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ABSTRACT 

This thesis is about the possibilities and effects of working in role, across different 

media, in a classroom context. I draw on evidence from a project that involved 

student teachers adapting the Old English text, Beowulf, through pedagogies and 

processes associated with teaching English, Drama and Media. In considering the 

affordances of role I take account of the differences in the possibilities for 

storytelling offered by a range of symbolic forms, including the written word; the 

audio-visual, time-based medium of drama and the recorded, still and moving image. 

This encompasses reflection on the potential offered by an over-lap in subject 

pedagogies. I identify the ways that assuming or creating a role encourages students 

to draw on a repertoire of multimodal resources. Interpreting these examples of 

acting or role-play as different forms of ‘fiction-making’ (Bolton 1998, 278) suggests 

that there is not necessarily as clear cut a distinction between actorly roles (the 

hero, monster or witness, for example) and those that are indicative of particular 

responsibilities for the crafting of the dramatic action (the director or editor, for 

example). From my research it is clear that all of these roles involve an intensified 

awareness of the meanings generated by the configuration of bodies, artefacts and 

space and heightened by the responsibility for the kinds of aesthetic choices that 

inform the acts of creation that students engage in. The framing that is a significant 

aspect of the kinds of role-play that form the body of my research evidence, 

provides a range of different perspectives, so that a degree of criticality emerges 

from the students’ readings of Beowulf, realised in different media. I recognise that 

writing in role places the students ‘in a quite specific relationship with the action’ 

(Heathcote 1980d/2015, 77) initiated by a teacher in role who positions the students 

in ways that are suggestive of their responsibilities for the characters that they 

summon up and address through forms of ‘drama on paper’ (Barrs 1987, 9). I 

identify the ways that framing the students as image makers, camera-operators and 

editors has the effect of shifting the focus of the work on Beowulf to questions of 

representation, as the immediacy and spontaneity of live drama is reflected back for 

students to appraise. In this way the visual resources of the screen seem to conflate 
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the roles of spectator and actor, introducing a critical dimension that is allied with 

the creative impetus. Drawing on these resources generates a form of reanimation 

involving a brief resumption of the role-play that facilitates students’ transitions 

between different media. Engaging with a computer game made by one of the 

students appears to have a similar effect, opening up a reflexive space for 

commentary on the text through forms of ‘serious play’ (Vygotsky 2016, 20). There 

are many manifestations of role-play identified in this research evidence: from live 

action and gestural responses to writing and editing. This reflection on the 

pedagogies associated with the transmedia approach that we assumed in teaching 

Beowulf is suggestive of the possibilities for learning that come into play when 

students are offered the opportunity to take on or to create a role.  
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IMPACT STATEMENT 

The research project that informs this thesis was part of a funded Arts and 

Humanities Research Council (AHRC), Digital Transformations project called Playing 

Beowulf: gaming the library (2015), led by Andrew Burn and preceded by a pilot 

(2014). Beowulf was one of the British Library’s first major digitisation projects and 

this was an opportunity to extend the adaptation across media. Burn’s emphasis was 

on the ways in which, for all parties involved ‘adaptation of Beowulf into a 

videogame opens up ways of reinterpreting the poem, and connecting it to 

contemporary popular cultural contexts.’  

(https://darecollaborative.net/2015/03/11/playing-beowulf-gaming-the-library/ 

accessed 13.6.2020).  

 

Through the process I made connections with academics who have influenced my 

work, including Michael Anderson and David Cameron, who ran parallel activities in 

Sydney (Cameron, Anderson and Wotzko 2017). Jane Coles, Morlette Lindsay and I 

organised a group of twenty-five English and English with Drama PGCE student 

teachers to engage with the project in the ways documented here 1. We also 

involved teachers and school students from five London schools and delivered 

workshops alongside teachers throughout the academic year, 2015/16. This 

significant aspect of the project is documented in an article that the teachers 

contributed to (Burn, Bryer and Coles 2016). Many of those involved presented at 

the conference at the British Library (7.12.2015), including Anderson and Cameron, 

our student teachers and some of the school students. Coles and I did a presentation 

with Daniel Ferreira (then a PhD student in game making) at Simon Thomson’s 

                                                        

1 My research involved student teachers. In this thesis I refer to them as student teachers at times 

when there might be some confusion between them and the secondary school students that they 

were learning to teach. When there is less potential confusion I simply refer to them as students, as 

we tend to when they are studying on their year-long Post Graduate Certificate of Education. 
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Stories and storytelling in the Medieval world conference at UCL (11.4.2015), part of 

the Early Medieval Interdisciplinary Conference Series. This led to a chapter for 

Thomson’s edited collection (Coles, Bryer and Ferreira, forthcoming). Meera 

Chudusama, one of the student teachers involved in the pilot project, presented a 

paper called Beowulf comes to Milton Keynes, at a London Association for the 

Teaching of English (LATE) conference (2018). 

 

Coles and I ran a workshop on Multi-media approaches to teaching canonical poetry 

at KS3 at UCL Institute of Education (18.6.2017) for a LATE conference on poetry and 

developed a workshop for teachers to support the British Library exhibition Anglo 

Saxon kingdoms: art, world, war (8.2.2019). We presented a paper: Transmedia 

Beowulf: gaming, role and performativity at the United Kingdom Literacy Association 

(UKLA) conference in Cardiff (7.7.2018) and another: Re-animation: multimodal 

discourse around text, with a group of academics led by Roberta Taylor: Participation 

in interaction: multimodal understandings of interaction in a range of education 

settings, part of the Semiotics in Education SIG at the American Educational Research 

Association (AERA) conference in Toronto (8.4.2019). We wrote an accompanying 

paper (yet to be published). 

 

My article (Bryer 2017) based on my upgrade material and particularly our more 

recent article on the project (Coles and Bryer 2018) is referred to by our student 

teachers and MA students in their academic writing. My insights inform the chapters 

on drama and digital technologies in a text book used on many English PGCE courses 

in the UK (Bryer 2019; Bryer and Franks 2019).  

 

My research findings have directly informed my work as a lecturer and tutor on the 

English with Drama PGCE at the UCL Institute of Education. Every academic year I 

teach 130 English and English with Drama student teachers about the possibilities of 

role-play, particularly in relation to working with texts. As Programme Leader for the 

MA English Education, I reference the Beowulf project in my teaching, particularly on 

the Creativity: from theory to practice in English, Media, Drama module. 
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CHAPTER 1: THE MERMAN AND GRENDEL’S MOTHER 

THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF THE QUESTION 

What kinds of role-play are involved in the adaptation of a canonical text in the 

forms of drama, writing and still and moving images? What processes are involved 

and what are their effects? What is the significance of the role-play that students 

engage in, in response to still and moving images? What does the evidence suggest 

about the affordances of role as a tool for learning and the capacities of students to 

engage in a transmedia approach through role-play? I attempt to address these 

questions in what follows. This case study draws on evidence from a two-day 

workshop that involved student teachers exploring the Anglo-Saxon poem Beowulf 

through adaptations and transformations in different media. Although the workshop 

itself took place over a relatively brief period of time, it is presented here with 

reference to an experience of teaching and learning that has spanned three decades. 

My analysis of the particularities of moments of role-play captured in the evidence 

from this case study, is historically situated, with reference to this experience (Gray 

2003, 29).  

In my opening chapter I outline the parameters of my research and my developing 

interest in my research question. I consider how my understanding of the term ‘role’ 

has evolved over the course of my career. I follow this with a Literature review 

(Chapter 2), Theoretical framework (Chapter 3) and Methodology (Chapter 4). My 

literature review focuses on research about role in relation to drama and filmmaking 

in education, ending with a survey of research about the crossovers between the 

two subject areas. In Chapter 3 I offer a theoretical analysis of the pedagogies 

related to drama and filmmaking and an interpretation of role that provides a 

starting point for my analysis. My analysis follows a chronological trajectory, 

explained in my methodology. Chapter 5 is about role in relation to the drama 

activities that we did, Chapter 6 is about writing in role, Chapter 7 is about 
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filmmaking and the activity that preceded it, Chapter 8 is about roles assumed in the 

playing of a computer game and Chapter 9 is my conclusion. 

Throughout my work on this thesis my focus has shifted to the processes or forms of 

collaboration that the students engaged in, rather than the outcomes or products of 

their labours. I have identified instances of students assuming roles in ways that 

surprised me. This evidence has changed my understanding of the function of role, 

role-play and their effects. In addressing these affordances, I consider the ways that 

assuming a role appears to inform the students’ work around the Beowulf text, in 

ways that are recognised as learning.  

The forms of pedagogy referred to in my research question relate to the interactions 

around teaching and learning that involve drama and filmmaking. Leach and Moon 

(2008, 3) regard pedagogy as an invitation ‘to recognise the multiple and various 

dynamics of scenes of learning and teaching.’ This commitment to the significance of 

situated experience that characterises the patterns of classroom activity ‘by a 

particular teacher, with a particular group of students’ (Thomson et al. 2011, 2), 

informs this research. There are associations here with Adams and Owens’ (2016, 7) 

recognition of the specificity of the content of creative acts or events and the 

significance of the context: ‘that a focus on specific practices that produce equally 

singular creative events are better understood through the thick cultural narratives 

from which they arose.’ 

The term ‘transmedia’ (Mills 2011a, 2016; Suhor 1984) refers to the transformations 

that are brought about through the students’ work in live and recorded media, 

including drama (both spoken and mimed), writing, photography, video and 

computer game making. Cameron, Anderson and Wotzko (2017, 37) refer to 

‘intermediality’ to describe the combination of creative modes and their associated 

cultural assets. Kress (2010, 125) uses the term ‘transduction’ to underline the 

significance of ‘moving meaning-material from one mode to another.’ I use the term 

transmedia as a more specific descriptor of the activities that comprised our project. 

Mills (2016, 68) explains that this form of transmediation, that involves adapting 
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material from one medium to another, not only invites creativity but also promotes 

‘evaluative and generative thinking’ because of the significant ways that students 

have to adapt their purposes to the cultural conventions, limitations and semiotic 

possibilities of the particular medium they are working in. Here I examine the role of 

role in facilitating creative work in different media, including the shift from one 

medium to another. Attention to the multimodal expressions of role-play bring this 

into focus (Hodge and Kress 1988; Kress 1993, 2003, 2010; Kress and Van Leeuwen 

1996, 2001). 

