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ABSTRACT

Dramatic play provides children an excellent way to express
their feelings and perceptions of the world that surrounds them. It is also
an alternative way for researchers and teachers to capture, understand, and
interpret children's voices because of the difficulties that children have in
expressing ideas through oral and written language. While dramatic play has
been widely used in preschool education, it has been overlooked during the
school years. This paper describes a program in theatrical expression, based
on dramatic play, with urban children from ages 8 to 14 in a Colombian city.
The program uses improvisations or play episodes created by the children
without a written script. One of the purposes has been to explore a
pedagogical alternative to the authoritarian relationship between teacher and
students. The emphasis is on process rather than result and growth rather
than entertainment. The creation process resembles qualitative research
methods in the different stages of collecting ideas, interpreting children's
dramatic plays, composing the final theatrical and musical production, and
sharing it with an audience. Dramatic play experiences with older children
are shown to provide an appropriate alternative learning approach which
integrates several kinds of learning (e.g.; computers, language, culture,
writing, the future). Unresolved questions are highlighted. (EMK)
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CHILDREN'S VOICES THROUGH DRAMATIC PLAY

Zayda Sierra

Abstract
Dramatic play provides children an excellent way to express their feelings and

perception of the world that surrounds them. It is also an alternative way for
researchers and teachers to capture, understand and interpret children's voices
because the difficulties that children have in expressing their ideas through oral and
written language. However, while dramatic play has been widely used in preschool
education, it has been overlooked during the school years.
This paper (documented with a video and slides) describes a program in
theatrical expression, based on dramatic play, with urban children from 8 years-old
to adolescence in a Colombian city. The creation process resembles qualitative

research methods in the different stages of collecting ideas, interpreting children's

dramatic plays, composing the final theatrical and musical production, and sharing
it with an audience.

0
CD

U.S. DEPARTBIENT OF EDUCATION
Office of Educational Research and Improvement

00

This document has been reproduced as
received from the person or organization
originating it

CV

0 Minor changes have been made to improve

Oreproduction

.

Quality.

Points of view or opfnions stated in this docu-

0

"PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS
MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION
CENTER (ERIC)

ment do not necessarily represent official
OERI position or policy.

2

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)."

BEST

PY AVAILABLE

Children's voices through dramatic play*
Zayda Sierra
Associate Professor, Universidad de Antioquia, Medellin-Colombia
Fulbright Scholar at the University of Georgia, Athens, GA-USA

Paper presented at the 14th Annual Qualitative Analysis Conference.
Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, University of Toronto, August 8, 1997;
and at the 105th APA Annual Convention, Chicago, August 15, 1997.

Since 1979 I have been developing a program in Colombia to stimulate

theatrical expression in school-aged children. In this presentation I will highlight

some of the background and development of this program, the qualitative approach
it requires to capture children's voices and to represent them in original theatrical
productions, and several ideas for future directions of study.

The program uses improvisations or play episodes created by the children
without a written script. Contrary to a traditional approach to theater as mere
spectacle, and where the director makes all decisions (Castagnino, 1981), I consider

theater an alternative way to facilitate children's expression of their perceptions of

the world. I also conceive it as a space and time where childrenwith the
cooperation of an adultcan talk, represent, and discuss ideas and themes that
interest them.
One of the purposes of developing a program in theatrical expression with

older children has been to explore a pedagogical alternative to the authoritarian
relationship between teacher and students that has characterized Colombian
education (Vernot, 1985; MEN-Saber, 1992, Batista, 1993). An authoritarian approach

provides children few options to communicate their understanding of the world:
the teacher speaks while the children should remain silent and, when they are
allowed to speak, they should only say what their teachers have taught them. I

This conference is accompanied with slides and a short video.
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thought that allowing children to express their feelings and ideas through dramatic
play would help their teachers to know them better and, consequently, to guide their
learning in a more appropriate way. I also felt it was important to offer teenagers
and adolescents a different space to express their own concerns and visualize

alternatives for the future, in a similar way the New Latin American Theater was
awakening social concern and compromise to participate in the transformation of
society (see Garzon Cespedes, 1978).

