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Drama as a Tool in Interpretation: Practitioner
Perceptions of its Strengths & Limitations

Lynne Adcock’ & Roy Ballantyne
University of Queensland

Abstract Although environmental and heritage interpretation aims to connect
humans with their natural and cultural heritage, and has the potential
to contribute to a vision of sustainable living, it often falls short of
engaging and inspiring its audiences. Some interpreters advocate the
use of artistic approaches to create more affective (imaginary-emotional-
sensory-aesthetic) experiences. One approach considered compatible is
drama. Powerful dramatic experiences can embed interpretive stories in
the emotions and leave enduring impressions. Drama is accepted as an
interpretive tool overseas, yet it is under-utilised in Australia. How can it
be used to strengthen interpretation in this country? This paper presents
the outcomes of research investigating the perceptions of ten Queensland
practitioners of dramatised interpretation regarding drama’s strengths,
limitations and value as a tool in interpretation. The authors contend
that drama has much to offer interpretation, although further evaluative
studies are clearly needed.

Introduction

As a form of “strategic communication” (Ham, 1997), environmental and heritage
interpretation has potential to reconnect people with their cultural heritage, refresh
their sense of wonder and place in nature, and contribute to their vision of a sustainable
future (Knudson, Cable & Beck, 1995; Kohl, 2003; Uzzell & Ballantyne, 1998). In
Australia, millions of people visit interpretive settings each year to enjoy free-choice,
informal learning experiences (Ballantyne & Packer, 2005). Yet despite being ideally
situated to deeply impact visitor conceptions of the human-nature-culture milieu, it has
been argued that only rarely is interpretation truly imaginative, engaging, provocative
or inspirational (Beckmann, 1994; Uzzell, 1998; Uzzell & Ballantyne, 1998) and only
rarely does it explicitly address the issue of sustainability (Kohl, 2003).

The paucity of imaginative and sensory experience of nature in Western culture is
arguably a major contributor to the current ecological crisis (Berry, 1999). Psychologists
tell us that transformative experiences involve the whole person — thoughts, actions,
emotions and spirit — and in some ways represent “a change in the personal sense of
self” (Miller & C’de Baca, 2001, p. 39). In fact, “a human society makes (or discovers)
meaning through its arts” (Hawkes, 2001, p. 24). Interpretation has the rare privilege
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of making factual knowledge accessible to visitors via the use of parables, analogies,
mental images and metaphors (Tilden as cited in Shively, 1995, p. 8). Such artistic
approaches have the capacity to “deepen the emotional connections between people and
places” (Dungey, 1989, p. 230-1) and “fire people’s imaginations with a place so that
their minds form and retain images so powerful that they live on in their memories”
(Dungey, 1989, p. 231).

Story, or narrative, plays a critical role in communication (Richardson, 1995;
Schauble, Leinhardt & Martin, 1997), education (Dyer, Hodgson & Laycock, 1992;
Gulikers, 1997; Schauble, et al., 1997; Tooth, 1997) and sociocultural meaning-making
(Falk & Dierking, 2000; Hawkes, 2001; McNaughton, 2004; Tooth, 2006). Its use in
interpretive settings is consistent with the application of constructivist and sociocultural
educational approaches, which focus on the personal and social processes of discovery,
meaning-construction and meaning-sharing (Allen, 1997; Ballantyne & Bain, 1995;
Ballantyne & Packer, 1996; Dierking, 1998; Falk & Dierking, 2000; Hooper-Greenhill,
1999; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Meredith, 2000; Schauble, et al., 1997).

Drama is an artistic means of telling stories, exploring meanings and creating
understandings (Pascoe, 1998). It is considered by many to be a useful tool in
interpretation and non-formal education (Bicknell, 1994; Broughton, 2002; Dungey,
1989; Gaskell & Taylor, 2002; Ham, 1992; Nwadigwe, 2007; Powell, 1995; Shively,
1995; Smith, 1998) and compatible with environmental education goals and principles
(Appleby, 2001; Dyer et al., 1992; Gulikers, 1997; McNaughton, 2004 & 2006; Tooth,
1997, 2006; Tooth et al, 1988). Drama adds another dimension to the interpretive
experience (Bicknell, 1994; Dungey, 1989). Dramatists claim that dramatic experience
can evoke a powerful sense of connection, shed new light on issues and develop clarity
of understanding about a bigger picture (Appleby, 2001; Cockett, 1998; Errington, 1991;
Powell, 1995). Empirical research exploring the effectiveness of drama in interpretation
and environmental education is, however, extremely limited.

Regarding education for sustainability, UK researcher, McNaughton (2004 & 2006)
established that drama has value in engaging students in environmental issues and
developing their communication, collaboration and citizenship skills. Similarly, in
Australia, Appleby (2005) found it capable of catalysing deeper levels of engagement
and meaning-making for classroom teachers and students, with students demonstrating
higher level thinking and communication skills. In a landmark UK museum study,
Bicknell (1994) confirmed that drama can be used successfully to communicate complex
factual information, provide context and offer different perspectives for debate. A
small-scale investigation into UK student experience (Jackson & Leahy, 2005) found
that ‘museum theatre’ helped to create a resonant and memorable learning experience;
children readily related to characters and more deeply grasped historical narratives
when presented through dramatic means than via more traditional activity-based
means. Malcolm-Davies (2004) related educational outcomes to level of investment in
museum theatre. Other UK and North American museum studies have confirmed a high
degree of visitor receptiveness (Hughes, 1998) and the achievement of predetermined
content-learning outcomes (Hughes, 1998), although they largely failed to explore the
broader impacts of drama on participant experience (Hughes, 1998; Jackson & Leahy,
2005).

