entailed co-constructing with
students an alternative literacy cur-
riculum built around their
experiences and the physical reali-
ties of their lives. The students’ use
of teatro was not merely the result
of an activity or set of strategies
Angelica implemented in the class-
room, but an organic outgrowth of
the relationships she had cultivated
with the students over time. As
Angelica acclimated herself to the
classroom learning environment,
she would unobtrusively engage
students by helping them with tasks

or thinking about their classroom
inquiries. Perhaps Angelica’s most
powerful pedagogical move was to
share her life as a migrant, her own
testimonio, or oral testimony. The
students, in turn, began to open up
to her, especially several of the girls
whose primary language was Span-
ish. They drew her pictures and
wrote letters and notes.

Angelica wanted to address these
children’s concerns so she
organized a “Girl Talk” learning
group (Waff, 1994). Angelica and
the students read stories and poems
together and started multilingual
reader response journals, with
prompts arising out of their conver-
sations and readings. Angelica
wrote back to the students weekly,
and they wrote to each other. They
eventually studied dance, puppetry,
and drama and formed a
performance art group titled Danc-
ing across Borders. One of

Angelica’s goals for the group was
to communicate to the students an
expansive sense of who they could
become; she was concerned that
society imparted restricted roles for
students, especially from minority
groups.

The following drama resulted from
an invitation that Gerald and
Angelica received to conduct a
workshop on “classroom
management” for teachers and
teacher educators. Rather than enu-
merate conventional strategies to
reign in “off-task” children, they
decided to recruit interested
students from Dancing across
Borders to put together a play for
the professional development meet-
ing. They asked the students what
they would tell teachers about class-
room management. When was there
a productive classroom atmosphere?
Why did some students adopt an
oppositional stance towards school?
When did school require the
students to compromise or deny an
aspect of who they felt they were?
The students shared stories and
foraged through their writing port-
folios to find samples that exempli-
fied moments of intercultural
miscommunication, conflict, and
social critique. For example, one
student shared a poem from her Girl
Talk journal of how she felt “invisi-
ble twice” as a Filipina—both as a
female and a member of an ethnic
minority. A number of children told
of their extensive work lives outside
of school. Others questioned the
more punitive aspects of schooling.
They eventually strung a number of
these samples or vignettes together
as a starting point for a script titled
“What the Teacher Didn’t Know,”
which Angelica helped shape into a
dramatic performance.

The cultural production of the play
drew on the local tradition and his-
tory of El Teatro Campesino, a form
of Chicana/o political theatre that
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arose from the migrant labor camps
in the 1960s and 1970s. Broyles-
Gonzales (1994) states that the
artistic practices of the acting
ensemble were inseparable from the
life practices of its members, where
“performance was viewed as part of
the material social processes of life”
and “always entailed consciousness
of community and one’s sense of
belonging to and participating in
the life of the community” (p. 87).

The scripts were “living texts,” writ-
ten collaboratively and often altered
in the context of practice and
performance. The process of
composing the play pushed against
the prevailing school ideology of
individual authorship. There was no
“one” author. It was genuinely a
cooperative, dynamic project.

In the following excerpt from
“What the Teacher Didn’t Know,”
the setting is a depressing
classroom where a Dickensian
schoolmaster, Mr. Sid (aptly
modeled after M. Choakumchild
from Hard Times—a favorite class-
room character), barks orders and
reproves seemingly incorrigible
youngsters. After every verbal
harangue, the actors freeze as the
injured party soliloquizes about the
teacher’s ignorance. It is important
to keep in mind that the excerpts
are all written by the students,
including Mr. Sid’s final speech,
which may serve as a mirror to
many teachers. Also, only minor
parts of the script have been trans-

lated to preserve the complex
language dynamics embedded in a
particular context.

From “What the Teacher Didn’t Know”

Susana: Maestro yo no tengo un libro
para leer.

Mr. Sid: Yes, Susana. What? I cannot
understand what you are say-
ing. 

Steven: Yo entender poquito Español. I
can translate for you. She
needs a book to read. 

Mr. Sid: No! You cannot read in
English, so how do you expect
to read one of those blue-
labeled books. That table is
your only choice! Everybody
should get homework ready to
be turned in. And this is the
U.S., so there will be no
foreign languages!