Dramatic improvisations are based on play, which means that its emphasis is
the process, not the result, and its focus is on participants' growth, not observers'
mere entertainment (Combs, 1988; Spolin, 1977; Way, 1967). Improvisations in
theater are closely related to what psychologists have described as symbolic, make-

believe, representative, pretend or dramatic play in their studies of preschool
children (Rosenberg, 1987). Dramatic play has been defined as simulative and

nonliterate behaviors children use to transform the identities of objects, actions, and
people (Pellegrini, 1985). In dramatic play, an object is used as if it were another, one

person behaves as if she were another, and immediate time and place are treated as
if they were otherwise and elsewhere (Fein, 1987). Pretending simulates and

transforms routine events or scripts from family life, story books, and television
(Bretherton, 1984). Dramatic play's role in cognitive development is crucial. Piaget

(1962) recognized its significance in the construction of mental representations, and
according to Vygotsky's theory, this imaginative play help children to separate

thought from the surrounding world, and rely on ideas to guide behavior (Berk,
1994. Smolucha, 1992).

Dramatic play has also been a strategy used by children to express their

feelings and emotional perceptions of reality. Consequently researchers and teachers

have used it as an alternative method to capture, understand, and interpret
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children's voices when children are experiencing difficulties expressing their ideas
using oral and written language (Slade & Wolf,1994).

However, although dramatic or pretend play has been widely employed in
preschool education, it has not been used as frequently in the later school years.
Different reasons have been offered to explain this absence of dramatic play
activities with school-aged children. One reason, according to Finkelstein (1987), is

that Western culture's distinction between work and play has created a negative
attitude toward the use of play as a viable teaching strategy. Gardner (1991) echoes

this same sentiment when he comments on the prevailing perception of play as
mere entertainment and, thus, an obstacle to serious learning. Rubin, Fein, and
Vandenberg (1983) also noted that the decline of symbolic play in older children has

been typically described as a normal developmental variable in traditional
psychological paradigms. A good example to illustrate the opposition in Western
culture between theater and school can be found in the classical story of Pinocchio
(Collodi, 1972) who began his misfortune adventures the day he decided not to go to
school, and instead to attend a puppet show..
My experience in using dramatic play with urban children from 8 years to 14

years old in Colombia has allowed me to observe the continued use of this activity
by older children. I found that when older children are given space, time,
encouragement, and guidance, at home and at school, they readily use dramatic play
to express their feelings and perceptions of the world.

like to be in theatre because I have more friends to talk with, because I like to

work in a group and because I feel in a good environment.
(Felipe, 9)

I like to be in theatre for the way they teach us to express ourselves and

unveil our imagination.
(Diana, 12)

5
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I like to dream, laugh and sing, and in our improvisations I can do those
things. Here my ideas are taken into account, where in other places only
adults rule.
(Alejandra, 13)

Creating stories through dramatic play
Dramatic play is also an enjoyable process to create original stories with the

children, which later on can be transformed into a more artistic form. To illustrate
this idea I will describe the creative process of "The Little Country of the Lost

Dreams" (Sierra, 1994). This was the second original script and musical-theatrical

performance created with the Children's Group of Theater of Universidad de
Antioquia at Medellin, Colombia. The participants were 15 daughters and sons of
employees, professors or students of the university. The creation process of this
story and its transformation in a theatrical production took almost two years (19871988). It began by asking the children about topics that interested them. A constant

theme was about a better future. What a puzzling idea! What did it really mean for

them? I suggested that they dramatize situations about their present reality and how
they envisioned the future. Because of violence in Medellin during those years (the
war against the drug cartel, poverty and social crisis) and the influence of foreign

TV, I discovered that these children's idea of a better future was related with leaving

their country. Any other place was better for them to grow up than their own home
land.