This first chapter addresses what Miller (1995) refers to as the ‘autobiography of the 

question’ starting with a narrative trawl through my memories and records of some 

formative experiences in my teaching career. I frame this form of autobiography 

with reference to the significant influences of a series of drama practitioners, 

particularly Neelands (1984, 2010). This offers a lens through which I review 

particular political and educational contexts, constraints, contingencies, possibilities 

and collaborations that have shaped my practice and research interests. Since this 

writing assumes a historical perspective, it involves some generalisation from these 

specifics - an attempt to theorise how drama practices and pedagogies associated 

with role and role-play have developed in the particular Drama, English and Media 

classrooms with which I am familiar. I consider how these ways of working in drama 

position students and offer potential for learning. I contextualise my interest in 

forms of filmmaking that complements the spontaneous and improvisational 

approach that characterises drama in education. In the process I align approaches to 

media production in education with a process drama tradition that involves students 

assuming roles and engaging in specific forms of collaborative learning. I explain a 

particular approach to role-play associated with the work of the drama practitioners 

that I draw on here, particularly Bolton (1998, 2010); Heathcote (1984, 2015); 

Neelands (1984, 2010) and O’Neill (1995, 2006), making significant links with the 

theories and pedagogies associated with media production in education 

(Buckingham 2003; Burn 2009; Burn and Durran 2007). There is further elaboration 

of theories associated with role and role-play in Chapter 3.   
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What distinguishes this thesis is my orientation towards the pedagogies associated 

with both drama and media production in education and a focus on learning through 

forms of role-play that are instigated by these particular practices. There is a 

significant body of research that references the ways that role-play is associated 

with practical media production in classrooms included short filmmaking and 

computer game making (Buckingham, Grahame and Sefton-Green 1995; Buckingham 

and Sefton-Green 1994; Burn 2009, 2014; Burn and Durran 2006, 2007; Burn and 

Parker 2003; Potter 2012). Bryer, Lindsay and Wilson (2014); Burn (2011); Burn and 

Durran (2013); Burn, Bryer and Coles (2016) explicitly reference media production 

inspired by narratives drawn from the canon of English literature. There are also 

accounts of the relationship between drama and filmmaking (Anderson, Carroll and 

Cameron 2009; Anderson and Jefferson 2009; Cameron, Anderson and Wotzko 2017; 

Carroll, Anderson and Cameron 2006; Jefferson and Anderson 2009; Sutton 2012). 

This research forms the basis of my literature review. I have become increasingly 

interested in the evidence of students assuming roles in ways that appear to be 

incidental rather than integral to the planned classroom activities (Burnett 2015; 

Taylor 2006, 2012, 2014). I did not anticipate that as students were editing, they 

would assume the roles of the characters that appeared in their film. I recognise this 

as a form of reanimation, marking a shift in my conception of what constitutes taking 

on a role for particular purposes in a classroom context.  

THE CONTEXT 

The account of the evolution of a classroom teacher that follows is suggestive of a 

degree of agency and creativity that is rarely acknowledged. The neoliberal 

commodification of education, involving high-stakes testing (Mansell et al. 2009), 

means that much of the work of teachers and students in state schools in England is 

primarily focused on generating measurable outcomes (Unwin and Yandell 2016, 

117). Teachers are currently positioned in ways that underline their instrumental 

role; their duty to students, parents, school and government to ensure that students 

achieve. In terms of the recent history of creativity in education, in England, it is 
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worth noting that the New Labour government (1997-2010) were keen to promote a 

more creative approach to teaching to support attainment but did so by sending 

artists into schools (Creative Partnerships Initiative 2002 – 2009 

https://www.creativitycultureeducation.org/programme/creative-partnerships/ 

accessed 20.4.2020), part of a programme of outsourcing (Ball 2017, 15). The 

influential Signature Pedagogies report (Thomson et al. 2012) focuses on ways of 

working defined by the artist-teacher, rather than the artistic or creative teacher. An 

apparent lack of faith in teachers’ capacity to innovate on their own terms means 

that creative practice in schools in England has been routinely overlooked or 

mistrusted in the past two decades (Jones 2009, 78). The shift to a more 

conservative National Curriculum and GCSE syllabi: to ‘real subjects, core knowledge, 

a teacher-centred pedagogy, strict discipline, uniforms, academic-vocational 

divisions… a form of regressive modernisation’ (Ball 2017, 214, his italics), has 

created a hostile environment for the pedagogies that are the focus of my thesis. 

The English Baccalaureate (EBacc) prescriptions about the subjects students should 

take at GCSE (an element of ‘Progress 8 and Attainment 8’, school accountability 

measures, introduced in 2016 2), has had particularly devastating effects on the 

numbers studying arts subjects, including GCSE Drama (Johnes 2017). In surmising 

                                                        

2 Progress 8 and Attainment 8 are currently used to compare the performance of schools and colleges 

in England across eight qualifications. The Ebacc or English Baccalaureate list of qualifications does 

not include Drama and Media. Drama and Media compete alongside other arts and non-Ebacc 

subjects in the final ‘bucket’ of the eight qualifications that count, for each student, in the ways a 

school’s performance is measured. See:  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/

285990/P8_factsheet.pdf (accessed 3.7.2020) 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/understanding-school-and-college-performance-

measures/understanding-school-and-college-performance-measures (accessed 3.7.2020). 
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about the possibilities of particular ways of working, a blurring of subject boundaries 

and crossover between pedagogies, it is important to acknowledge the challenges 

that teachers currently face in England. Of course, the pandemic (2020) will have 

other effects on the provision of arts subjects, particularly those involving live and 

embodied pedagogies. This thesis was largely written before the Covid-19 crisis. 

The current Drama GCSE subject content (DfE 2017) was developed through 

consultation with theatre professionals, as well as teachers, and the focus of the 

GCSE exam is now on the crafting of moments of theatre in small groups. There is 

little space for the kind of collaborative exploration of a play or stimulus, that was 

the focus of the practical coursework (constituting more than half the marks) for 

over twenty-five years that I taught GCSE Drama 3. A written exam now involves 

multiple choice questions about technical terminology - the parts of the stage, for 

example. The Media GCSE subject content (DfE 2017) offers a similarly reduced 

scope for practical work. Perhaps there is a possibility that secondary English 

classrooms will still offer opportunities for learning through drama and media, 

especially since the government’s own inspection agency (Ofsted) has criticised the 

ways that the curriculum for 11-14 years olds has been overly determined by the 

GCSE syllabi (Spielman 2018). The focus of my research is on the possibilities offered 

by the spaces that determined teachers (like Abshir 2018; Brady 2015; Wood 2014) 

find for working against the grain but I recognise the significant constraints of the 

                                                        

3 In the new Edexcel GCSE syllabi for first teaching in September 2016 (finalised in March 2016, 

revised 2017), there has been a significant shift because of the DfE regulation that 40 per cent has to 

be examined by a written exam and 75 per cent of all assessed work should take the form of 

evaluation: 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/

609299/GCSE_Subject_Level_Conditions_for_Drama__2017_.pdf (accessed 3.7.2020). 

 There is no regulatory mention of ‘explorative strategies’ or ‘drama conventions’ - which has 

significant implications for the future of a process-based approach, however reductive the strategies 

and conventions had become in assessment terms. 
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context in which we have been developing, researching and proposing innovations 

for classroom practice. There has probably never been a less favourable time for 

these forms of research in my teaching career. And yet our student teachers, many 

of the teachers that I work with and the school students that I encounter in 

classrooms, are still keen to engage in the creative processes of imagining 

themselves in different formations and communities and making meaning through 

drama. 

Here, in returning to my own experience to chart the way that particular forms of 

role-play have evolved, I consider the impact of the theoretical frame offered by 

Neelands’ work - a salient context for my argument. I am interested in foregrounding 

the creative work and cultural production of teachers and school students in their 

classrooms and the ways that this informs learning. My own story serves to illustrate 

not only how my research question evolved but also the complex ways in which 

teachers develop their practice and the cultural and political influences that play 

their part in the process.  

A REMINDER OF THE PAST - THE MERMAN - 1989 

My story starts with an experience that I had on my PGCE (pre-service education 

course) in Birmingham on the afternoon of Friday 10th March 1989 4. Neelands came 

as a visiting lecturer and involved us in a memorable drama that seemed to be 

addressed directly to me, to my experience, interests and background. Although this 

electrifying experience happened in a pokey teaching room with a group of people 

whose names and faces are now lost to me, the activities of that Friday afternoon 

                                                        

4 My memory is supplemented by a detailed PGCE journal that I kept throughout the academic year 

1989/1990. 
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became a kind of touchstone for my own drama practice - at the same time that I 

found (and continue to find) them a source of tension and confusion. 

The drama started with black and white drawings of the trussed-up figure of a 

merman and of an eleventh century village from Crossley-Holland and Keeping’s 

(1976) version of an ancient East Anglian legend, The Wild Man. Neelands 

introduced us to the following text, that appears on the final page of Crossley-

Holland and Keeping’s (1976) short picture book:  

A merman was caught at Orford in Suffolk during the reign of Henry II 

(1154- 1189). He was imprisoned in the newly-built castle, did not 

recognise the Cross, did not talk despite torture, returned voluntarily 

into captivity having eluded three rows of nets, and then disappeared 

never to be seen again. That’s what the chronicler Ralph of Coggeshall 

says in his ‘Chronicon Anglicanum.’ 
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Fig 1 The wild man (Crossley-Holland and Keeping 1976, n.p.) 5 

We posed questions that provided the focus for the ensuing drama. When Neelands 

asked us to volunteer to take on three roles from the story, I chose the priest. I was a 

History graduate fresh from studying the Anglo-Saxon era and the early Middle Ages 

and I wanted to play the role in a way that revealed the powerful alliance between 

the established church and Norman lord and landowner in feudal society. It was 

                                                        

5 Illustration by Charles Keeping is Copyright and permission has been kindly granted by B. L. Kearley 

Ltd (www.kearley.co.uk). 
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quite a tall order improvising as the class hot-seated me and I felt frustrated that I 

could not quite embody this figure of authority as I summoned it up in my mind (not 

unlike my early experiences in the classroom).  

We devised scenes related to the appearance and capture of the merman, one of 

which included demands for tithe cuts following the abrogation of our fishing rights, 

and through the process began defining the emerging themes of power and 

oppression. This built up to a whole-group scene that involved everyone bursting 

into the church to tell me, as the priest, about the merman. My line, ‘What is more 

important than praying?’ was presented as a challenge to the beliefs of these 

twelfth-century villeins and their demands for immediate action; yet I wasn’t 

convinced that my peers were assuming their roles with the same respect for the 

historical context. I was relying on Neelands to attend to the nuances of my role-play 

but when he took on the role of the Norman Lord, he revealed his plan to torture the 

merman in the interests of scientific research. I was confused: this seemed more 

relevant to the Enlightenment than the early Middle Ages. Afterwards I was irritated 

that I had not remembered to wave the cross at the merman (as suggested in the 

text) to bring the terror of the unknown and ungodly into play in a symbolic way. In 

my notes on the session I wrote, ‘I struggled to find authenticity in my role-play as a 

priest. The drama itself took little heed of the context.’ But I thought about little else 

for days afterwards. I had never had an experience quite like that before. I was 

hooked like the trussed-up merman. 

In their commentary on doing the merman drama with another group, Neelands, 

Booth and Ziegler (1993, 4) write, ‘These improvisations were slowly and carefully 

built so that the class had the chance to consider the detail and the implications of 

their actions.’ Looking for implications in the detail is something that the kind of 

research that I am engaged in and this drama practice share. It is a notoriously 

slippery process. At the time (1989), as I struggled to understand the potential for 

learning in this form of role-play, I wrote in my PGCE journal: 
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Either we can hope that the experience will have left a residue or 

resonance in the mind that will later emerge as meaningful (with 

recall) or, as Brecht suggests we can make the meaning clear and 

ensure that it is understood at the time. I would opt for the second 

route though I see the value of the first.  