Although Powell (1995) noted a degree of interest in drama amongst Australian
interpreters, drama tends to be under-utilised in this country (Broughton, 2002). Are
Australian interpreters overlooking a valuable interpretive medium? Suspecting that
drama has much to offer interpreters seeking to develop programs that give the affective
dimension of the human response “as much significance as the cognitive” (Ballantyne &
Uzzell, 1999, p. 64), a study investigating the perceptions of Queensland practitioners
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of dramatised interpretation regarding drama’s strengths, limitations and value as an
interpretive tool (Adcock, 2005), was carried out. This paper presents its key themes.

Methodology

In Australia, there are a small number of practitioners with substantial, although
largely unpublished, knowledge and experience in dramatised interpretation and
environmental education. In this exploratory study, the authors set out to ascertain
these practitioners’ perceptions of suitable drama forms and interpretive themes, and
the required resources, skills and engagement strategies. These perceptions would give
insight into the broader application of drama to interpretation, deepen the existing
understanding of dramatised interpretation’s strengths and limitations and provide
useful background and direction for the much-needed empirical investigations of
participant experience exploring affective and cognitive impacts and the individual
and social processes of discovery and meaning-making (Allen, 1997, Schauble, et al.,
1997).

A qualitative research methodology was adopted and semi-structured interviews
were conducted with ten practitioners of dramatised interpretation in Southeast and
Far North Queensland. (Refer to Table 1 & Figure 1.) The 1-1.5 hr duration interviews
were transcribed and analysed using Lincoln & Guba’s (1985) constant comparative
method as described by Maykut & Morehouse (1994). Emergent themes and patterns
relating to the use of drama in interpretation were identified.

In order to ensure as wide a range of perceptions as possible, and maximum relevance
and transferability across the field of environmental interpretation, purposeful
sampling was undertaken to cover a wide selection of practitioners, programs and
settings (including festivals and environmental education field study centres as well as
more traditional interpretive venues.) Table 1 details the range of drama forms, themes,
target audiences, engagement strategies and required resources covered in the sample.
The participants used drama in a variety of ways, some as a “hook” (BEEC) during
introductions and other “key focal times” (BEEC), others (experienced dramatists)
basing their programs entirely on dramatic processes. Forms ranged from performance
to improvisation to process drama (developed by group processes), audiences included
both children and adults, and a variety of themes were explored.

Of the ten participants, five were theatre-in-education professionals, or experienced
or professional actors or theatre directors with at least ten years’ involvement in
interpretation; two were interpreters or educators with over ten years experience in
organising educational drama programs and events; one was a professional director
with limited experience in interpretation; and two were experienced interpreters
with limited drama background. Practitioners’ cumulative experience in dramatised
interpretation approximated one hundred years. (Refer to Table 1.)

Results

Key issues emerging from the interviews in relation to the strengths, limitations and
value of drama as an interpretive tool are presented below, illustrated by practitioner
quotes with acknowledgement in the form of abbreviated organisational names. (For
full names refer to Table 1.)

Perceived Strengths of Drama in Interpretation

Practitioners reported a firm conviction that drama is a powerful means of facilitating
emotional connection tonatural, historic or cultural heritage,as well as an understanding
of conservation issues. They identified its efficacy as originating from:

https://doi.org/10.1017/50814062600000690 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0814062600000690