As an illustration, in one of their improvisations some of them played the
role of visitors of the country and others played hosts. It was hard for the hosts to

provide good reasons why to visit and stay in Colombia. The visitors instead found
quick reasons why not to enter the country, like when a 9 years-old girl took a stick

from the floor and transformed it in a telescope. "Looking" through it, she began to
describe the next scene: "A lady just entered a grocery store. Now, she is leaving the

6
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grocery store. Oh no! Somebody robbed her groceries! I do not want to go to that
country!".

In the participants' written creations a similar situation appeared. The
children were invited to imagine being in the 2020 year, organizing a meeting to see
each other again. They were asked to write about their lives in those past years. All

of them except one wrote that they became famous or got married in an European or

North American country. I thought that Colombia would not have a better future if
its new generations did not feel that it was worthy to live in. I also wondered why
that lack of identity. I suggested they to survey other children and adults about their

perception of the country. With a few exceptions in mentioning our natural
resources, the beauty of our geographical landscapes, and how warm and friendly
common people are, most of the answers stressed the negative aspects of life in
Colombia: crime, insecurity, poverty, corruption...

I also discovered that our children knew more about Michael Jackson or
Madonna than about our own cultural heritage. I asked myself: How are you going

to feel that it is worthy to grow up in a country that you don't even know? How can
you imagine a better future if you do not understand the past as a way to interpret

the present and, therefore, what should be changed in the near future? There were
many nights I spent trying to figure it out a story that would both not deny these

children's concerns about their present reality, and offer them some hope and faith
in themselves and in the Colombian people who also deserve a better place to live.
And, the most difficult aspect, how to tell a story that--including all those serious

concerns--was attractive, visually rich, humorous, and tender. A story that an
audience of children and their parents could enjoy but also reflect about.

To provide an answer to these questions we organized a playwriting

workshop to complement our improvisational sessions on Saturdays. We read new

Colombian children literature: What were other authors thinking and writing about

7
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Colombian issues for young people? We spent hours and hours in the computer lab
of the university, laughing and worrying, creating and writing, preparing new
stories to dramatize; selecting and dismissing ideas until the script began to take

form. Shortly thereafter, the theatrical production process began giving shape to the
characters, rehearsing all the scenes, adding music, scenery and costumes. We were

still playing, but at the same time seeing our play transformed into a more polished
work to share with a broader audience.

In each rehearsal we learn new things and grow in hopes to make a happier
world. It is a work we do with much love and spirit.
(Natalia, 12)

We arouse creativity, construct new fascinating worlds, experience new
sensations, and develop corporal expression.
(Isabel, 13)

It is good to know that we always have here a support, a big support, where

we can express through improvisations the things we care about, feel and
live.
(Tania, 14)

The Little Country of the Lost Dreams

A youth orchestra plays an overture. Then the lights illuminate a children's
chorus and young actors who welcome the audience with an opening song:
Welcome to the magic of theatre!
Welcome to the game of "Once Upon a Time".
Once what? Once upon a time.
The game goes like this:

With our eyes open wide, we imagine a story

and we dream that it is real,

8
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even though it is the craziest thing ever imagined,
too unreal, but so unreal,
that it seems a portrait of our own reality.
On stage enters Dona Juana (Mrs. Juana), a street vendor of candies. She does

not understand why, being Sunday, the children have not appeared to buy her sweet
treats. Somebody cries, and she discovers Little Newsvendor who has not gone to
sell his newspapers. He explains to her that the news are very sad, too sad to sell
them. All children are abandoning the country. Dona Juana reads: "Because the lack

of guarantee to develop their dreams, the children are abandoning the country to
grow up in other places". But Little Newsvendor could not go with them, no money
to pay the ticket. Dona Juana found other three children who also could not leave
because they were watching TV and were late to take their train. And now the

government closed the borders. So here she is with the only four children left in the
country. She worries. Without children she can not sell her candies, and... who said

children can not find their dreams in their home land? She makes a bet with the
four children that it is possible to find their dreams, but they need to search for

them. So she offers to take them around the country in search of their dreams.
This is the beginning of a long journey. By train, boat, bus and the wings of a

mother Condor, Dona Juana takes the children from the big city, to a small village,

to the coast and through the jungle and mountain regions. As they travel, they find
many problems, but they also discover the people and culture of their country: the
music, carnivals, games, legends and dances. In the end, the children of the story

find that their dreams are there within this new knowledge:
Who will build the dreams of tomorrow?
Who, without we, the children of today?
But dreams do not come from oblivion
They come from the things we know and love.