Thirty years later, I have come to see the value in the first route. I recognise that I did 

Brecht a disservice in suggesting that his goal was to produce a didactic or agitprop 

form of drama or theatre that would simply deliver the goods to a more or less 

receptive audience. Even in a Germany ripe for revolution (1920s and early 1930s), 

Brecht was aiming to raise questions about choices people might make through his 

(1977) lehrstücke (learning plays). I did not recognise the subtle negotiations with 

the class involved in Neelands’ questioning in role. In 1989 my instinct was that my 

interpretation was right and I was frustrated that others had not derived the same 

meaning from the drama. At the time I could not appreciate Neelands’ insights about 

the way that classroom drama accommodates many narratives and different 

perspectives. I did not appreciate the openness of Neelands’ plan: 

The purpose of the drama was to use this fragment of a narrative as a 

starting point for the students to construct their own shared 

development of the story. 

(Neelands, Booth and Ziegler 1993, 4).  

Now, looking back, I recognise how the role-play brought those involved together to 

forge some shared understandings of time, place and priorities and to be an 

audience to each other’s efforts to craft something approximating a theatre form in 

this intense and immediate way. In my notes, I mention another student teacher’s 

comment about how she had also been thinking about the drama all weekend; 

reading them now, her face suddenly comes into view. I remember that I felt I had 

little in common with her, partly because of her religious beliefs. Now I am more 

appreciative of the subtleties of a drama form in which we both found some space to 

bring our interests and ideas to bear on the story we made together. 
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BEOWULF - 2014/2015 

 

Fig. 2 Grendel’s Mother and Beowulf (Crossley-Holland and Keeping 1982) 6 

Keeping’s drawing of Beowulf and Grendel’s Mother, bound in a vicious embrace 

and sinking in the mere, in Crossley-Holland and Keeping’s (1982) version of the text, 

struck a chord. It took some time to remember why. It was as I began planning a 

drama for Beowulf for student teachers in 2014 that I was drawn back to Neelands’ 

work and my memories of the merman drama. What Neelands (1984, 8) called ‘a 

sample lesson’ on Beowulf is outlined in his earliest book, Making sense of drama 

and the excerpt is reprinted as the first of his collected writings (2010, 7). His 

description appears in the form of a transcript of a lesson that involves an extended 

                                                        

6 Illustration by Charles Keeping is Copyright and permission has been kindly granted by B. L. Kearley 

Ltd (www.kearley.co.uk). 
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role-play with Neelands in role as Hygelac, King of the Geats, and a student in role as 

Beowulf. Reflecting on the students’ learning, Neelands (1984, 11) hints that he is 

interested in offering a ‘useful tool for them to use in order to penetrate the text 

more fully and closely’, an aim that was relevant to his work as advisory teacher for 

English as well as Drama in Northamptonshire. His (1984, 9) suggestion that the 

drama’s ‘construction is not as significant as its intentions’ (his italics) is interesting in 

the light of his later work on categorising the conventions (see Neelands and Goode 

1990, 2000, 2015), of which more later.  

What emerges from the transcript is how hard Neelands (1984, 15) works to build a 

shared sense of the context and students’ roles within it: ‘We’re pretty fierce people 

you know. I hope you have a story that’s suitable’, he presses the student in role as 

storyteller, hinting that he expects a tale to fit the atmosphere of the mead hall full 

of heroic warriors with a shared past. He also tries to slow the drama down, to find a 

focus that might provide the kind of detail that is, potentially, worth subjecting to 

scrutiny. Rather than halting the action as Heathcote increasingly favoured to ‘”look 

for implications”… “assess the consequences”, “make decisions”’ (Bolton 1998, 185), 

Neelands focuses the class through his questioning and problematising, in role. His 

(1984, 34) goal ‘to move beyond the surface of actions’ emerges through his (ibid, 

15) questioning ‘We used to have to pay the Danes money or else they would invade 

our villages. Why should we help them?’ for example. The student in role as Beowulf 

brushes this aside ‘(Stands) I don’t care. I’m going’ (ibid, 16) - a response that might 

be construed as more in the spirit of the heroic narrative. Later Neelands (ibid, 19), 

as Hygelac, advises that they all consider the consequences of Beowulf’s hot-headed 

response, ‘Yes, and how will we need to prepare ourselves in our heads and in our 

hearts?’ There is a sense of him grasping towards the significance of the dramatic 

moment that the group are enacting and creating. He (ibid, 11) does not explain why 

he felt that dwelling on the cusp before the violence ensues is relevant to this class 

of nine and ten-year-old children, other than noting that, ‘There is much to respond 

to in this epic legend of honour, courage, monsters, duty and sacrifice.’ 
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Neelands also justifies the inclusion of the transcript in the book on the basis that 

having been inspired by Crossley-Holland and Keeping’s (1982) version, he (1984, 11) 

is ‘interested by the “old chestnut” reputation that Beowulf has amongst drama 

teachers.’ I am intrigued by this suggestion. What was it about this text that seemed 

to offer significant dramatic potential for a cast of school students and their teachers 

at different stages throughout the twentieth century, at least as far back as Caldwell 

Cook (1917, 153) who mentions enacting Beowulf in the classroom? Questions of 

heroism, violence, combat and their effects may explain something of Beowulf’s 

appeal throughout a century dominated by war. Neelands’ attempts to press the 

students to contemplate the consequences of their actions are familiar to me. I have 

often tried to look for opportunities ‘to explore motivation at the moment of action’ 

as I heard Heathcote put it at a conference in 1990. When teaching a scheme of 

work about Craig and Bentley (the young people convicted of the shooting of a 

policeman in 1952), we asked the students to mime putting their guns into an 

imaginary box at the start of each lesson, so that we could focus on thoughts and 

feelings rather than the gun fight that represented the climax of this narrative. I have 

become increasingly interested in the appeal of stories about monsters or wild 

creatures, including Frankenstein (Shelley 1818); Dracula (Stoker 1897); Little Red 

Riding Hood and an Anansi story about a monster (Makhanlall 1992).	Explorations of 

violent action and considerations of how it might be rendered in different media, 

have emerged as a theme of this thesis. I explain something more of this shift in 

Chapters 5, 7 and 8.  

O’Neill and Lambert (1982, 204) also include an outline of a Beowulf scheme in 

Drama structures, a volume that was effectively our departmental handbook in the 

school where I taught in the 1990s. Like Neelands’ (1984), their outline takes the 

form of a recount. O’Neill and Lambert (1982, 205) call it ‘Legend’, echoing 

Neelands’ interest in the epic or quest-like qualities of the story of a community of 

heroes facing monstrous challenges. Beowulf fitted their ‘first year integrated 

studies course’ (ibid, 205), so had a cross-curricular dimension that similarly 

appealed to Neelands. This volume was published during a heady moment when 

Bolton’s (1984) Drama as education: an argument for placing drama at the heart of 
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the curriculum, seemed timely. O’Neill and Lambert’s (1982) version differs from 

Neelands’ (1984) in its emphasis on game structures within the narrative. They 

(1982) explain that the story appealed because it lent itself to a structure comprising 

a series of distinct tasks. The teacher managed to exercise some control over a ‘large 

and often unruly group' (O’Neill and Lambert 1982, 204) through the commanding 

role of Beowulf, by initiating a series of tests to judge whether his warriors were fit 

for the quest. The first involved stealth in a version of the game ‘Keeper of the Keys’ 

(ibid, 207). In its orientation there seems to be more emphasis on developing some 

cohesion through activity rather than debate. Though I taught several of the drama 

schemes in this book, I was never drawn to Legend because, like Neelands, I was 

interested in the interactions engendered through forms of role-play that involved 

interrogating a problem and building tension through situational or contextual 

constraints, rather than the explicit rules of a game. The game-play in the Legend 

drama also assumed or imposed an agreed way of proceeding in ways that I found 

problematic - an argument that I will return to later. 

TEACHING IN THE PRESENT - THE ECHOES OF THE PAST 

The PGCE workshop about teaching Beowulf formed part of a research project called 

Playing Beowulf: gaming the library (2015). The focus of the project was an 

exploration of the Old English epic poem Beowulf through transmedia approaches 

that are all relevant to English, Drama and Media classrooms. This included 

computer game making, drama, filmmaking, activities around language, images and 

the poem’s historical context with specific reference to the many translations and 

adaptations of the text in different media. Andrew Burn had developed a pilot 

project in 2014/15, establishing a collaborative way of working that involved Beowulf 

scholars, academics (some, like Richard North and Thomson, experts in the field) and 

our own English and English with Drama student teachers as partners in the 

research. In 2015/16 we re-ran an expanded series of research activities as a Digital 

Transformations project funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council  

(http://darecollaborative.net/2015/03/11/playing-beowulf-gaming-the-library/ 
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accessed 10.4.2020). I was involved with colleagues on the English and English with 

Drama PGCE course at the UCL Institute of Education. Other research partners 

included Anderson from Sydney University and Cameron from Newcastle University, 

Australia, staff involved in the Education and Digital archive departments from the 

British Library and teachers and students from five London schools (documented in 

Burn, Bryer and Coles 2016). Neelands’ (1984) relatively cavalier attitude to the 

language and historical context of the Anglo-Saxon version is not reflective of the 

ways that many students of English literature engaged (and still engage) with this 

foundational text on university courses all over the world, where the focus has been 

on construing the meaning from unfamiliar grammar and vocabulary. Our English 

and Drama student teachers report that Beowulf is still taught in London schools, 

with different foci, depending partly, on the subject. In English classrooms, Beowulf 

is usually taught in translation but with some reference to Old English or Anglo-

Saxon phrases - an acknowledgment of this philological interest in the text.  

 

In educational terms Beowulf raises interesting questions for English, Drama and 

Media teachers about textual authority and audience. It is a profoundly unstable text 

of unknown origins. The earliest known version of the poem is one of a small 

number of Anglo-Saxon texts contained within an eleventh century manuscript 

(Cotton MS Vitellius A XV), salvaged from a fire in the Cotton Library in 1731 and 

now preserved in the British Library. Copied out by two different scribes, this 

Beowulf text is already an adaptation of a pre-existing version (or versions) 

belonging to an earlier century, that probably existed in the form of oral 

performance(s). The Beowulf scholar Jones (2010, 13) suggests that we ‘see the work 

not as an object, fixed in a web of written text... but rather as a process through 

time.’ Beowulf continues to be extraordinarily culturally productive, experiencing 

something of a renaissance in this century, part of the international resurgence of 

interest in popular archaic-heroic fantasy narratives exemplified by the Lord of the 

Rings trilogy of films (Jackson 2001, 2002, 2003) and recent television series Game of 

Thrones (Benioff and Weiss 2011-2019). In the last quarter of a century Heaney’s 

(2000) scholarly and popular verse translation of Beowulf was accompanied by the 
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release of at least five film versions (Baker 1999; Gunnarsson 2005; Lyon 2007; 

McTiernan 1999; Zemeckis 2007), a rock opera (Picket 2005), graphic novel (Hinds 

2007), computer game (Velsaco 2007) and television series (East 2016). Jones’ (2010, 

28) celebration of ‘the long conversation which Beowulf has been having with us 

now during three millennia’, suggests that we should regard the various readings, re-

readings and creative adaptations as integral to the Beowulf narrative itself. This 

history of material and cultural adaptations and appropriations means that Beowulf 

presents us with a literary text ripe for exploring the transformative relationship 

between literature, drama, filmmaking and computer games. Our project involved 

exploring these transformations, not as an end in itself, but as a stimulus or pretext 

for students to generate their own readings or adaptations in different media. We 

were as interested in the process as we were in the outcomes of these creative 

endeavours - particularly when the acts of creation involved role-play. 