Lynne Adcock & Roy Ballantyne

34

‘sewm)so)) ‘Ked-0[0Y “JUSWAO]A "SU0S
‘93parmous] 3 mowmny ‘}ooyg ‘esuding ‘00T-09 Jo sdnoxn) ‘soATyoadsrod ‘so[ox Surse) ‘ooueLIdxe
S)oRJo)IR ‘OIS ‘poowr dnou3 Surpmg ‘$ISLIN0Y SI9)ORIBYD JUSISYIP 2 SI0JISTA [}IM JUSWIIORUS |  SIUSAS/BUIRID -
[BOLIO)STH “S[[T[S ‘aAnjoRIONUT AYSTH SEBOSIOA0 29 9JB)S seL103s Teuostad ysnoayy £109s ‘Suos ‘uoryeIax Jojeadaeyur
Suiferd-o10x AUWMYS0)) JUSIIY O[0Y -Topul ‘sdnoad K101y Sutkeniod | /A1390J ‘POOI-US SIO)ISTA poousLedxy BAS “(OSIV) sesma)) eosgy
paurejsns 2 ‘SSOUOATIBI0AD A[rurej ‘sooys IO, pasTieweI([ | UIIm 9[0 UT J0jor £q Inoy | Toypes) 2 10308 % (LLHS) @dnoaj,
uoryestaoxdury $291s SunURYUS SOLIN)G :90uaIpNE peoIg pue[s] Bus[oH 1S Sursrem pasryeureI(y poousLIdxy oayeay ], pue[S] BUS[3H 1S
'SOOURUL "ONUIA ‘UOTSUR, dTyRUTRI(]
‘sdoxd/sewmnyso)) | OSLIAIMS/POYS 29 BUWBIPOBIN ‘yoroxdde
'S[IPS 81Bay L, 'SI90RIRYD SJI URY) I931e] 'SoZessau JUSU)e) SAORINUL ATYSTH "POOYP[IYD
‘szouonoerd ‘Suog 2 oSN\ ‘szoypeaysjueted | ;08 91 SOOp SIOYM 29 WOIJ *(19ATY] SURqSLIg rouonoerd £[1e9 10J 91)RSY[) [RUOT)EIND
ayeuorssed amowmngyy 29 POOYPIIYD QwI0d 19yeMm S0P 9I19YA) |  uo dir jeoq e Surpnyour) UOTYEONPd | JUBAS[OI-WIN[NOLLIND ‘TBUOISSSJOL]
2 pajuore) ‘uoryednr.red A[xeq] ;Teansaq 1 puag ) punoy, souruLIoyad UOIyRINP -ur-a1yeay, OIS (ALDD
‘poousLIadxyy /UOTORINUI JO 92130p YSTE QueqSLIg [enuuy 23 UTeX(] 93 UMO(],, -UT-21989Y} SAT)ORISIU] [eUOISSaJOI] ‘Kuedwo) axyesay ], AL
‘sdoxg 'SOINYINI)S BUTRI(]
ONUSA "UoISU9) dIjeUIRI(] '6-F IX i punory "SUOT)OR d[qEUTR)IR
‘STID[S BWRIqQ uorpeIul $90) TBYM,, Arpeddnd 29 (ySurueew Surjenruy ‘eoefd 0}
“wsersnyjue “JULWIDAOUL 7 JISOAT G-T IX : SeDH), xo[dwo0 29 (SI10798) Teuonoed SUOT}09UU0) [BUOT)OW SuLidsuy
2 JOUTISUT YIIM anojod 2 eSew] SI0TR) ‘Surphdey | sreorreyd Surperodrodur uoryeonpa bas
szouonoesd ‘sdox ‘s1ajoerey)) 2 sjuaxed 1 PUNOIY $90) 1BYM,, | seoururIogad UOT)RONPD -ur-a1yeay, ((OIAAJ) 211U uoryeInpy
poousLIadXy Kyraryrsod Kol ‘ung ‘mowmpy ‘syuapn)s [00Ydg ‘uor[[od Iy : SeD),, -UT-91)BaT[) DAT)IRINU] TeUOTSS9J0I ] [eIUSWUOIIAUG] S[eAUd[NJ
“U0ISU®) OTjRUIRI(]
‘oeds ‘uorpedn)IR] ‘(901) ‘uoroe 2
axyeaty) 29 sdoag ‘uoryestaorduwry Tmowny “JUSWUOITAUS [SNq 29 unyey e) £3o1ourpay SSOUPOJISUUOIIOYUL JO SSOUTEME
Arpeddnd "SeAT)ORIS)UT ‘SIoyoea) SJI[P[LM JO UOIJBAIISUO aanorIsUl pue sjeddnd ‘ooueLIadxe |  ‘uorsIowWI : ABP U0 UO MOM,
29 uoryestaoxdut 29 sjoddnd ‘sdoxg 29 syuered /sseuareme ‘drysioumo ‘910 UI Sa0joRIRYD AQ | BUIRIP [RUITUTUT Bdas
UM ITef,] "SOWIT) [BOOJ ‘ULIPIIYD [00Y0S 10d s[qrsuodsayy PO emysng A19A0ISTP )M 10)BINPD “OAAY) 1us) uoreonpy
‘uorjeurgewu] £o3] e SjuaWe[e dIjRWRI(] % IR — [00UosoI] : Jooypseid ysng oy, pajdLosun eATjORINNU] poousLedxy [BIUSWUOIIAUY S[[IABAUNng
‘(erdoad 09-0G) ‘uoryejussard INOTABYR(Q
"UoISU) OIyewreI(] dnous e8ae “JUSUIUOIIAUD [[STI([ 29 runeRj 2 JeMysnq ‘ooueLIadxe A[PUSLY-A[[@JUSUUOIIATUS
axyeojrdury ‘osudans 79 £JoLIBA ‘syuoaed 29 SJT[P[IM JO UOTYBAIDSGO £q pojuowerddng BureIp Surdsuy yeyqey 29 SJpim
Arjeddnd 29 Surjoe ‘uorpednnired 2 uoroRISIUL (SI£ §-¢) ULIp[IYd /sseuareme ‘drysroumo ‘gouep 29 3Uos [eWTUTW Y)Im JO SSoUdIRME [RIoUSL)
UM S[qBLIOJU0D /YUSWIOA[OAUT ‘wrexdoad 1od s[qrsuodsay : J) Kxyeddnd ‘efox :axpeer]) Jejexdrajur obas
sxjaadieyuy INOWNE] O[O Keprjoy [00YPg Jexq o) so[qurerd, PojdLIds aATIRINU] poousLedxy | “(JAd) HTed 15910, dueqsLig
JUIWIH JuswWR[Y BUIBI(] ewea(q »
rvure(J 103 uI pas() sersajes)s 2oudIpny QUWIdY, % 9TILL poforduy ‘pa/dasjuy s[eox) aanjeadaajuy
S90IN0SAY JuowaSeSuyy A9y pojesSae], weasdoxd ULIO BWeI(] :oudrIadxy uornjestue3iQ

o[dureg £pnjg Ul pepnou] sweidolJ pue SIoUOToRI] T AI4V],

https://doi.org/10.1017/50814062600000690 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0814062600000690