FREEZE

Susana: What the teacher didn’t know
is that I just came from Mex-
ico five months ago, so some-
times I don’t know how to say
things in English. He didn’t
know my language is an
important part of me. Speak-
ing Spanish is something I feel
proud of, but he is cruel for
not encouraging me to main-
tain my traditions. Instead, he
put me down and made me
feel like a stranger. And also,
my teacher didn’t know that
people spoke Spanish here
before English!

❖❖❖❖❖❖❖

Mr. Sid: There is no excuse for not
bringing your homework. You
are a lazy, irresponsible,
wretched, horrid, indolent,
diminutive little beast. Don’t
talk to me. Go back to your
seat! 

FREEZE

Crystal: What the teacher didn’t know
is that I had to take care of
my two little brothers and my
sister. My mother worked
until 8 p.m., so I was in
charge of my family after

school. I had to feed my broth-
ers and change my sister’s dia-
per. She has Downs syndrome
and has difficulty caring for
herself. By the time my mom
got home, I was exhausted and
fell asleep without having my
homework done.

❖❖❖❖❖❖❖

Mildred: Kayat Ko nga mapan idyag
C.R. (I want to go to the
restroom.)

Mr. Sid: Steven, can you translate that?

Steven: Hey, that is not Spanish. That’s
Ilocano. I don’t know Ilocano.

Mr. Sid: All those languages sound the
same.

Susana: Otra vez la burra al trigo este
maestro no nos entiende.

Freddy: Tienes razón Maria podemos
decir lo que queramos y no nos
entiende.

Mr. Sid: That’s it! I don’t like you two
having a conversation that I
don’t understand.

Freddy: Esta bien. Pero hay que enojón
es usted DON.

Mr. Sid: What did you say?

Freddy: I said that you are the best
teacher in the whole planet
earth.

❖❖❖❖❖❖❖

[Will is asleep]

Mr. Sid: Will! Again, no! I cannot
believe it! You are in my class-
room, not in your bed. Wake up
now and do what I told you.

Will: This class is boring and you
give me a headache.

Mr. Sid: Well, that’s your opinion! You
can go out now, and find your-
self a job in Taco Bell or
McDonald’s.

FREEZE

Will: The teacher didn’t know I am
on medication and that I felt
robotic, lethargic, and
withdrawn. Therefore, I fell
asleep during class because
they make me take the medica-
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The process of
composing the play
pushed against the
prevailing school

ideology of individual
authorship. 
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tion in the morning. I told the
teacher that I was on medica-
tion but he wouldn’t listen to
what I had to say. I was origi-
nally put on medication with-
out my parents’ knowledge
when I lived in a group home.
By medicating children, it
makes them depend on
medication for their personal
problems. I am still struggling
with mine. By the way, my
mother is working in Taco Bell
because she is struggling to
feed us, and I don’t see noth-
ing wrong with that.

❖❖❖❖❖❖❖

Mr. Sid: You have been reading for a
while, so if I call your name
please stand up and tell me
about your reading. Melissa
M., stand up and talk to me
about your reading!

[Melissa is quiet and afraid to talk]

Mr. Sid: Don’t you know how to talk?
Can you hear me? She looks
like a robot! [Everybody
laughs]

Mr. Sid: [turns around] I guess you
don’t know how to talk. You
know it’s impolite not to
answer a teacher. And look at
me in the eyes when I’m
speaking to you!

FREEZE

Melissa: What the teacher didn’t know
is that I like to be quiet
because it is part of my
personality and my culture. In
my country, women are
frequently quiet because it is
traditional. I did my
homework and I like to read it
to the teacher only, but not to
anybody else. Also in my cul-
ture, silence has meaning. It is
a virtue.

❖❖❖❖❖❖❖

Mr. Sid: The children don’t know who I
really am inside. They don’t
know what I have to say about
them. When I tell them some-
thing, it’s considered rubbish.
I’ve lost their respect. While I

was growing up, I was naïve
and thought that everyone
should abide by what was
commonly right. I guess I was
wrong. Every individual has
his or her own beliefs. I do,
too. My students come from all
over the world: Mexico, China,
Laos, and the Philippines. I
really think it is wonderful to
have a diverse classroom.
When I was growing up, there
wasn’t much diversity. I lived
with my own race. When I
started teaching, I wanted to
help children. Right now, I’m
making these children’s lives
miserable. I’m just too timid
and afraid to tell them who I
really am. In my heart, there
is an opposite side. I’m really
a caring and funny guy. There
is just so much pressure being
a teacher—raising test scores,
overcrowded classes, not
enough resources, struggling
children. Well, this is today,
and all I can do is take one
day at a time.