One of the project’s aims was to explore possible ways of developing the British 

Library’s digital Beowulf text 

(http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.aspx?index=0&ref=Cotton_MS_Vitellius_

A_XV accessed 7.5.2020), into something more interactive to meet ‘the more 

performative conceptions of the twenty-first century library, gallery and museum 

visitor’ (from the original bid, Burn 2015). Burn led the research with the same 

degree of openness and invitation to explore and experiment that had characterised 

the pilot in 2014. This meant that although much of the focus of the project was on 

the development of a computer game-authoring tool based on Beowulf, 

MissionMaker (MAGiCAL Projects 2014-2020), there was space to develop other 

research interests around an exploration of ways of working in the classroom 

associated with English, Drama and Media. My colleagues and I on the English and 

English with Drama PGCE courses engaged in school-based research with school 

teachers and their school students. We also ran a two-day workshop with our 

student teachers, who were midway through the first term of their three-term (one-

year) course. In my thesis I focus on the activities of the first day and particularly 

those that involved role-play in different forms. The second day involved exploration 
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of the possibilities offered by the game-authoring tool and I consider some of the 

role-play associated with playing a computer game.  

 

There was an open invitation for all one hundred and ten English and twenty English 

with Drama student teachers to get involved, in the two days that they had free from 

their placement schools at the start of the Autumn half term. The twenty-five that 

opted to do the project chose to do so because of their interest in working in 

different media and some, reportedly, because of their interest on Beowulf. The 

project continued to inform their work throughout the academic year. Later in the 

Autumn term they wrote schemes of work on Beowulf that many went on to teach. I 

found the analogies between the evolution of their practice and my own were 

helpful in reflecting on a theoretical and practical understanding of ways of working 

in the classroom that have (for me) spanned three decades. My long-standing 

interest in the affordances of role - in the ways that role-play in different 

manifestations prompts a particular form of engagement and in the kinds of learning 

that this supports - is the subject of this thesis. 

OUTLINE OF ACTIVITIES 

On the first day of the Beowulf project (2015) we take the students through 

something of a whirlwind series of activities based largely on the section of the text 

that focuses on Beowulf’s fight with Grendel’s Mother (Heaney 2000, lines 1345-

1676). This includes an introduction to the historical context and to the poem’s place 

in the canon of English literature supported by images on PowerPoint slides, some 

storytelling and process drama, writing in role, analysis of images of Grendel’s 

Mother in different media (including film and adaptations in picture books for 

children), filmmaking and writing kennings and Skaldic verse (see Appendix 1).  

At the outset of the project my colleague, Morlette Lindsay, engages the students in 

storytelling designed to echo the tone of the narrative in word, stance and gesture. 
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The students then create still images of significant moments from the text. I analyse 

the effects and affordances of this form of role-play in Chapter 5. 

In the development of the drama that I devised, the students are loosely enrolled as 

a mix of Danes and Geats in the mead hall of Heorot. The drama precedes some 

writing in role with particular relevance to English as well as Drama classrooms - the 

subject of Chapter 6. I had considered the way that Heathcote framed historical 

events and narrative, as realised in her popular ‘Mantle of the Expert’ approach 

(Heathcote 1984, 1985; Heathcote and Bolton 1995). I thought that positioning the 

group as historians, centuries later, might address my concerns about 

misinterpreting or somehow failing to respect the historical context and values of an 

Anglo-Saxon community 7. But Mantle of the Expert supports cross-curricular 

learning over a longer time than most secondary English teachers are able to devote 

to teaching a particular topic - and as an approach it does not immediately lend itself 

to interrogation of a text or narrative. We were keen to demonstrate how to engage 

with a dramatic episode from the poem in manageable ways, intended to help 

student teachers (and by extension, their students) to ‘pry open’ the text (O’Neill 

and Rogers 1994, 48). To that end, my priority is to establish what is at stake in 

terms of the dramatic action that the students are to engage in; to frame the 

participants into a position of concern and influence (Heathcote 1980d/2015) 

through various stages of the drama. I focus on creating an atmosphere through 

narration, storytelling and dimmed lights, to generate a sense of the fear of the 

unknown and the supernatural that Hrothgar’s description of the Grendelkin’s lair 

hints at: 

   A few miles from here 

a frost-stiffened wood waits and keeps watch 

                                                        

7	Neelands (1984, 11) prefaced his Beowulf drama with small group work involving the creation of still 

images representing tapestries from the time, that the children then interpreted in role as ‘historians, 

archaeologists and art-historians.’	
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above a mere; the overhanging bank 

is a maze of tree-roots mirrored in its surface. 

At night there, something uncanny happens: 

The water burns. And the mere-bottom  

Has never been sounded by the sons of men. 

…… 

That is no good place.  

(Heaney 2000, lines 1361-1367 / 1372) 

I plan my narration to echo Heaney’s (2000) words: 

All those years we sensed his evil presence. The shadow-stalker, the 

misbegotten spirit, Cain’s ancestor, banished and accursed. I know the 

smell of him, like a stagnant pool. What about you, what have you 

seen or sensed, heard or smelt, out on the moorland, in the twilight? 

(Appendix 1). 

This serves to situate the group in a particular imagined time and place, with a 

reference to what has happened (Beowulf’s fight with Grendel and Grendel’s 

Mother’s revenge attack on the mead hall) and Beowulf’s impending violent 

encounter with Grendel’s Mother. These incidents become the overriding concern 

that define us as a community. I emphasise this sense of our embattled togetherness 

by drawing everyone into a tight circle, so that some people are touching each other 

as we sit on the floor. I lean in, using my gaze and a circling gesture to bring people 

closer together, prompting a response from each one, in turn. Throughout the 

process I position the students in ways that give them some scope to make their own 

choices about what they imagine they have been witness to; an economical way of 

inducting them into the make-believe or edging them into role (Wagner 1976, 34). 

Prompting an answer from everyone makes a particular demand on individuals. In 

other contexts, I might have suggested private exchanges in pairs. Here I want us to 

author the next episode of the story together, generating a heightened awareness of 

the choices of words, tone and register that play their part in defining the 

parameters and distinguishing features of an imagined cultural context.  
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In a semi-structured interview that forms part of my evidence, one student, Adam, a 

self-professed Beowulf enthusiast, recalls this section of the drama: 

We were describing what we felt, what was going on - the eyes in the 

mist, constantly watching, feeling his breath and it was how we as a 

community felt about that.  

(Transcribed from Video S20.16). 

Adam recognises the way that this reflective activity involves the participants in 

talking their way into the narrative that defines their roles through articulating an 

imagined memory or feeling; echoing the tone that I set. The activity also serves to 

position the players in the action, so that the mention of ‘what we felt’ implies the 

beginnings of a clearly defined communal concern. Throughout, the emphasis is on 

the students’ group responses to the problem that they are presented with. 

Heathcote points out that in the process of identifying a dramatic moment to dwell 

in: 

1 We make the world smaller by the isolation of a moment of concern.  

2 We involve groups of people who, in turn, are involved in group 

decision taking. 

(Heathcote 1975/1984, 92).  

Defining the situation is intended to endow the participants with roles that assume a 

particular attitude to the action. This form of role-play largely eschews individual 

characterisation, an important stance that I explain further in my theory chapter 

(Chapter 3) and that is closely allied with the potential for learning through drama. 

In the first iteration of the project (2014) I assumed a role a bit like the character 

described as ‘Unferth the boaster’ in Heaney’s translation (2000, line 980). Through 

this role I was able to develop the story by modelling an attitude of scepticism and 

fear that the students in role were invited to copy - or to subvert. I drew on O’Neill’s 

(1996b/2006, 144) model of the use of dramatic irony as a provocation in in-role 

interactions, involving the teacher playing characters that have dubious motives, so 
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that the class are prompted to question and probe, as in ‘The Haunted House’ 

(O’Neill and Lambert 1982, 166). Some of the students picked up on the signals that 

they might take me on (in role) in a way that generated more potential for tension 

and conflict in their responses to this make-believe scenario. Maybe there are 

echoes in this of Neelands’ (1984) attempts to initiate some reflection or to 

challenge the powerful imperative that monsters are there to be fought. Through 

the process I was continuing to signal the contextual boundaries that defined how 

our imagined community in this imagined context might behave. In 2015, although 

my focus shifts from these nuances of motivation to questions of the representation 

of violence in role - defining a communal problem remains central to the drama.  

My thinking about the relationship between the real and imagined classroom 

communities has changed since the 1990s in ways that it is worth teasing out further 

in order to reach an understanding of the pedagogical orientation of this form of 

role-play and my priorities in relation to an analysis of the evidence. This reflection 

on my past practice and concerns also provides a platform for reaching some 

understanding of why and how I think forms of filmmaking might be allied with these 

drama processes or forms of pedagogy.  

QUESTIONS OF HISTORY 

In 1989 I did not consider how the other participants in the drama might make sense 

of the stimulus of image and text that Neelands presented us with. The discipline I 

was used to involved responding to a ‘gobbet’ of historical text with reference to a 

body of knowledge about the date and context in which it was (or may have been) 

produced. It took me some time to recognise the limitations of this approach. In my 

second year of teaching (1991) I wrote a critique of a drama that I observed run by 
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the History and Drama teacher, Fines 8, teaching a class of eleven and twelve-year 

olds. The conference, run by the National Association for the Teaching of Drama 

(NATD) and Standing Conference of Young People’s Theatre (SCYPT), was entitled, 

Art, ideology, education and the Gulf War. The main focus of debate was questions 

around our responses to what Bond referred to as ideology, Heathcote as bias or 

value judgments (both contributors to the conference) and Fines, as a moral stance.  

I took issue with Fines’ drama, which drew analogies between the responses of the 

students in role as spies on the eve of the Spanish Armada (1588) and contemporary 

fear-mongering. The basis of my criticism was not that such analogies were too 

crude but (rather bizarrely) was once more to do with the role of torture. Fines had 

prompted the students, (in role as spies employed by him, in role as Walsingham), to 

agree that ‘applying a bit of pressure’ might be an effective way of forcing a 

confession from the Catholics (adult conference participants) that they had been 

spying on. Fines had opened the drama with a question about whether the children 

could imagine doing a ‘bad’ thing, and I was concerned that there was no 

interrogation of the belief in the ‘true faith’ that seemed to sanction the course of 

action that the children readily embarked on. In my record of the conference I note 

that there had been some dissent about the treatment of Catholic recusants in the 

Elizabethan age but otherwise my analysis seems to have been as guilty of as much 

generalising about culture and communities (in both sixteenth and twentieth 

centuries) as Fines and other observers of the drama were. I clung to a version of 

history that suggested that the past represented a significant break with the present 

in terms of ideology, belief and action and that there were distinct and coherent 

belief systems that historians might establish. Significantly my reading of the 

classroom was similarly unnuanced. I was more concerned with what I was teaching 

                                                        

8 Author, with Verrier, of The Drama of History (1974).  

Times have changed - I would relish the opportunity to observe and discuss the work of practitioner 

like Fines now, in the way that we did then.  
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than what the students might bring to the interaction to inform their learning. For 

me, the students had not yet come into focus.  