35

Drama as a Tool in Interpretation: Practitioner Perceptions of its Strengths & Limitations

‘souTfowT) KIOLICA "9[qISS200Y ‘syuepngs *suod/soxd
ajeudoadde 29 "saarpadsiad BWRIP AIBPU0DdS (PsTpered, st yeym INoQe SUOISSNISIP Ut “Juewdo[essp
JUOWIOAJOAUT Jo £1errea jo reAeriog 29 SONTUNUIWI0) {UOISTOOp SUMIAUIL 29 uorjednred soustpny ‘uorpejaadrejur s}Ie 0} sse00e Surpraoad
Ayrunururod 1oy “JUSWOA[OAUT [ean)nod 1ed0] WSLMOoY Jo Joedu [0S “(wpy 29 Suos ‘re 29 sjuesd | Krunuwuod SUIAJOAUL ‘SONSST [8I0]
SAOMOUWIRL] AJTUNUITIOD (820 :syuedoryreq Jo spedse SunysSysrg “JUOWIDAOUT ‘D0UBD ‘QIyesy) | SUISSAIPPY UOLISL JO AJISIOAIP
‘syuedion.red "UOIS1dP % -ardoad 00T Jostpered ‘Surymuds K103s K1jeod) AJrUnWItIos ut Ieom [eanjmd 0} SurnqLIuod
Sur[Tip Ss Sunjew -Surueat 9oULIPNY J9A0 ‘SeoUSIpNE urprods 71 ST 10 UMO) seoueuLIo)ad 110ys peousLadxe Auedwoo a1yesy) [eUOLSY
Surpaap/Suryoesy ‘uorpedpr)red/uonoeIUL Arured ‘003 aNo 10J poog wsLnoy 8T, | Iojerpawr 2y systuoSejoad RCBER ) ONL ‘sware) ‘(ALNL)
UM SISTPRTRI] ' 90e[d, 19A0 JUSWDAOTA [BAI)SO,] SUITR)) : ostpered Surysng,, |  omj £q pay anoy Sursrep [BUOISS9JOI S[qUIdSUG dI)edY], S[) 1SN

£)runuruIod WSLINO}
PousIpny Aednqelq Aq ‘sadenguel JySe jo auo [BInno
“ONUSA pouioyred 2 ur uorpe[suer) sreay 3 | uoryejeadisjur 'S9INY Mo [euISLIoqy
MOIO TRITUYDII], ‘prepue)s SSe PLIOM, podoressq S79SpBaY SIBOM 90ULIpNY 29 axyear]) | ipAueSiig 2y Lednqel jo spoedse
‘Sururexy *SI0YISTA 0] A10)S “SoT[Turej ‘adengue] Lednqelq AJTUNUWITIOd Ut Jo uorpejaadia)u] ‘JuUSWIUTRLIONUS
J0j ypomowresy | umo Surpey oydoad Aednqelg /S[00UoS 20T ur £10}s UOTYRAIO [ peousLadxe 29 UOTJBINPI ‘WSLINOY [BINI[N))
AYAYISUSS TR ‘adenguel AeSnqel( joosn) | "sISLNO} SBISIDAQ) ‘A30[0wS00 TRULSLIOqY 07 J0BISJUI SWE.IS0[0Y J030911p ONJ ‘swire) ‘(dOVL) Jred
‘SIS 21yeaY, 'spoape Tenadg "90uLIpNE prOIg 1 DIYedY, UOTJBAIY) O], PUE SI1030€ INdjeuy [euoissajorJ | eanym) reurSrioqy reyndely,
‘SuU9d)/sYMpe

7 serjrunurod "SI99UNJ0A AJTUNUITIOD ‘uoryenadde
‘uortsTA 29 Sutpun g [BIN)NO TBI0] [890] Y31M SUrIom 29 dIySIeumo Jopuaduy ‘sure
*(939 SI0398IP "S30USIOJI 820 ] spuedion.req sreuoissojoad Bureap "SJUSAS/BWRID a1} Y3NOIy) SSoUPDLL S2ITYS
‘syySrmserd) ‘ooue( R JISNN *apdoad 000°0T 4£q paredei ‘seriosty Arunwwod BLEEEEA SR VINE RCH S
sjsTyewreIp KpoLreA “moumy JOAO ‘SeoUSIpNE ‘(uorRLSIUI [BINY NI JO [BI0 [B00] UO paseq | Jo uornezruesio QU0SUYOL JO AYISIOATPOI] 29
[euOISSaJOI ] '$309J0 punos/Sury3ry A[rurey [8ooT swIe) ut 29 A[[ed180[009) Aerd porduos 29 (Yooads ur QuaLIedxe WSIRINI[NOT)[NU SJRIYS[S))
‘spuedon.red *sse00.d aaTyue UT ‘opered [eAls9 o] SuIduLIq Ioyep ‘OuITU ‘YSBUL) 91)BOT[} YIIM J8YoRe) ON ‘[rejstuuy
Surm JUOWIOA[OAUT AJTUNUIWIO)) 1SeATRH [BnUUY | : SWIOQISTBM,, % selds, 1991)S - SSOUBULIONSJ poousLedxy | {(V)) IOHIOMSIIY A} IUunurwio))