S
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Dramatic play in the school setting

This collaborative production of children and a theater teacher impacted
other educators who became interested in the prospect of creating stories through
dramatic play. Various workshops were given to teachers across Colombia, which

have facilitated that more and more school-aged children have the opportunity to
express themselves through this art form. Also undergraduate programs in
elementary education began to include the course "Theatrical Expression" as a

required part of their curriculum.
The reflection and writing of the experience (Sierra, 1985; Sierra, 1988; Sierra,

1993; Sierra, 1995) has contributed to better map the meaning of this activity for

students and teachers, originating at the same time new theoretical and
methodological questions. For example, how direct is the relationship between the
context and the content of the stories created by dramatic play in older children? Do

they replicate, distort or reflect on their reality (family, school, community) when
enacting it? How are individual differences, gender, and cultural background
reflected in children's creations when they are engaged in dramatic play? In a recent

comparative study with elementary children from different grades and diverse
social-economical conditions (Sierra, 1996), I attempted to address these questions,

but more studies are necessary.

Unlike young children's play, dramatic play in the school setting requires a
leader that stimulates the pretend situation (Rosenberg, 1987). Why school-aged

children need a leader to continue pretending is a question not addressed yet, but

certainly without the encouragement of an adult who provides the proper
circumstances, older children use less and less dramatic language to make sense of

the world and communicate their ideas.

1C
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Future directions
Besides a skillful knowledge in different improvisational strategies and
games, dramatic play needs a sensitive teacher who asks questions and challenges

assumptions. In which direction should adults interact with children as they are
being guided in representing and reflecting about their assumptions of their own
reality? This leads to a complementary area of inquiry: The role of development. As
Smagorinsky (1995) says: "The idea of development is problematic in that it suggests

some sense of telos, or path towards a desired, positive, or optimal sense of
completion. It therefore raises the question, development towards what?" (p. 194).

Recent discussions related to ethical issues in ethnographic and qualitative
approaches may provide interesting insights to the different conceptions of

development and how to approach children's representation of their world through
a media like dramatic play.

References
Batista, E. (1993). Calidad y futuro de la educaciOn en la region de planificaciOn

del occidente colombiano. Informe Ejecutivo. [Quality and future of Western
Colombian education]. Medellin: CORPES de Occidente-Universidad de Antioquia.
Berk, L. (1994). Vygotsky's theory: The importance of make-believe play.

Young Children, November, 30-39.
Bretherton, Inge (1984). Representing the social world in symbolic play: reality
and fantasy. In I. Bretherton (Ed.). Symbolic Play. The development of social
understanding. Orlando (FLA) EU, Academic Press.

Castagnino, R. (1981). Teorfas sobre texto dramatic° y representation teatral,

[Theories about dramatic text and theatrical representation]. Buenos Aires: Plus
Ultra.
Collodi, C. (1966). The Adventures of Pinocchio. N. Y.: MacMillan Company.