SITUATING THE TEXT - A CONTEMPORARY PERSPECTIVE 

I have a better understanding of O’Neill and Lambert’s argument now: 

In the teaching of history there is a need for authenticated realities, 

and drama is to do with imagined realities… In using an historical basis 

for their drama, pupils face the challenge of creating an alternative 

and convincing world while maintaining points of comparison with the 

real world, so that the two can be fruitfully related.  

(O’Neill and Lambert 1982, 17)  

In 2015 my approach felt very pared down compared to my memories of the 

merman drama. The historical points of reference were minimal. I introduced a shift 

in register and tone and relied on what the students already knew, prompted by the 

images we had shown them of the Anglo-Saxon world. I am much more aware now 

of the significance of ‘the complex web of hybrid discourses’ (Burn and Durran 2006, 

292) that are brought into play when creating drama or media texts based on a 

stimulus like this, derived from a theoretical frame of reference related to Media 

education (Buckingham 2003; Burn 2009; Burn and Durran 2007). This approach is 

also associated with English teaching that recognises the potential for learning 

through a ‘permeable’ curriculum (Dyson 1993, 1997, 2003) involving some 

openness to texts that students enjoy outside school, that they are likely to draw on 

in generating readings of texts that they encounter in school. A minority of the 

student teachers involved had encountered Beowulf on their English degree courses 

or in school. More reported having some sense of warrior cultures derived from their 

viewing of film and television, most popularly the TV series, Game of Thrones 

(Benioff and Weiss 2011-2019) or for several, it emerged, the film of Beowulf 

(Zemeckis 2007), scripted by Gaiman and Avary.  
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A sense of community 

Central to our drama was an acceptance of the material reality of the monsters that 

figure in the Beowulf narrative. In 2014 the ‘points of comparison with the real 

world’ (O’Neill and Lambert 1982, 17) came into focus when the students created 

still images of their nightmares and we discussed them with some allusion to the 

experience of fear and the ways that it can conflate a perceived threat so that it 

becomes an over-riding concern for a group of people (echoing Fines’ drama in some 

ways). Heathcote (1975/1984, 92) sometimes referred to make-believe as ‘one big-

lie’ but there is another falsehood that underlines a venture such as this that I had 

been worrying away at when reflecting on O’Neill and Lambert (1982) and Fines’ 

(1991) drama and that may explain a shift in Neelands’ approach. It relies on those in 

role agreeing on a common concern with the implication that they share the bonds 

of a community or group. Of course, notions of what Williams (1976, 66) refers to as 

‘that warmly persuasive word’, community, have changed over the last three 

decades partly because of the ways in which the term is used to define a lack - as 

Williams (1958/2001, 252) recognises in asserting that, ‘If there is one thing certain 

about “the organic community”, it is that it has always gone’. The transitory urban 

demographic and intersection of different combinations of people from all over the 

world is a distinguishing and complicating feature of the contexts that I live and work 

in - and of the community or communities associated with them.  

Although the Beowulf drama was framed by different constraints and imperatives (in 

part to do with foregrounding the text - making it central to the experience), working 

together to summon up the fictional world was as central to the process as in the 

merman drama. A form of warrior community may have been summoned up in our 

individual imaginations as we created the drama but in the process each participant 

drew on points of reference, attitudes and orientations that I now know I cannot 

assume are commonly held. In 2015 I was more concerned that in offering this as a 

model of community in the Anglo-Saxon era I ran the risk not only of 
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misrepresenting the past but also the present moment 9. My sense of the 

complexities of the multicultural classroom derives in part from years of working 

with students who were newly arrived, doing drama in increasingly open and 

spontaneous ways to facilitate shared understandings and the exchange of ideas, 

without necessarily assuming shared values or experiences. This experience does not 

mean that I am wary of engaging students in a collective endeavour, I am just more 

careful now to consider the terms on which they might engage with it. I am more 

conscious that there are likely to be different points of entry into the fiction that I 

need to plan for. Part of my rationale for this is to do with a stronger sense of the 

need for students to feel that they have some agency; that they are not simply 

positioned by the narrative or by the teacher’s expectations. As Baumann (2001) 

points out in critiquing the competing demands of security and community as our 

experience (in the twenty first century) becomes increasingly fractured, atomised 

and uncertain: 

We all need to gain control over the conditions under which we 

struggle with the challenges of life - but for most of us such control 

can be gained only collectively. 

Here, in the performance of such tasks, community is most missed; 

but here as well, for a change, lies community’s chance to stop being 

missing. 

(Bauman 2001, 149) 

The metaphor of the classroom as a crucible where community is redefined and 

reconstituted as students enact the curriculum together (Barnes 1976) remains 

compelling, especially since the constituency of the twenty-first century classroom 

offers such opportunity for cultural exchange and production (Yandell 2014, 179). 

Yet in the current climate students are often asked to embark on tasks in ways that 

                                                        

9 In the course of our research North developed game scenarios based on the Finnsburh fragment (a 

story that appears in Beowulf), that referenced the heterogeneous tribes and language communities 

that constituted the groups of people that the Beowulf poet calls the ‘Half-Danes’. 
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fracture or fragment the potential for learning that there is in joint endeavour. I am 

reminded of the ways that David Davis, our tutor on my Drama PGCE, prompted us 

to analyse the drama lessons that we were planning with a view to determining 

whether there were opportunities for joint action - one way of bringing the 

possibilities of this powerful alliance into focus. That Davis commended the film 

Aliens (Cameron 1986) as an appropriate model in this respect brings me neatly to a 

brief introduction to the ways that we tried to account for different points of entry 

into the Beowulf fiction and some accommodation of a variety of attitudes, interests 

and identifications - by working in different media. 

Accommodating another perspective 

Burn, Durran and Franks (2006, 69) pose the question, ‘Is it possible to derive 

commonality out of diversity as part of a learning process in school?’ Creative 

approaches that do not recognise diversity as a significant resource or platform for 

learning are problematic, as my stories suggest. Like me, one of my student teachers 

was particularly concerned about the relevance of the heroic Beowulf narrative to 

the girls that she was teaching and she was unsure what roles that they might take 

on. O’Neill and Lambert (1982, 204) mention this but regard it as a passing concern 

overcome by addressing the mixed class as ‘loyal followers’ engaged in structured 

challenges together. In Neelands’ (1984) drama, girls play the roles of Beowulf and 

the storyteller. I felt I was not able to address the problem of identification with the 

role of the warrior that is so clearly gendered through my drama. This bothered me, 

although I am not immune to the eagerness that more typically, (though certainly 

not exclusively), men and boys seem to greet the text with. The accommodations 

that the students made through their role-play to address these concerns are the 

subjects of my chapters on writing in role (Chapter 6) and filmmaking (Chapter 7).  
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A MEDIA EDUCATION FRAME - FILMMAKING  

Thus far I have focused on my background in drama teaching and the formative 

influence that this had on my teaching. In the 2000s, I became increasingly 

interested in the possibilities offered by filmmaking in the classroom. In referring to 

filmmaking I reference cultural practices historically associated with the medium of 

film, although in all the instances cited here and in the project that is the subject of 

this thesis, we were working with digital video and editing software.  

Much of my interest in developing a bridge between the two ways of working stems 

from an experience of making a film based on a process drama developed with a 

group of bilingual students in 2008. We started with a story that involved a 

community under pressure and a journey, in the drama in education tradition that I 

have described. Our starting point came from a traditional story set in Afghanistan 

but I was surprised by the way that popular culture clearly became a more 

prominent point of reference as soon as we introduced a video camera. The teenage 

boys we were working with came from all over the world - many recently arrived 

from Sudan, Eastern Europe, Iraq and Afghanistan - and yet they all seemed to 

recognise and respond to the horror genre. We documented the drama process and 

the moment when one of the boys offered the suggestion that the wolf in the story 

was a werewolf, is captured on video. The interest that his suggestion was greeted 

with is notable, as is the shift into an appropriate dramatic response. Someone 

turned the lights off in the classroom we were working in and one of the students 

pretended to be the werewolf, caught for a moment in a strange blue light from the 

interactive white board. The shift is evident in the tone of the film that became 

scarier as we shot it, in chronological order, over two days. I was surprised by the 

way that the camera seemed to address the students in this very particular way, 

prompting them to draw on shared cultural resources or aspects of a ‘common 

socio-cultural landscape’ (Dyson 2003, 8) and to struggle to communicate with a 

particular clarity, in consideration of the wider audience that the portal of the 

camera lens implied. The reference to horror facilitated our shared understanding in 

working creatively, enabling the students to create a powerful story together that 
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clearly referenced a familiar genre. I was also struck by the possibilities for reflection 

on the relatively spontaneous process of filming live dramatic action offered by the 

television screen that we hooked up to the film camera. Being able to view their 

peers’ dramatic engagement on screen generated an awareness of how their 

collective efforts might play out in the final film. This reminder seemed to fix the 

students in their roles so that their acting became more committed over the course 

of the shoot.  

This experience prompted me to do the MA in Media, Culture and Communication at 

the Institute of Education. Learning to edit was a revelation and I really enjoyed 

feeling that I had new tools at my disposal to make meanings in different ways. For 

my MA dissertation (2011, see Bryer 2013), I considered the role of the audience in 

shaping films made by a class of nine and ten-year-old children - providing a scaffold 

for their learning and an intense motivation for their making. The children had been 

making films associated with aspects of the curriculum throughout the school year 

and I was interested in the ways that their teacher’s pedagogy and ideology seemed 

so closely aligned with my own and yet we had quite different frames of reference. 

He had developed his ideas about building a productive community in the classroom 

from a computer game called The Movies (Moore 2005) that involved making films 

through a form of Hollywood studio organisation. The children worked within the 

frame of an imagined business model that closely echoed Heathcote’s (1984, 1985) 

Mantle of the Expert approach - organised in small groups and given individual 

responsibility for scripting, filming and acting, for example. According to Heathcote 

and Bolton (1995, 28), it is the children’s sense of their responsibilities in role that 

defines the assumption of their expertise. There are associations in this with Gee’s 

‘situated learning’ (2004) although Gee is more interested in the learning offered by 

‘affinity spaces’ (2004, 79) or virtual worlds, than in the constrained spaces of the 

classroom. As in the experience of making the werewolf film I was again struck by 

how the children drew on their shared interests in different forms of media to shape 

their work together in creative, witty and increasingly sophisticated ways. The roles 

that they assumed as actors in their films (most memorably as their own teacher and 
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as themselves as pupils, in their film, Aliens ate my teacher) and as writers, directors 

and editors, was a salient feature of this playful process. 

I have continued to experiment with ways of marrying process drama and 

filmmaking with student teachers and school students. Since 2010 this has also 

involved working with colleagues to find the most accessible forms of technology to 

suit the constraints of the classroom context. I am particularly interested in 

experimenting with making the shift from drama to video more seamless by 

justifying it in narrative terms, so that the participants are framed in a loose kind of 

role as they create and view their films. A drama about Poe’s The Raven (1845) 

involved an episode in which students created a very short nightmare sequence, 

with still and moving images, on iPads. I suggested that this represented the images 

caught on CCTV in a block of flats. We watched the sequences, in role as the 

residents, looking for clues as to why our Goth neighbour had disappeared. A drama 

about The strange case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (Stevenson 1886) involved a similar 

Gothic sequence representing unusual disturbances in different locations in London, 

that the students watched in role as detectives. The Beowulf filmmaking was also 

integrated into the narrative frame established by the drama, creating bridges 

between different media forms. I explain this further in Chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8.  