‘Sutpun g ‘Suryees 01

"SIIBS [BoTUYR, {[eM [-yo10} Sururey
(SunySry ‘omod SUBIOISIU SAI] ‘seousIpne “JUSWIUOIIAUS JO £q pejuewerddng ‘sonuoA Jre-uado
aseyd g) onuaa | ‘esudims 29 AJ[AON TNOWNE] a3rer L1op oriqnd asnqe/esn 29 WISI[RIUO[0D ‘suopIer) "90uaLIadXD JO oSN pue ‘SenssI pue sewey)
I00pIN0 d[qRIMNG ‘(030 sdoad ‘spewutue uiled [exouad Krurey 0] Se0UBIRJYY] "PUB] O} oruejog BY}-300)) A\ Ul uoryejaadiojur Jo £19LIRA 9pIM Y "SUOT)RNIIS

-o[qeydepe s10joe) AToewr [ed1sAyq AINPY :eousIpne Jo esues Tenjuiids ym soLI0)s/sAe[d [eoIsse [ewuTUTUI YIIm mou 0} seLIojs pio Sundepe
3 1 SI0PY ‘uonpesiaoxdwy 2p JUnSUL peoxq ‘[eAnsaq szajoeIey)) : asdio) pojdepe Jo soueuriofad | J10309Ip 21yRIY) 1e jdope Auedwod a1jeay,
K10s Suideduy 'seL103s a1do Jo as) aueqsLIg [enuuy o) 2 Sury] AY,, Jre-uado awm-1yIIN [euoissojoid | OIS ‘(JA) SUOONPOIJ XLIJeA
Juowa[y Uy eurei( eweLq ®
eurex(J Jo0j ur pas() serdajens soulIpny QWIdYT, B S poforduy ‘pH/dasjuy s[eox) aanpeadiajuy
S90IN0SdY Juowadeduy Aoy pojesdae], weigoxg Lo ewex(q :PouaLIadxXy uornjesiuesdiQ

(QINOD) T @14V,

https://doi.org/10.1017/50814062600000690 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0814062600000690

36 Lynne Adcock & Roy Ballantyne

1. Its ability to grab and maintain attention and facilitate the emotional
and imaginative engagement of audiences or participants. Simply put,
drama is “a more animated way of presenting information, and hopefully more
interesting” (BFP). More explicitly, drama “works with the attention span ... The
human mind doesn’t like to be inundated with facts ... If you put the other senses

1. Itisn’t all that common to see people using drama in interpretation. Can you
briefly outline your interest and experience in dramatised interpretation and
define or describe drama and interpretation and their goals?

2. What is the goal of your organisation’s interpretation or education program?

Is there any particular reason why your organisation is using drama in
interpretation?

4. Please briefly describe your dramatised interpretation program.

What guidelines did you use when planning and developing this (and other)
dramatised interpretation programs?

6. How effective or successful do you think dramatised interpretation is?
Please define or describe “effective” or “successful” and “ineffective” or
“unsuccessful”.

7. Do you evaluate your programs? If so, how?
8. What are dramatised interpretation’s strengths? Limitations? Pitfalls?

9. Do you target any particular audience with your dramatised interpretation
program?

10. What strategies or techniques do you use for engaging visitors in the
program?

11. Would you say that drama is an effective tool for interpretation? Why or why not?

12. How can drama be used to help achieve the aims of interpretation?
Are some drama forms more suitable for interpretation?
Are some interpretive themes or messages suited to telling through drama?
Are some people more open to dramatised interpretation, or get more out of it?
Is there anyone you would definitely not target?

13. In your opinion, does drama have to be “good” to facilitate learning or
successful interpretation? If so, what constitutes “good” drama?

14. Do you see any skills, experience, training or resources as necessary for
interpreters or performers to carry out quality dramatised interpretation?
How does your organisation ensure that its interpreters or performers are
suitably qualified?

15. Would you have any guidelines or suggestions for interpreters wanting to
explore the possibility of using drama as a tool?

Ficure 1: Interview Questions
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into it as much as possible ... [it] bombards your brain and makes it more enjoyable
...J (SHTT). Also visitors to interpretive settings “want to know what something
feels like, and immersing them into it ... steps them outside themselves” (SHTT),
giving them a personal experience. In other words, drama helps “make the bridge
to the imagination a shorter journey” (SHTT), making it much easier for visitors to
understand things outside of their everyday experience (SHTT).