11

Children's voices through dramatic play

10

Combs, C.(1988). Theater and drama in education: A laboratory for actual,

virtual or vicarious experience. Youth Theatre Journal, 2, 3, 9-18.
Fein, G. (1987). Pretend Play. In D. Gorlitz & J. Wohiwill (Eds.), Curiosity.

imagination and play. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Elbaum.
Finkelstein, B. (1987). Historical perspectives on children's play in school. In
J.H. Block & N.R. King (Eds.), School play: A source book (pp. 17-33). New York:

Garland Publishing.
Gardner, H. (1991). The unschooled mind. New York: Basic Books.
GarzOn Cespedes, Francisco (1978). El teatro latinoamericano de creacion
colectiva. La Habana: Casa de las Americas.
Ministerio de Educaci6n de Colombia (MEN). (1992). SABER: Sistema
Nacional de EvaluaciOn de la Calidad de la EducaciOn. Informe de 1992-1993. [Inform

about the quality of Colombian education]. Santafe de Bogota: MEN.
Pellegrini, A. (1985). The relations between symbolic play and literate

behavior: a review and critique of the empirical literature. Review of Educational
Research, 55, 1, 107-121.

Piaget, J. (1962). Play. dreams and imitation i childhood. New York: Norton
Library.

Rosenberg, H. (1987). Creative drama and imagination. New York, NY: Holt,

Rinehart and Winston.
Rubin, K; Fein, G. & Vandenberg, B. (1983). Play. In E.M. Hetherington (Ed.),

Handbook of child psychology: Vol. 4. Socialization, personality and social
development (pp. 693-773). New York: Wiley.

Sierra, Z. (1985). E1 teatro creador: hacia un desarrollo integral de nuestros

ninos (Creative theater: toward an integral children's development). Medellin:

Universidad de Antioquia

12

Children's voices through dramatic play

11

Sierra, Z. (1988). El lenguaje de la expresiOn teatral en el nitro (The language

of children's theatrical expression). Revista de Estudios Educativos. APE No. 27.
Sierra, Z. (1993). Aprendiendo a ensefiar (Learning to teach). Memorias del 1°

y 2° Seminario de Maestros Gestores de Nuevos Caminos. Medellin: CorporaciOn
Region.

Sierra, Z. (1994). El pais pequefiito de los suefios perdidos (The little country of

the lost dreams). Medellin: Colina.
Sierra, Z. (1995). Juego Dramatic° y Pensamiento (Dramatic play and
children's thinking). Revista EducaciOn y Pedagogia. N° 12 Sr 13.

Sierra, Z. (1996). Que to eras una tortuga y que yo era un diablo:

Aproximaciones al estudio del juego dramatic° en la edad escolar [Let's pretend you
are a turtle and I am a devil: A study about dramatic play in school-aged children].
Informe final de investigaciOn. Bogota: Colciencias. [In press].
Slade, A. & Wolf, D. (Eds.). (1994). Children at play: Clinical and

developmental approaches to meaning and representation. New York: Oxford
University.
Smagorinsky, P. (1995). The social construction of data: Methodological

problems of investigating learning in the Zone of Proximal Development. Review
of Educational Research, 65, 3, 191-212.

Smolucha, F. (1992). The relevance of Vygotsky's theory of creative

imagination for contemporary research on play. Creativity Research Journal, 5, 1,
69-76.

Spolin, V. (1977). Improvisation for the theater. Evanston, IL: North Western
University Press.
Vernot, A. (1985). La crisis crOnica de la education en Colombia. [The chronic
crisis of Colombian education]. Revista Educaci6n y Cultura, 3,14-17.

13

BEST COPY AVAILABLE

Children's voices through dramatic play

Way, B. (1967). Development through drama. Atlantic Highlands, NJ:

Humanitites Press.
****************

Correspondence:

Zayda Sierra
Associate Professor, Facultad de Educacion, Universidad de Antioquia,
Apartado Aereo 1226, Medellin- Colombia
e-mail: zayda@quimbaya.udea.edu.co

EST COPY AVAILABLE

g4

12

U.S. Department of Education
Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI)
Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC)

ERIC

REPRODUCTION RELEASE
(Specific Document)

I. DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION:
Title:

eiquoReiv's
Author(s):
2-4,1

(0/665

texty

rhi-RotiH xokAA/A ivc

Corporate Source:

Publication Date:

II. REPRODUCTION RELEASE:
In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents announced
in the monthly abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in Education (RIE), are usually made available to users in microfiche, reproduced
paper copy, and electronic/optical media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS) or other ERIC vendors. Credit is
given to the source of each document, and, if reproduction release is granted, one of the following notices is affixed to the document.