The students created learning experi-
ences through teatro that slowed and
dilated classroom time in order to
better enable educators to focus on
the perspectives, experiences, and
emotions of particular children. For
example, through the use of the
“freezing” technique and soliloquy,
the daily noise of classroom interac-
tions became momentarily suspended
to foreground the students’ identities.
We come to understand the students
as individuals whose encounters with
schooling are invariably shaped by
both personal and group history.
When framed in this manner, their
“behaviors” are not so much the
result of traits such as “laziness” or
“defiance,” almost ubiquitous
accusatory categories in schools, but
are rather rational responses to the
socially unjust historical situations.

The students’ soliloquies, in fact,
reveal insights derived from their
unique social locations, forms of

knowledge that may not be readily
available to even the most well-
meaning educators (university-based
researchers included). This knowledge
speaks to the “epistemic privilege” of
their minority experiences, “a special
advantage with respect to possessing
or acquiring knowledge about how
fundamental aspects of our society
operate to sustain matrices of power”
(Moya, 2001, p. 479). Susana, for
example, provides testimony to the
relationships between language, his-
tory, and identity. Crystal articulates
a class-based cultural model of child-
hood, the child as contributor,
nurturer, and worker. Will challenges
medical models for “treating”
children who do not conform to cer-
tain behavioral expectations.
Melissa’s cultural background enables
her to complicate silence as more
than the mere absence of thought
and meaning. And, in a remarkable
act of empathy, Mr. Sid’s final speech
discloses a form of social suffering
that comes from doing an already
challenging job in contexts of stark
inequality without the adequate per-
sonal, material, and social resources.
Taken as an ensemble, the various
perspectives of the characters in the
drama work together to provide a
complex and more complete general
understanding of what it may mean
to teach and learn in urban schools
and neighborhoods. It was an oppor-
tunity for diverse students to educate
educators about the world and how it
affects them.

PERFORMING IDENTITIES
AND EXPOSING POWER

In both classroom examples, text and
selves work together in a productive
dialectic that creates a dynamic, in-
between space where students explore
characters’ fictional lives but also
their own actual lives and identities in
schools. In the process, the students
mine their cultural experiences to
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arrive at more complete and
incisive understandings of how they
are positioned by others, including
educators, administrators, and pol-
icy makers.

As we look across both experiences,
we perceive how the students create
a polyphony of voices that speaks
about the multiple aspects of their
cultural identities in relation to lan-
guage, literacy, and learning. Their
representations of culture are not
essentialized portrayals or generic
ethnic prescriptions. Rather, they
employ and craft literacy practices
to adapt to their respective
situations. For example, language
itself seems to serve a number of
roles across the dramatic represen-
tations, including language as a
tool for communication, language
as a source of cultural pride,
language as a form of social capital,
language as a way of comprehend-
ing the social grammar of
schooling, language as a set of dis-
creet skills that must be learned to
negotiate institutional demands,
and language as an exercise of
power and authority.

This analysis brings us to a related
aspect we find relevant in both
drama experiences. Teachers, educa-
tional activists, and especially stu-
dents may derive and develop
critical knowledge from their day-
to-day practices, living, learning,
and changing the cultures of
schooling if they are afforded the
space to do so. Through drama, the
classrooms’ critical literacy experi-
ences were deeply situated and con-
textualized within local political
and social legacies. The “critical” is
ultimately located in the
participants’ own past, present, and
possible future experiences. 

CONCLUSIONS

We conclude by suggesting ways in
which educators might integrate

drama to develop similar experiences
in different learning contexts. Figure
2 provides a list of further readings
that we find useful in devising
drama. 

We look at drama curriculum design
as inquiry (Short, Harste, & Burke,
1996) and as an opportunity to sup-
port alternative literacy practices
that should be available for all stu-
dents. We understand drama as a
form of knowledge construction
and representation within inquiry
processes where students ask and
explore powerful questions. In order
to conceptualize a drama ex-
perience, we begin with a question
to engage participants in creating a
“make-believe world.” For example,
Carmen invited the students to con-
sider their experiences as newcom-
ers, and Gerald and Angelica asked

the students to examine the tensions
between their own identities and
schooling.