This emotional and imaginative engagement in story or place through the use of
drama can be very powerful. For example, audiences who are gradually “en-roled” in
an unfolding story tend to “feel that they’ve got a commitment to the outcome of the
story” (KITE), so that the story’s climax often elicits strong emotional responses:

We had kids just [screaming] “Don’t pull out the pluuuggg! Don’t pull out
the plug!” ... We had kids ... sitting there clutching each other going “It’s
moving! Look! The plug! It’s starting to move! Oh no!” ... It’s great! It’s a piece
of [agricultural] pipe just stuck in the river with a bit of plastic that we made
look like a chain ... (KITE).

Thus, by presenting abstract concepts in concrete, imaginative ways (BEEC), drama
helps visitors make cognitive and emotional connections between the interpretive
experience and their everyday lives (CA).

2. It provides a multi-sensory experience that reinforces the interpretive
messages. Practitioners (BFP; BEEC; JUTE; KITE; PEEC) explained that drama
is essentially a form of play or “information experiencing” (PEEC), which allows
visitors to explore and discover for themselves - to feel, think and interpret for
themselves. This experiential, multi-sensory aspect brings stories to life in
appealing, engaging and memorable ways (BFP; CA; JUTE; ABSC).

Drama is especially a “highly visible form of communication” (TACP). The use of
imagery, sound and movement make it a very powerful, symbolic medium (CA). This
symbolism raises the level of communication (JUTE; TACP): “Somebody talking
comes and goes, but if you can create image ... sound ... movement and shape as well
as content then it ... makes the message more powerful” (TACP).

Practitionersused such multi-sensory and/or symbolicexperience tohelpinterpretive
audiences engage with or see their environment in a different way (JUTE).

3. It is a “natural” and “human” communication medium. A belief shared by
all of the practitioners was that “story is intrinsic to all human cultures, whether
done orally, through music, dance or all of those components” (PEEC). As story and
drama are an essential part of human experience, audiences intuitively understand
this form of communication. Thus, drama is “a natural ... human way to connect”
(PEEC).

Theatre is appropriate not only for use with children, because the issues that they
are enquiring about are “natural theatre” (KITE), but also with adults. As one
practitioner pointed out “theatre has survived as a way of a community expressing
itself since forever” (JUTE). Drama is just as relevant today - provided it reflects
topical issues (JUTE).

4. It has broad appeal. Drama’s ability to capture the attention of “the masses”
(CA) makes it “a great way to get a message across to a large number of people”
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(TACP). Interviewees valued drama as a viable means of attracting a new audience
to interpretation and to theatre (ABSC; M). When drama was used to “broaden the
appeal” of historic heritage by incorporating “the entertainment angle” (ABSC), the
result was a highly competitive commercial enterprise.

5. It is an holistic tool useful for addressing serious issues in an engaging,
non-confrontational and inspiring manner that gets people thinking. As
well as engaging audiences affectively, drama addresses the cognitive dimensions
of human experience (JUTE) and learning (BEEC; KITE). Audiences not only have
an enjoyable time, laughing, hearing music and otherwise getting totally involved
(KITE), but the dramatised story contains cognitive content or “a whole bunch of
really good stuff for them to chew on afterwards” (KITE). In this way, drama is a
positive way to educate (KITE).

In particular, by offering “a number of perspectives for people to look upon an issue”
(JUTE) drama is “a really accessible way to learn” (JUTE). One of drama’s main
strengths is its ability to tell human stories (ABSC; TACP). Several practitioners
(BFP; BEEC; KITE; PEEC) therefore used drama to highlight the human element
of environmental issues, whilst others told the stories of a particular culture (TACP)
or historic setting (SHTT/ABSC), highlighting the respective approach to the
local environment. Using a variety of characters’ viewpoints, programs presented
different value systems, stakeholder motives and information about environmental
processes, issues and action strategies. In the process, visible role-models were
provided.

Role-modeling, rather than preaching, is considered to be one of drama’s strengths
in terms of addressing serious issues (JUTE). Costume, puppetry and mask are all
valuable “distancing effects” (CA) which audiences find less confronting “because
they aren’t feeling that someone is preaching to them so much” (CA).

6. Drama experience can have a profound, long-term impact. By engaging
the whole person — mind, emotions, imagination and senses — drama can facilitate
a very powerful, resonant and memorable interpretive experience. “Theatre is ...
more successful in getting the message across and really basing that message ...
in an emotional area, so that it’s a good, strong memory for people ...” (JUTE).
Practitioners reported audience members being moved to tears (TACP) or other
powerful emotional reactions (JUTE; KITE), and recalling strong memories many
years later (KITE).

For community members, participation in the design and performance of dramatised
interpretation is enjoyable, meaningful, freeing and empowering (CA; JUTE; TACP).
For some, “getting the chance to get up on stage ... and to tell their own stories ...
has changed their lives” (TACP). Group meaning-making processes also serve to
strengthen the dramatisation’s messages, making it more powerful for audiences.
One practitioner elaborated:

When you get a group of people who are not professional actors and give
them the opportunity with guidance to put together their own stories and put
behind that professional production values ... you frequently get something
that’s really quite magic ... because ... people are not just saying words that
somebody else wrote, they’re saying things they really believe (TACP).
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Perceived Limitations of Drama in Interpretation

The experienced dramatists conceded a few limitations, the biggest being that drama
is “a specialist skill” (KITE). Although “good theatre-in-education” is “rich”, “textured”,
“appealing” “dynamic”, “insightful” and “fun”, and although it “is meaningful”, “creates
deep understanding” and touches “the heart” (PEEC), these outcomes are not easy
to achieve. Hence the prevalence of “trite”, “simplistic” shopping centre shows with
“characters in koala costumes” (PEEC).