If permission is granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified document, please CHECK ONE of the following two options and sign at
the bottom of the page.
The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 1 documents

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 2 documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL
HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS
MATERIAL IN OTHER THAN PAPER
COPY HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

Check here

Check here
For Level 2 Release:

For Level 1 Release:
Permitting reproduction in
microfiche (4* x 6' film) or
other ERIC archival media
(e.g., electronic or optical)
and paper copy.

4
Permitting reproduction in

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 1

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

microfiche (4' x 6' film) or
other ERIC archival media
(e.g., electronic or optical),
but not in paper copy.

Level 2

Documents will be processed as indicated provided reproduction quality permits. If permission
to reproduce is granted, but neither box is checked, documents will be processed at Level 1.

hereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to reproduce and disseminate
this document as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche or electronic/optical media by persons other than
ERIC employees and its system contractors requires permission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for non-profit
reproduction by libraries and other service agencies to satisfy information needs of educators in response to discrete inquiries."

Sign
here-4
please

Signature:

Printedt Nang/Position/Tiede:

.5

A_

Organization/Add ss:

2 3 0 _ .2

tet twewi

rep one:

?ft? /AS
6 4-

3

Et4

sVg

6 0,r-

-Mail Address:

e Sarre.

-G

6e

coe . oda

Date:

(over)

ERIC
CASS
COUNSELING AND STUDENT
SERVICES CLEARINGHOUSE
Dear 1997 APA Presenter:
The ERIC Clearinghouse on Counseling and Student Services invites you to contribute to the ERIC database by providing
us with a written copy of the presentation you made at the American Psychological Association's 105th Annual Convention
in Chicago August 15-19, 1997. Papers presented at professional conferences represent a significant source of educational
material for the ERIC system. We don't charge a fee for adding a document to the ERIC database, and authors keep the
copyrights.

As you may know, ERIC is the largest and most searched education database in the world. Documents accepted by ERIC
appear in the abstract journal Resources in Education (RIE) and are announced to several thousand organizations. The
inclusion of your work makes it readily available to other researchers, counselors, and educators; provides a permanent
archive; and enhances the quality of RIE. Your contribution will be accessible through the printed and electronic versions
of RIE, through microfiche collections that are housed at libraries around the country and the world, and through the ERIC
Document Reproduction Service (EDRS). By contributing your document to the ERIC system, you participate in building
an international resource for educational information. In addition, your paper may listed for publication credit on your
academic vita.
To submit your document to ERIC/CASS for review and possible inclusion in the ERIC database, pleSse send the following
to the address on this letterhead:
(1)
(2)
(3)

Two (2) laser print copies of the paper,
A signed reproduction release form (see back of letter), and
A 200-word abstract (optional)

Documents are reviewed for contribution to education, timeliness, relevance, methodology, effectiveness of presentation,
and reproduction quality. Previously published materials in copyrighted journals or books are not usually accepted because
of Copyright Law, but authors may later publish documents which have been acquired by ERIC. However, should you
wish to publish your document with a scholarly journal in the future, please contact the appropriate journal editor prior to
submitting your document to ERIC. It is possible that some editors will consider even a microfiche copy of your work as
"published" and thus will not accept your submission. In the case of "draft" versions, or preliminary research in your area
of expertise, it would be prudent to inquire as to what extent the percentage of duplication will effect future publication of
your work. Finally, please feel free to copy the reproduction release for future or additional submissions.
Sincerely,

Barr Joncas
sistant Director for Acquisitions and Outreach

School of Education
201 Ferguson Building

P.O. Box 26171

University of North Carolina at Greensboro
Greensboro, NC 27402-6171
800/414.9769
910/334.4114

ERIC

FAX 910/334.4116
e-mail: ericcas2@dewey.uncg.edu