Once larger questions are “defined,”
we look for effective strategies that
facilitate the students’ voices within
the drama. The strategies are not
randomly assembled to merely pro-
mote “extracurricular” fun and play;
instead, care is taken to employ
strategies that foster student inquiry.
Some strategies that are good to
begin include tableaus or frozen
images without talk or movement.
By looking at a “frozen” moment,
the participants in the drama can
analyze a particular event more
deeply. Students also have the
opportunity to conceptualize bodily
visual representations, extending
traditional written and spoken
curricular engagements.
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Figure 2. Useful resources to devise drama experiences

Boal, A. (1992). Games for actors and non-actors. (Adrian Jackson, Trans.). New York: Routledge.

Bolton, G. (1984). Drama as education. Harlow, Essex: Longman.

Booth, D., & Neelands, J. (Eds.). (1998). Writing in role: Classroom projects connecting writing
and drama. Hamilton, Ontario: Caliburn.

Bowell, P., & Heao, B. S. (2001). Planning process drama. London: David Fulton.

Enciso, P., & Edmiston, B. (1997). Drama and response to literature: Reading the text and re-
reading the truth. In N. Karolides (Ed.) Reader response in elementary classroom: Quest and
discovery (p. 69–94). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Grady, S. (2000). Drama and diversity: A pluralistic perspective for educational drama.
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

Kao, S. M., & O’Neill, C. (1998). Words into worlds: Learning a second language through
process drama. Stamford, CT: Ablex.

Neelands, J., & Goode, T. (2000). Structuring drama work. New York: Cambridge University
Press.

O’Neill, C., & Manley, A. (Ed.). (1997). Dreamseekers: Creative approaches to the African
American Heritage. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

O’Neill, C., & Lambert, A. (1982). Drama structures: A practical handbook for teachers.
Gloucestershire, U.K.: Nelson Thornes.

Wilhelm, J., & Edmiston, B. (1998). Imagining to learn: Inquiry, ethics, and integration
through drama. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

Wolf, S., Edmiston, B., & Enciso, P. (1997). Drama worlds: Places of the heart, head, voice,
and hand in dramatic interpretation. In J. Flood, S. B. Heath, & D. Lapp (Eds.), Handbook of
research on teaching literacy through the communicative visual arts (pp. 492–505). New
York: Macmillan.
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We also find it useful for participants
to explore the interior lives of char-
acters. If characters in the drama
structure are struggling with particu-
lar issues or ideas, the participants
might imagine their inner thoughts.
This can be done through putting the
characters in the “hot seat” and ask-
ing them questions, or by asking stu-
dents to represent what characters
might be thinking and assuming the
roles of those multiple voices in their
heads. These inner feelings could also
be recorded in writing-in-role
through a diary or a letter to another
character.

Another suggestion is to integrate
“multiple viewpoints” into the drama,
a key dimension of critical literacy
(Lewison, Flint, & Van Sluys, 2002),
through diverse characters and situa-
tions. For example, in the script Gerald
presented, the voices of the teachers
and students became pronounced
through the FREEZE episodes and their
attendant soliloquies. Actually, this
multi-perspectival dynamic of drama
has more potential than what we have
explored here. We could have also
incorporated the insights of the
parents, administrators, politicians,
and community members (see Medina,
2004b). 

In the current educational and politi-
cal climate, our strongest caveat is
that drama itself avoids conforming
to dominant understandings of liter-
acy and biliteracy instruction. It is
essential that drama provide a space
for students (and educators) to live
alternative ways of knowing and
being. Both of our drama engage-
ments privileged cooperation and
collaborative creativity over individ-
ual performance, multilingualism
over monolingualism, directed
improvisation over pre-set
objectives, and ongoing group
response over alienating individual
assessment. Perhaps most important,
drama should build off the students’
own rich identities, experiences, and

linguistic resources. By doing so, we
believe the imaginative cultural
work of drama participants will be
more than fanciful play; rather, it
may work in the service of envision-
ing and enacting a just education. 

Authors’ Note
The authors would like to thank Jerry Harste
for his feedback to earlier versions of this
manuscript.
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