Given the apparent tendency to underestimate the degree of skill required to create
meaningful dramatic experience (CA; KITE; PEEC), the experienced dramatists placed
an important qualifier on the value of drama in interpretation - the dramatisation
must be of high quality: “You’ve got to have a good coherent story ... more than just a
mouthpiece ... The narrative has to be fascinating ...[and] explore a breadth of human
experience, not just one or two things ... the form of the piece has to be done well. The
production values have to be high ... It’s got to grab the audience” (M).

In addition, certain drama structures, such as gradual en-roling, reflection and
debriefing, must be incorporated to help visitors participate “safely” (PEEC) and
comfortably and get the most out of the creative experience.

Accordingly, the involvement of theatre professionals is integral to creating quality
productions (CA; JUTE; KITE; M; SHTT; TACP). However, whilst the involvement of
a professional director was seen as vital, the majority of practitioners believed that
amateur actors can produce good drama as long as they receive drama training and
the program is developed under the guidance of this director. This safeguard is vital to
ensuring the production matches the expectations of the target audience (CA; JUTE,;
TACP) and gives interpreters broad scope to utilise styles of dramatisation not requiring
professional acting skills or expensive logistical support (JUTE; KITE; M; TACP). (Refer
to Table 1 for examples of such programs: BFP, BEEC, CA, TACP; JUTE.)

Dramatised interpretation’s other main limitation is that it is less suitable for
communicating specific “technical information” (TACP) or facilitating “in-depth
discussion” (KITE; PEEC): “There’s facts and figures that people need to learn ...
that aren’t the business of theatre ... But theatre can motivate that learning” (KITE).
Likewise, because it takes longer, it may not cover as much ground (ABSC; SHTT).
Addressing these shortfalls by designing supplementary activities and materials,
practitioners found that drama’s only other limitations were “the limitations of your
imagination” (BEEC).

Perceptions of Drama’s Value as an Interpretive Tool

Convinced that its strengths outweigh its limitations, practitioners saw drama as
broadly applicable to interpretation. (Refer to Figure 2 for more details.)

Discussion

A discussion of the value of practitioners’ perceptions and a comparison with the
limited empirical evidence, followed by an assessment of the applicability of drama to
interpretation, ensues.

Practitioners were deeply concerned about the impact of their (and others’)
programs and reflexive in their practice. Their perceptions of the strengths, weaknesses
and applicability of drama to interpretation were largely based on their long-term
experience combined with personal observations of participant involvement and
feedback from participants, parents and teachers. From all accounts, these informal
feedback mechanisms indicated high levels of engagement and enjoyment and a degree
of provocation and long-term resonance. For example, one practitioner cited being made
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Drama Forms:

i. Most drama forms are suitable for interpretation, but programs with high
levels of interaction and participation are favoured, as they are most likely
to be engaging, resonant and provocative. Humour, music and movement are
vital.

ii. Quality of the experience is ultimately more important than the drama form
itself.

Themes, Messages & Settings:

i. Drama is suitable to communicate most interpretive stories and messages
(but less suitable for conveying technical information).

ii. It can be used in a wide variety of interpretive settings.

Target Audiences:

i. Drama has wide (almost universal) appeal with Australian audiences. Age
is no barrier and mime, theatre and song can cross cultural and language
barriers.

ii. Different people are open to different types of dramatic experience. Match
audience expectations, and provide “safe” experiences.

iii. Avoid using drama for audiences seeking only detailed factual information.

Interpreter Skill Levels:

i. Drama training and professional guidance are available to assist Australian
interpreters to develop and conduct quality “safe” dramatised interpretation
programs that effectively convey desired stories/perspectives.

Ficure 2:  Perceptions of How Drama Can Help Achieve the Aims of Interpretation

aware that participants were “still discussing it, later that night, at coffee” (JUTE),
subsequently concluding that the respective program had “got the message across in
an entertaining way” and “made people think” (JUTE). Another reported “we get a
certain amount of feedback ... about learning outcomes ... If the kids follow you through
the story, if they’re into it, ... get up and sing ... listen ... laugh and they’re focused ...
you know it’s working on some level” (KITE). However, this practitioner added: “How
deep that goes, it’s hard to tell” (KITE). Yet this same practitioner cited examples of
young people reliving the dramatic experience they were involved in as children many
years later, indicating how much of an impression it had made.

Unfortunately, although some practitioners conducted visitor or participant
surveys, gaining evidence of satisfying visitor or participant expectations or needs,
little formal evaluation of the impacts on learning processes or other cognitive, affective
or behavioural dimensions has been carried out. Grappling with the limited time to
impact audiences and the complexity of learning processes (KITE; PEEC), practitioners
lamented the difficulties of evaluating learning from both drama and interpretation:
“Getting a measurement tool ... is extremely difficult. Where did that idea, ... event, ...
issue that culminated in action ... happen? It might happen right there and then, ... ten
minutes later, ten years later. You just can’t put your finger on it” (BEEC).

