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Abstract 

In this paper we apply positioning theory as a core theoretical framework as we argue 

that learning and teaching may be transformed through dramatic inquiry, an inquiry-

based dramatic pedagogy that focuses on collaborative learning. Central to our 

argument is that dramatic pedagogy creates the opportunity for participants’ 

positioning to be “doubled” as they play with how they might position one another in 

invented and everyday interrelated worlds. Dramatic inquiry introduces fictional 

storylines with multiple possible subject positions in imagined worlds, as well as the 

possibility for participants to act, interact, and position one another using discourse in 

ways they could if they were other people living in a different time and place. 

Participants in dramatic inquiry are shifting in dramatic imagination between the 

everyday world of the classroom and a fictional world. In doing so they are always 

experiencing a doubled gaze as they double how they are able to position one another, 

not only as “students” and ‘”teachers” in a classroom but also as if they are other 

people elsewhere. In this paper we present on two studies. Edmiston reports on how 

he used dramatic inquiry in a teacher education course (Edmiston, 2016). He analyzes 

data from a case study of three self-selected teachers in order to illustrate how their 

shifting postioning of others in their classrooms and schools indicated their 

ideological becoming as anti-racist teachers. Towler-Evans and Edmiston will report 

on using dramatic inquiry in a school in Wales with a group of 15-16 year old young 
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people identified as “at risk of NEET.” Using data from a case study of five 

researcher-selected representative young people they report on how over time these 

students shifted the ways they positioned themselves in school and at home, how they 

positioned their peers, and how they responded to Towler-Evan’s consistent 

positioning of them as competent, capable, collaborators to take up subject positions 

as “learners” that were more competent, capable, and collaborative.  
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The use of dramatic approaches in teaching and learning has been documented for 

over a century. In learning, the positive effect of dramatic pedagogy on student 

engagement (e.g. Enciso, 1996), ethical identity formation (Edmiston, 2010), literacy 

learning (e.g. Cremin, Goouch, Blakemore, Goff and Macdonald, 2006), troubling 

gender norms (e.g. Gallagher, 2001), etc. has been analyzed. And in the professional 

literature on teaching through drama its potential to extend a teacher’s techniques is 

axiomatic (e.g. Neelands, 2004). Yet, the theory of drama in education has largely 

been concerned with outcomes (Lee, 2016), or with internal theatrical structures 

(O’Neill, 1995), rather than with how dramatic pedagogy might radically alter a 

teacher’s relationships with students and thus its potential for transforming learning 

and teaching (Davies, Ferholt, Grainger, Jansson, & Marjanovic-Shane, 2013).  

In this paper we apply positioning theory (Harre & Langenhove, 1999; Harre & 

Moghaddam, 2003) as a core theoretical framework as we argue that learning and 

teaching may be transformed through dramatic inquiry (Edmiston, 2014), an inquiry-

based dramatic pedagogy developed from the practice and writing of Dorothy 

Heathcote (Johnston & O’Neill, 1984) that focuses on collaborative learning rather 

than on self-expression, aesthetic experience, or theatrical performance.  

Central to our argument is that dramatic pedagogy creates the opportunity for 

participants’ positioning to be “doubled” as they play with how they might position 

one another. Though Bronwyn Davies (2005) has argued that students need to 

develop a “doubled gaze” so that they may “work creatively, imaginatively, 
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politically, and with passion to break open the old where it is faulty and to envisage 

the new” (p, 13), how teachers might successfully do this in unclear. In everyday 

classroom life, adults and young people mostly have a “single gaze” as they take up 

largely stable subject positions as “teachers” and “students” and take action within the 

predictable storylines of schooling. However, dramatic inquiry introduces fictional 

storylines with multiple possible subject positions in imagined worlds, as well as the 

possibility for participants to act and interact using discourse in ways they could if 

they were other people living in a different time and place. Participants in dramatic 

inquiry are shifting in dramatic imagination between the everyday world of the 

classroom and a fictional world. In doing so they are always experiencing a doubled 

gaze as they double how they are able to position one another, not only as “students” 

and ‘”teachers” in a classroom but also as if they are other people elsewhere.  

As in dramatic playing (Vygotsky, 1976), participants in dramatic pedagogy can take 

up and play with multiple fictional positions in fictional storylines. As in rehearsals 

for theatrical performances participants are intentionally shifting their consciousness 

back-and-forth between fictional worlds and the everyday classroom world. However, 

in dramatic inquiry the pedagogy has goals and activities negotiated and agreed upon 

by the teacher and all participants with meaning-making focused by explicit or 

implicit inquiry questions. Further, when dramatic inquiry is used over time the 

culture of the classroom community is shaped since playful, collaborative, dialogic 

norms are established in which power relationships become less asymmetrical 

(Manke, 1997). When a teacher uses the more complex dramatic inquiry pedagogy of 

“Mantle of the Expert” (Heathcote & Bolton, 1995) the relationships among teachers 

and students in the classroom community can be affected more significantly since 

students not only play with multiple positions but also adopt a shared position as a 

team of experts that begins in a fictional world but can cross over into the everyday 

world of the classroom.  

In this paper we present data from two studies. In the first completed study, Brian 

Edmiston reports on his use of dramatic inquiry in a semester-long U.S.-based teacher 

education course in which participants read children’s literature in conjunction with 

their analysis of academic readings as they presented and reflected on core ideas 

about teaching and learning. A core goal of the course was that participants would 
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develop their ideology as anti-racist teachers (Edmiston, 2016). Edmiston analyzes 

data from one example to show how a teacher educator was able to negotiate a re-

positioning of the teachers so that they could take up the multiple positions of 

characters (children and teachers) in a fictional storyline about a child bullied at 

school. In doing so, participants not only took dramatic action as they engaged in 

brief improvised interactions but also interacted dialogically (Bakhtin, 1981) from 

their historical and continuing positions as teachers. Further, the teachers dialogued 

with one another and with Edmiston in on-line discussion about how they were re-

thinking their positions as teachers. Edmiston analyzes data from a case study of three 

teachers in order to illustrate how their shifting postioning of others in their 

classrooms and schools indicated their ideological becoming as anti-racist teachers.  

In the second ongoing study, Iona Towler-Evans and Brian Edmiston report on 

Towler-Evans’ use of dramatic inquiry pedagogy, as well as some dimensions of the 

Mantle of the Expert approach, in a school in Wales with a group of 15-16 year old 

young people identified as “at risk of NEET.” Over a school year, Towler-Evans led 

an extended inquiry into the life of Richard Burton that included trips and 

presentations by young people in out of school settings. Using data from a case study 

of five researcher-selected representative young people, Edmiston and Towler-Evans 

report on how over time these young people shifted in how they positioned 

themselves in school and at home, how they positioned their peers, and how they 

responded to Towler-Evans’s consistent positioning of them as competent, capable, 

collaborators. Though at the time of writing, data analysis has just begun, preliminary 

analysis suggests that young people have shifted in how they identify as “learners” as 

they less often take up subject positions as incompetent, incapable, and marginalized 

and more often take up subject positions of competent, capable, and collaborative 

people in a community of learners.  
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