Drawing analogies between drama and filmmaking 

Burn and Durran draw a distinction between the processes involved in filmmaking, 

suggesting that: 

While editing digital video can feel like making a filmic ‘sentence’, 

using a camera to film the footage in the first place can feel much 

more fluid, much more improvisatory, much more like taking part in a 

performance. 

(Burn and Durran 2007, 5) 

There is not necessarily a clear analogy between the heightened experience of 

crafting drama in the moment, shooting film and deliberately sequencing of shots on 
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a timeline, in terms of the experience. There is also a dissonance in the ways that 

these processes are used as platforms for learning according to the subject 

boundaries. My evidence suggests that forms of role-play can form a bridge between 

these creative activities, in ways that I identify in my final chapters. Burn, Durran and 

Franks point out that: 

Media people have been less accustomed to think about the 

expressive function of bodies in space, the language of physical action, 

and even the framing devices of theatre in spite of their common 

ancestry with those of film... Drama teachers have been less used to 

thinking of dramatic representations as mediated by screen 

technologies. 

(Burn, Durran and Franks 2006, 76) 

They (2006) argue for an acknowledgement of, and a shift in critical attention to, the 

range of expressive tools (particularly the body and forms of technology) in 

classrooms. I attempt to do this through particular attention to the students’ bodies, 

gestures, gaze and movement in space as well as their haptic interactions with the 

technology that they use to shoot, edit and view. This is relevant to my analysis of 

the evidence of the affordances of role-play. 

I (Bryer, Lindsay and Wilson 2014; Cannon, Bryer and Lindsay 2014; Potter and Bryer 

2017) have more recently researched the possibilities of learning about texts studied 

in English and about the processes of filmmaking using iPads or tablets. I identified 

that the specificity of the technology mattered because of the way that it filled a gap 

in the processes of creation associated with drama in education. The visual 

affordances that this form of filmmaking brings into play seem to offer an opening 

up of possibilities for criticality and review through the processes of making. The 

tablet screen offers moments of reflection that enable students to express 

unexpected insights and identifications with a variety of roles in ways that seem to 

vest them a significant degree of control or agency. I (Bryer, Lindsay and Wilson 

2014) recognised that viewing themselves through the process may have helped the 

students to see themselves in the story. I began to develop the argument that I 
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return to here, about how these identifications inflect the processes of editing. I 

addressed further questions about the communities that are invoked through the 

collaborative work, as in the primary classroom, where the children were 

encouraged to consider themselves in role as part of a production team. 

These examples hint at the potential in a merging of a spontaneous and 

improvisational approach to filmmaking and drama. The spontaneity and invention 

of much improvisational classroom drama is key to engagement in role-play with all 

the potential that this has for opening up debate and concerted action. But the 

practical processes of shooting and editing and the concerns foregrounded by media 

and film education that frame such activities acknowledge questions of identity and 

representation in more precise and accommodating ways than drama processes 

tend to (in my experience). The film medium and its association with popular culture 

also seem to wrest it into the hands of young people, so that they are less obviously 

positioned by the pedagogy associated with it. In this exploration of the potential in 

developing this form of filmmaking as an extension of the drama practice that Davis 

and Neelands introduced me to, I focus on the ways that roles are assumed through 

the processes of generating live and recorded media.  

QUESTIONS OF AGENCY AND LEARNING 

Of the drama books that Neelands has published, by far the most popular is 

Structuring drama work (edited by Goode), which has been reprinted about 28 times 

and run into three editions (Neelands and Goode 1990, 2000, 2015). One of the 

significant differences between Structuring drama work and Neelands’ (1984) earlier 

work is the way that it takes the form of a manual for teaching rather than a critical 

account of what the authors and/or teachers might have done in a real classroom. A 

manual does not take account of the specificity of different teaching contexts nor 

does it convey anything of the complexities of classroom interactions - or 

pedagogies. The emphasis is inevitably on what the teacher does or should do, 

rather than what students have done or might produce. In his keynote address at the 
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National Drama conference in 2000, Neelands offered an explanation for what has 

become known as his ‘conventions’ approach that his writing had popularised. He 

(2000, 49) explained the potential in the ‘wide range of “means”’ – conventions 

associated with theatre that is ‘representational’ (by which he means naturalist or 

realist theatre) and ‘presentational’ (by which he means theatre that acknowledges 

the audience - Brechtian, popular entertainment or non-European modes of 

performance). The cataloguing of these approaches is intended to vest students with 

some control over dramatic form by ‘introducing them to increasingly wide and 

complex choices of means’ for depicting the world (ibid, 49). Neelands (2000, 47) 

claims in this to be acting on Brecht’s injunction ‘to make lively use of all means... 

put living reality in the hands of living people in such a way that it can be mastered.’ 

Neelands (ibid, 49) contrasts this invitation to manage the art form in a meaningful 

way with what he terms the ‘”real” experience of “being” in the dramatic world.... a 

psychological and private mode of learning based on how we feel as a result of our 

drama experience’ that he associates with the process drama characterised by his 

(1984) Beowulf lesson. He maintains some scepticism about the claims that this felt 

experience lends itself to learning. I am not convinced by his suggestion that what is 

lacking to support a more critical or objective judgment is the presence of an 

audience - but his argument seems relevant to my interest in filmmaking and the 

ways that the associated forms of pedagogy foreground the more detached and 

critical role of the editor of dramatic material.  

It is interesting that the relevance and role of media forms and filmmaking are 

acknowledged in the ways that the drama conventions have been described. The 

walls of the drama classrooms that I am familiar with bear witness to the ways that 

terminology has been appropriated from film editing - words like ‘soundtrack’ or 
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‘soundtracking’ (Neelands and Goode 2015, 27) ‘cross-cutting’ (ibid, 76), ‘flashback’ 

(ibid, 78) and, of course, ‘still-image’ (ibid, 28) or ‘freeze frame’ 10. 

Arriving at my research question, What are the affordances of role in learning 

through transmedia forms of pedagogy? has engaged me in a process of reflecting 

on my own practice and considering how my concerns of three decades ago have 

shifted, and why. I can see possibilities in the ways that the pedagogies and practices 

associated with assuming roles and involving oneself in forms of collective or 

communal action might be drawn into a complementary relationship with those 

associated with media production. The research that I have done so far in 

classrooms and on their margins suggests that there are technologies at our disposal 

and ways of working that can be drawn on to offer significant learning experiences 

for school students. I am conscious of the need to foreground what is at stake (Hall 

1992, 278) in this analysis of cultural practice, but considering whether or not these 

possibilities can be realised in school contexts is not necessarily within the scope of 

this thesis. Here I focus on what I observed and what it means about the potential 

affordances of working in role or engaging in role-play. I identify how the 

identification of a communal concern sits alongside the appeal to individual 

identities, enthusiasms and orientations and an awareness of the significant issues of 

representation that come into play through media production. Although the 

pedagogical concerns outlined here informed my research design and explain my 

focus, the evidence that I present in this thesis, has changed my understanding of 

the affordances of role.

                                                        

10 Heathcote (1984) and Bolton (1984) favoured the term ‘depiction’ rather than still image. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

This thesis is about that ways that assuming a role supports students in learning that relates 

to Drama, Media and English. Considering this question has involved an exploration of the 

possibilities in a conjunction of drama and filmmaking and some analysis of the ways that 

the particular pedagogies associated with Drama, Media and English complement each 

other. In my literature review I focus on research relating to learning through drama and 

filmmaking that involves forms of role-play or activity in role (as director or editor, for 

example). 

ACCOUNTS OF DRAMA IN EDUCATION  

Buckingham, Grahame and Sefton-Green (1995, 194) note the dearth of empirical accounts 

of drama in education in the style of their own case studies (Buckingham 1990, 1993, 1996; 

Buckingham, Grahame and Sefton-Green 1995; Buckingham and Sefton-Green 1994). At the 

stage when they (1995) were writing, there were few readily available case studies about 

drama in schools, in refereed journals. There were, however, accounts of practice that 

O’Connor (2013a, 8) describes as ‘largely self-referential’, by which he means, they did not 

involve empirical research for an academic audience. O’Connor (2013a) refers to the drama 

schemes of work that he argues form a body of practice, referred to in teacher association 

journals and books for teachers. Neelands’ (1984) Beowulf drama falls into this category as 

do Heathcote and Carroll’s Joseph Lister drama (Carroll 1984; Heathcote 1980c/2015), 

O’Neill’s (1995) drama, The Seal Wife and Bolton’s (1998) about Miller’s (1953) The Crucible 

- that I adapted for teaching. Carroll (1984) analysed the outcomes of the Joseph Lister 

drama with reference to Halliday’s (1973) systemic functional linguistics. Collections of 

drama schemes, like Drama Structures (O’Neill and Lambert 1982), Dramaworks (Owens and 

Barber 1997) and Mapping Drama (Owens and Barber 2001), were valued because they 

were tried and tested in the classroom. Owens and Barber (2001, 4) are clear that each of 

their schemes or pretexts, ‘has been amended and changed many times in the light of 
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reflection on experience.’ All of these plans involve the kinds of role-play that I write about 

here. 

Neelands’ (2004, 54) identifies a ‘counter cultural’ rhetoric associated with the drama 

teacher’s role, given that Drama has never been identified as a discrete curriculum area in 

the National Curriculum for England (DES 1987, see also DfE 2014). This rhetoric has not 

gone unchallenged (see Buckingham, Green and Sefton-Green 1995, for example). From 

Omasta and Snyder-Young’s (2014) survey of 428 articles about drama and applied theatre 

(from 87 journals published in the English language between 2002-2012), the authors 

conclude that of those that make explicit claims about the value of the projects that they 

researched, they:  

mostly report positive outcomes that align comfortably with the existing 

advocacy-based discourse… Very few articles cite evidence that contradicts a-

priori assumptions about the supposed benefits of drama education or applied 

theatre.  

(Omasta and Snyder-Young 2014, 17). 

My thesis does not necessarily address the issue of the ‘gaps and silences’ (ibid, 7) that 

contradict the discourse of transformation through this arts-based practice. Like Neelands 

(2004) I recognise the origins of this discourse in Freire (1970) and Boal (1979), for example - 

and the circumstances that have nurtured what has been configured as a fight for survival in 

the UK, in recent decades. Heathcote’s (1989) keynote speech (publ. 1990), The fight for 

drama: the fight for education, was a significant induction for me. 

Omasta and Snyder-Young’s (2014, 8-9) explanations about their search terms - theatre 

education, educational theatre, drama education, creative drama, applied theatre and their 

North American variants - is a prompt to consider the nuances of language in relation to this 

way of working. As a drama teacher I thought of myself working in the field of drama in 

education. Bolton (1984) called it Drama as education. Working in teacher education I have, 

since 2010, asked prospective candidates about the difference between learning through 

and learning about drama, with an emphasis on the distinction between content and form 

(or skills), that Davis drew our attention to on my PGCE. That the course that I teach on is 
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called English with Drama explains something of my continued interest in learning through 

drama. In this literature review I focus on research that relates to drama that is sometimes 

categorised as cross-curricular, with an emphasis on learning about content alongside the 

skills associated with performance, acting or directing. In referring to drama in the 

classroom, or classroom drama, (rather than education), I attempt to make the case for a 

way of working that is a genre specific to the place in which it happens.  