Practitioners instead aimed to “make people think ... plant that seed ... maybe ...
change a belief or an attitude” (BFP), and considered it a success “if kids go away
... singing the songs and discussing the environmental issues because they’ve hit a
chord with them” (PEEC). In other words, they focused on maximising the impact of
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their programs by employing solid interpretive and dramatic guidelines. (Practitioners’
design guidelines will be reviewed in a follow-up paper.)

Despite this lack of formal evaluation, on the basis of the cited participant feedback
and practitioners’ considerable experience and observations, as well as their reflexive
approach, their perceptions are considered valuable in exploring the strengths,
limitations and potential value of drama in the interpretive context. However, evaluative
studies, particularly a series employing a sociocultural framework to investigate the
affective and cognitive experiences of visitors and the social meaning-making processes
occurring during a variety of dramatised interpretation programs, are needed to verify,
qualify, expand upon, or dispute practitioners’ perceptions of dramatised interpretation’s
strengths, limitations and scope, and overcome any issues of bias.

Nevertheless, practitioners’ perceptions of drama’s strengths and limitations
are consistent with those evidenced by the limited empirical studies of participant
experience: drama’s capacity to deeply engage audiences in historic heritage (Jackson
& Leahy, 2005) and environmental issues (Appleby, 2005; McNaughton, 2004 & 2006)
and create strong memories (Jackson & Leahy, 2005) or memory triggers (Bicknell,
1994); its limitation of covering less ground contextually (Jackson & Leahy, 2005)
balanced by its ability to provide in-depth understanding of human stories and inspire
closer attention to interpretive props and artefacts (Jackson & Leahy, 2005); its ability
to communicate complex factual information, clarify detail and context and provide
different perspectives for debate (Bicknell, 1994); and the need for ‘safe’ interaction or
participation (Bicknell, 1994). Other evaluative studies have confirmed practitioners’
perception of educational benefits from higher quality dramatisations (Malcolm-Davies,
2004), including visitors’ abilities to articulate complex abstract concepts delivered
through theatre (for example, Baum & Hughes, 2001). Significantly, practitioners’
perceptions provide valuable insight into the how’s and why’s of these strengths and
limitations as well as the where’s, when’s and with whom’s, painting a very broad
picture of drama’s application across the field of interpretation.

It would seem that drama has much to offer interpreters seeking to engage visitors
in more imaginative, inspiring and memorable experiences of place, deepen visitors’
emotional connections to nature/history/culture, role-model appropriate behaviours
and inspire deeper thought about the human aspects of conservation issues, or
the human place in the grand scheme of things. However, its apparent limitations
cannot be overlooked. Drama is a specialist skill and the reasonable requirement for
skilled dramatists and/or personal drama training is likely to present logistical-fiscal
problems for many interpreters. The time required to develop dramatised programs
may preclude the use of this medium in some situations. Also some interpreters may
decide that drama does not offer the best means to reach particular target audiences
or engage particular visitors in an experience of place. Perhaps most importantly, it
could be argued that to preserve the special appeal or “uniqueness” of dramatised
interpretation, it should be employed somewhat sparingly, or with discretion.

To address these issues of applicability, greater communication and collaboration
between interpreters and dramatists is needed. Such dialogue would assist interpreters
to become more familiar with dramatic experience and various dramatic styles and
techniques, and assess their suitability for specific interpretive settings, audiences
and purposes. This experience would eventually enable the choice of dramatised
interpretation when and where it is likely to be of most value. Likewise, drama
training would enable interpreters to develop and conduct high quality dramatised
programs in collaboration with experienced playwrights and theatre directors. The
inclusion of drama training in interpretation courses and conferences is therefore
recommended, as is greater collaboration between interpretive organizations and their
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local arts networks. Interested interpreters are encouraged to explore existing high
quality dramatisations (via contact with experienced practitioners) as well as funding
opportunities for collaboration with experienced dramatists.

Conclusion

This study has not attempted to provide an empirical evaluation of the effectiveness
of dramatised interpretation in Australia; quite clearly a series of studies is
needed. However, personal interviews provide a good insight into the perceptions of
experienced and reflexive practitioners allowing a broad exploration of the strengths,
limitations and scope of dramatised interpretation. The issues raised expand upon the
limited empirical evidence to date, providing further direction for the much-needed
studies investigating visitor experience during/following participation in dramatised
interpretation programs.

Nevertheless it would appear that drama has a potentially important role to play,
in Australia and overseas, in strengthening the affective dimension of interpretation
so that it is balanced with the cognitive. Means of strengthening dialogue between
interpreters and dramatists should be explored.

Keywords:Interpretation;environmentalinterpretation;environmentaleducation;story;
drama; dramatised interpretation; sustainability; visitors; practitioners; perceptions;
engagement; provocation; learning; meaning-making; affective; cognitive; holistic;
constructivist; group learning; sociocultural perspectives; personal interviews.
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