Presumably Buckingham, Grahame and Sefton-Green (1995) did not know about or 

discounted the accounts in drama teaching journals published by National Drama and the 

National Association for the Teaching of Drama. In Drama Broadsheet (the NATD journal 

that I co-edited in the early 1990s) that became the Journal for Drama in Education in 2000 - 

when it became an academically refereed journal - there are a series of articles that chart 

the evolution of a particular way of working associated with teaching across the curriculum. 

The focus is on developing a theoretical framework for classroom-based work in Hulson’s 

accounts of working with Greek myths like Prometheus (2002) and around the concept of 

refuge (2001), both of which I used in school 11. Students and occasionally teachers 

assuming roles are central to these accounts and there is always a learning focus (the 

refugee experience, for example) that takes precedence over learning about the skills of 

making drama. Discussion about form often relates to the work that the teacher does to 

summon the work up, or to the effects of a particular way of working. This is exemplified by 

Grady’s (1996, 2001b, 2004) accounts based on classroom observation of doing drama 

about Romeo and Juliet, related to a news story about a mother killing a child in Japan 

(Grady 2001a) and about the oppression of the Lakota Sioux (Grady and Vassilopoulou 

2000).  

Grady, a drama teacher and TIE worker who died in 2004, when he had just been appointed 

as a lecturer at Newman University - was my subject mentor on my second school 

placement - and when I re-read his reflective accounts of classroom practice I recognise 

much that informs my own work. In his analysis of a drama developed around Romeo and 

                                                        

11 These schemes were later published in Hulson’s (2006) book Schemes for classroom drama. 
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Juliet with eleven-year-olds, the roles that students assume and the work that they do, is as 

much about direction and the ‘selectivity’ (Grady 2004, 17) involved in design as it is about 

acting. This emerges in his (ibid, 17) analysis of a design process that involves small groups 

arranging symbolic objects like a sword, in Tybalt’s home, as his mother awaits the return of 

her son’s body. The students narrate the mother’s memories as the body is slowly placed in 

front of her in a precisely worked out dramatic action that Grady notes recalls a moment 

from the Caucasian chalk circle (Brecht 1979). Grady (2004, 15) identifies the formal ways in 

which dramatic time is slowed down through this process, highlighting the possibilities that 

this provides to explore the consequences of the different events of the play by bringing 

them together, through ‘an aesthetic arrangement that will create meanings which imply 

more than the sum of their parts.’ He (ibid, 15) refers to this as, ‘immanent time’, a term 

that he ascribes to Bond and Heathcote and is clear that students assume roles to represent 

or describe characters. Grady’s emphasis on the selection of different elements is 

something that I will return to, recognising in it my fondness for using bits of material as a 

stimulus and focus for improvisation. 

In the past decade several of the accounts of cross-curricular drama practice that appeared 

in The Journal for Drama in Education have been about aspects of the largely cross-

curricular way of working developed by Heathcote in the 1970s and 80s, called Mantle of 

the Expert (Heathcote 1984, 1985; Heathcote and Bolton 1995), that has more often been 

used in the context of primary education. Taylor (2014) writes about teaching Roman 

history, for example. This specific approach is not a model that I drew on in developing this 

project, although I have used it in the past. Case studies published elsewhere that are 

specifically about forms of cross-curricular drama, include research involving a drama done 

in a primary school that explores the social construction of gender (Terret 2013), through 

enactments around Walliams’ (2009) novel, The boy in the dress. Terret’s (2013, 194) vivid 

account is interesting, particularly in terms of her suggestion that the different roles that 

the children assumed, enabled them to undo ‘”universal meanings” surrounding gender and 

in sexuality’, suggestive of quite specific effects generated by the role-play. I am interested 

in the ways that the drama provides a platform for the interrogation of subjects that are 

clearly difficult to address in classroom contexts. An account of a drama about success, 

problematises the potential for learning through enactment (Rasmussen 2010) with the 
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conclusion that ‘the general tendency of the drama is not its shared and generalised 

common “messages”, rather its multiple foci’ (ibid, 543). There is an acknowledgment in this 

of the difficulties of pinpointing what it is that is learnt through drama processes, 

particularly over the long term.  

Anderson and Dunn’s (2013) edited collection of case studies about How drama activates 

learning offers eighteen very varied examples of the ways in which drama has been 

employed in and out of school, for different purposes, specifically to: build a sense of 

community, to activate learning about particular content and skills (terrorism and oracy, for 

example) and to support cross-curricular learning - all relevant to my research. Of the 

various features that Anderson and Dunn (2013, 299) find common to all the case studies, 

including ‘embodiment, the importance of the fictional context, identification with roles, the 

application of narrative, collaboration, open-endedness, juxtaposition and reflection’, they 

(ibid, 300) argue that a key feature of drama for learning is, ‘identification with roles and 

situations within and beyond the fictional context’ allied with a process of reflection. 

Anderson and Dunn (2013, 295), acknowledge that their book provides ‘a highly distilled 

overview… just one mapping of a highly complex form.’ The chapters in this book are short 

and some of the case studies are undeveloped. Neelands and Nelson (2013, 27) write about 

the impact of physicalising words in a Hamlet soliloquy leading to a hypothesis about the 

impact on the academic achievement of those involved, through this shared endeavour. 

Their focus on the community that supports this learning is interesting, referencing 

Neelands’ (2009a, 2009b/2010) interest in the role of the ensemble, derived from his work 

with the Royal Shakespeare Company. Burton’s (2013) chapter focuses on a form of forum 

theatre that emerged from a fifteen-year action research project based on an anti-bullying 

programme with adolescent refugees. The analysis of the peer learning that this involved is 

brief and does not evaluate the significance of role-play to the project’s goals, in detail. 

Gallagher and Yaman Ntelioglou’s (2013) consider the value of students listening to each 

other, without judgement, fostered in the drama space that they observed but the 

examples that they offer emerge largely from reflection rather than the dramatic action that 

preceded it. O’Connor’s (2013b) fascinating account of a process drama about training trolls 

that he has done around the world, addresses the ways in which the make believe can 
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become a powerful metaphor with different resonances, depending on the context. 

Assuming the role of the trainee troll sent to protect the bridge from the billy-goats, is 

central to the opening up of a space for reflection about acts that are labelled as terrorism 

and the role of empathy and ‘moral responsibility’ (O’Connor 2013b, 133). O’Connor’s 

comparisons in the ways that the drama played out in different situations is a reminder of 

the significance of time and place as well as the identities of those involved. 

O’Toole and Stinson (2013) build on claims about the link between classroom drama and 

oracy, made by Haseman and O’Toole (1988), Wagner (1998) and Winston (2004). O’Toole 

and Stinson (2013, 175) observe that assuming roles (like that of a journalist) in a drama 

about the discovery of valuable treasure in a Hindu temple in Kerala, enables the teacher in 

role to model a particular use of language and for students to experiment with language and 

to switch language registers in skilled and purposeful ways, to meet the expectations of the 

dramatic context.  

Most relevant for me, in this collection, is Kempe’s (2013, 206) research into the children’s 

learning at the ‘interface of drama and history’ based on a very similar model to the kinds of 

dramatic action and role-play that is the subject of this thesis. Kempe (2013, 206) addresses 

the issues about teaching history through drama that I consider in Chapter 1, concluding 

that ‘by using their understanding of drama as an art form, teachers may invite children to 

exercise their critical awareness in order to achieve greater insights into the relevance of 

the past in shaping their future.’ In relation to my own project I am interested in the ways 

that Kempe shapes the drama so that he is able to summon up a sense of the Victorian past 

that references the forms that mediate our imagining of the urban context at that time. He 

acknowledges that the demon barber of Fleet street (Sweeney Todd) is a fictional character 

yet he offers his story to the children through the role of the ‘real’ historian and chronicler 

of Victorian street-life, Henry Mayhew (1851/1985). Through the process Kempe is able to 

explore the significant appeal of Melodrama as a theatrical genre. This blend of the cultural 

and historical and of approaches associated with the genre of process drama, explains 

something of my own project; drawing on a work of literature that is historically situated 

and engaging students in forms of role-play designed to invite a critical response. That 

Kempe was also working with student teachers may explain something of this orientation 
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towards experimentation, realising the possibilities inherent in the resource of so many 

willing participants.  

Moore’s (2013) research about the nuances of teacher roles, including twilight, shadowy or 

narrator roles, is distinctive in offering close analysis of moments from the classroom. She 

(2013) writes about a significant two-year research project involving history and drama in a 

primary school. Her interrogation of subtle shifts in her vocal register, in role, and the ways 

that they invited particular responses from her students, through their roles, builds on 

Heathcote’s (2015/1980d) attention to forms of address. This is relevant to my analysis of 

the moment of teacher in role that I analyse in Chapter 6.   

WRITING IN ROLE 

Since Wagner (1976, 193-196) noted the many examples of Heathcote’s conscious 

modelling, her ‘press for language’ and prompts to writing in role, there have been a series 

of case studies undertaken to establish the ways that role-play can provide a stimulus, even 

a model or frame for writing, particularly in primary schooling. These include Booth and 

Neelands (1998); Neelands et al. (1993) and McNaughton (1997). Cremin et al.’s (2006) 

year-long research into writing integrated with process drama makes a strong case for the 

specific impetus for writing that is prompted by engagement in role-play. Cremin et al. 

(2006, 279) identify that the writing arising from the drama is characterised by, ‘A clear 

sense of focus and empathy, powerful language choices, the inclusion of details and an 

often emotively engaging voice.’ There is a recognition in this of the ways that role 

encourages individuals to develop an argument from a particular perspective. But Cremin et 

al. assume that it is the words that provide evidence of the children’s understanding: 

While improvising in drama, children are involved in thinking, feeling, 

visualising and creating multiple possibilities; in their related writing they are 

often able to make this thinking visible as they shape their understanding 

further.  

(Cremin et al. 2006, 289).  
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Presumably there was much that the children had done with their voices and bodies that 

made this ‘thinking visible’ to each other and to an audience of their peers, before they 

committed their thoughts to paper. I reflect on this further in Chapter 6, with reference to 

research undertaken by Heathcote (1980e) and Barrs (1987). The outcomes of three case 

studies that Dunn, Harden and Marino (2013) reference suggest that allying drama and 

writing sharpens awareness of audiences and purposes for writing and provides a form of 

conduit that, so that students’ spoken language and vocabulary informs what they write. In 

Daniels’ (2014) research in an early-years setting she shows a clear link between the 

collaborative text-making involving dramatic play about aliens and the children’s writing - a 

bridge between what she (2014, 105) terms the ‘synaesthetic to the stable and structured 

written form.’ 

Perhaps it is not surprising that the imperative to develop children’s writing in school holds 

sway in these instances. The researchers’ roles, their interests and the influence of many 

regulatory bodies that hold teachers and students to account, provide the lens through 

which they interpret the evidence before them. My focus in this thesis is on the ways that 

students develop the roles that they assumed in the drama, on paper (Barrs 1987); a 

different emphasis from the research cited here. The research that Heathcote (1980e) and 

Barrs did together provides a frame of reference in Chapter 6, for understanding the ways 

that roles are enacted and texts created in the medium of the written word. 

This brief review of research in the field of drama has highlighted the significance of working 

within a community of practice. Most vivid are Grady’s (1996, 2001a, 2001b, 2004) 

explanations because he taught me particular ways of working. There is an area of my 

experience that distinguishes this thesis and that marks out my research terrain in a way 

that is different from these drama case studies, relating to media production and 

particularly filmmaking in the classroom. Again, it is those practitioners whom I have worked 

and written with whose research seems particularly relevant (Burn 2009; Cannon 2018; 

Potter 2012, for example). I situate my own writing alongside the research cited here. 
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FILMMAKING 

In Sefton-Green’s (1995) history of practical work or filmmaking in education he makes a 

familiar distinction between form and content in the creation of texts: 

at one extreme is the idea that students are making media texts that express 

their concerns and interests; at the other, students are learning the mechanics 

of how the machine works by taking it to pieces and putting it back together 

again.  

(Sefton-Green 1995, 78) 

Early documented experimentation with filmmaking, in the 1940s and 1950s, exemplified 

the latter approach. Greiner (1955, 17), author of Teaching film: a guide to classroom 

method, for example, drew parallels between the steps in the composition of a film 

narrative with the study of art and English. Sefton-Green (1995, 81) draws an analogy in the 

approach to teaching film language, exemplified by the kinds of exercises in film grammar 

outlined in Teaching about Film (Peters 1961), with Richards’ (1929) practical criticism - 

particularly Richards’ appreciation of the ways that authors use literary conventions for 

particular effects. Sefton-Green (1995, 85) traces a split that emerged between the kind of 

exercise-based approach advocated by the British Film Institute in the early 1970s and 

practitioners like Lowdnes (1968), interested in the creative potential of the medium from 

the student’s perspectives. 

Lowdnes’ (1968, 9) mission at Hornsey College of Art was ‘to extend powers of observation 

and comment and to help young people develop an understanding of contemporary 

society.’ His proposal that the camera be used to interrogate the world, to look more closely 

at the familiar and the everyday through the frame of the camera lens, suits my purposes. 

The role-play that I analyse here involved the construction of a dramatic world through 

symbolic resources including role-play, bodies and cloths. Introducing a camera marks a 

shift in ways of seeing and imagining with particular effects, that I explore. There is another 

aspect of Lowdnes’ (1968) work that I find compelling. Working in the field of art, he (ibid, 

11) is interested in the ways that an image can ‘crystallise’ for a young filmmaker ‘a concept 

or idea, which might otherwise have remained ambiguous and ill-defined.’ Some of the 
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exercises he advocates involve translating words into images. Sefton-Green (1995, 87) 

identifies this approach as a progressive move away from the formalities of Media and 

English teaching, privileging experiential learning rather than an explicit teaching of 

concepts and conventions. Lowdnes is also interested in the use of technology to redefine 

artistic practice in the classroom. In this I find parallels with my own project, which involves 

making a case for developing the practices associated with drama in education.  

I find Dewdney and Lister’s 12 (1988) reflective account of their work with young people at 

the Cockpit Arts Theatre, remarkable for their honesty in analysing the conflicting 

motivations of teachers or community workers and students or young people in working 

with cameras. Inspired by cultural studies they (ibid, 4) were determined that for the young 

people they worked with, ‘The resources, skills, techniques, and conventions of 

representation and expression should be reworked, literally, in their interests.’ Significantly 

Dewdney and Lister (1988, 137) conclude that the most meaningful approach involves work 

that ‘manages to stay close to local communities and interests.’ They (ibid, 141) argue that 

photography should be ‘situated’ so that by attending to the interests and contexts in which 

they live, teachers are in a position to learn from young people and to appreciate their 

contributions. Through this detailed and thoughtful account, the authors highlight what it 

means to develop a cultural practice that puts the participants’ lives and concerns at the 

centre of the learning. There are analogies in this with the conclusion of Bolton’s (1998, 265) 

research about acting behaviours in classroom drama (referenced in Chapters 3 and 9), that 

in living through drama, ‘the children’s function is not primarily mediated by their normal 

“pupil/teacher” school role and that through the process they become “makers” 

(dramatists).’ I am struck that this outcome emerges as central to these two significant 

research projects - one that I am keen to align myself with. 

Of course, in the digital age, the tools available to young people mean that the potential for 

cultural production, for display and sharing beyond the classroom, has been radically 

                                                        

12 Dewdney also worked at Hornsey School of Art. 
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transformed since Dewdney and Lister’s students were creating montages of hip hop on the 

Aylesbury estate in South London.  

DIGITAL FILMMAKING - ROLES IN PRODUCTION 

From the mid 1990s onwards, there were a series of research projects and related articles 

and chapters that reported on making films in educational settings in the UK, involving 

students assuming the roles of camera-person, cinematographer, director and editor. It is 

notable that in much of this research the affordances of digital technology are more often 

the focus than the roles that students assume in the production process. Young people’s 

feeling of empowerment when working as media producers is reported in Buckingham, 

Grahame and Sefton-Green (1995); Burn et al. (2001); Burn and Durran (2006, 2007); Burn 

and Reed (1999) with reference to the affordances of the digital medium, including its 

‘speed and capacity’ (Burn 2009, 55). Buckingham, Grahame and Sefton-Green’s (1995) 

account of classroom media production in the UK is significant in offering insights into the 

ways that students organise themselves to produce the kind of still and moving image work 

that is a feature of this research. They (ibid, 97) note the ways in which, when students were 

making a film in a small group, ‘(by a process of trial and error as much as personal 

dynamics) the group came to replicate the structure of a professional crew’. Buckingham, 

Grahame and Sefton-Green (1995, 97) reserve judgment on whether this way of working is 

determined by ‘the technology, the genre, or simply by a received sense of how these things 

should happen.’  

In Burn and Durran’s (2006, 2007) and Burn’s research (2009) based on media production 

activities in a UK secondary school, the emphasis is on opening up the possibilities of 

meaning-making through moving image production in diverse ways, including creating short 

sequences of action for a hospital drama (Burn and Durran 2007, 64-78) and performing 

poetry on camera (Burn 2009, 79-89). Burn and Durran’s (2006) focus on the social dynamic 

of the classroom as site of production involves attention to the way that students assume 

the roles of ‘critic, media analyst, or even the academic’ (ibid, 292), in loose rather than 

defined ways. 
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Burn (2009); Burn and Durran (2006, 2007); Cannon (2018); Potter (2012); Reid et al. (2002), 

among others, evidence the critical and purposeful discussion arising from the processes of 

experimentation and revision associated with digital media - particularly when students are 

involved in editing. The significance of being able to visualise the sequencing of sound and 

image and how this impacts on the way students interact and conceptualise a final product, 

is evaluated by Buckingham, Grahame and Sefton-Green (1995); Burn et al. (2001); Cannon 

(2018) and Reid et al. (2002). This emphasis on students controlling the means of 

production (shooting and editing) has informed my own work and this research, as I 

consider in my opening chapter. 

In terms of the shifting roles that describe the particular areas of responsibility involved in 

filmmaking, Burn and Parker (2003) reflect on the ways that engagement with the 

narrative’s internal coherence encourages a blurring of roles, in the creation of a skateboard 

tribute film for a GCSE Media Studies film project. Burn and Parker (2003, 17) recognise the 

way that the filmmakers and the skate boarders/actors act as ‘collaborators in the design of 

the film.’ Their (ibid, 24) analysis provides a model for understanding how dramatic action, 

that in this case includes the specific ‘movements, rhythm, costume, gesture and speech of 

skateboarding’ combines ‘with the signifying properties of camera frame, distance, 

movement, angle, and edit suite assembly’ so that they complement each other, in a form 

of multimodal ensemble. Burn and Parker’s (2003) attention to both the product (the final 

text) and the process that informed it, is suggestive of how the creative impetus plays out in 

these kinds of projects. Their (ibid, 26) conclusion that ‘making the moving image is itself a 

kind of drama, where the burden of representation shifts between participants in the 

process of making the film’, is an insight that has helped to shape the ways that I view my 

evidence, reflected in Chapters 7 and 9, particularly. 

Anderson and Jefferson (2009, 196) recognise that are parallels with drama in the forms of 

collaboration that they observed, ‘where students have joint responsibility for all aspects of 

a common filmmaking endeavour by sharing roles.’ Anderson and Jefferson’s (2009) and 

Jefferson’s (2006) research on The Shostakovich film project, underlines the significance of 

the force of the narrative and the dramatic input that is realised in the contribution that the 

actors make. Anderson and Jefferson (2009, 82) claim that the intensity of the filmmaking 
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meant that the students had ‘an aesthetic experience’ - and that key to this was a degree of 

creative control related to the dramatic intention of each shot (ibid, 83). Anderson and 

Jefferson (ibid, 123 and 193) make a case that the camera, sound operators and editors be 

considered as ‘technical actors’ - an interesting recognition of the students’ overriding 

engagement in film narrative that (presumably) derives from Anderson’s background in 

drama teaching. A student actor’s reflections on the unity of purpose in capturing a 

meaningful moment of the story emphasises a similar conflation of roles, from their point of 

view, so that the crew ‘seemed like an additional actor in the scene’ (ibid, 123). In Cameron, 

Anderson and Wotzko’s (2017, 113-140) chapter about the game making and performance 

of Beowulf that they worked on with young people in Sydney 13, (as we developed our 

project in London), the authors make similar observations about the ways that the students 

alternated acting and puppeteer roles on stage, as they had the roles of ‘directors, actors, 

puppeteers, game designers and film-makers’ (ibid, 133) throughout the process of devising. 

It is through this integration of elements that what they (ibid, 137) call an ‘experimental 

intermedial drama-making model’, emerged. Cameron, Anderson and Wotzko (2017) 

underline that the role of the Beowulf narrative was not only to provide a platform for this 

convergence of tasks, frames or roles, it also determined the students’ performative 

responsibilities as they engaged in this complex endeavour. Thus through ‘action and intent’ 

(ibid, 139) initiated by these forms of role-play, the students did more than re-tell the story 

in different media, they also developed their understanding of the text. This focus on the 

role of the story is one echoed by our collaborator, Thomson, in the introduction to the 

book that he edited (in publication), Medieval stories and storytelling: multimedia and multi-

temporal perspectives 14. In research that provides an inspiration for my own, Cannon (2018, 

150) notes the ‘rich dialogic exchange’ that emerges from the conflation between the roles 

of director and editor that the boys that she observed editing, assume. She (2018, 143) 

identifies one child shifting between performing a dramatic gesture, to directing a shot, and 

                                                        

13 Part of the AHRC research project that this research emerged from. 

 
14 Coles, Ferreira and I are publishing a chapter about the first iteration of this project in this volume entitled, 

‘Beowulf goes to school: adaptations and transformations for the secondary classroom.’ 
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another standing on a table and visibly and audibly assuming the role of a monster, in order 

to take a powerful point of view shot (ibid, 144). Her (ibid, 144) conclusion is that for the 

child who takes on the monster role, ‘the corporeal matters, it was as if film-making was 

story-dwelling as much as story-telling’, a significant frame of reference for my analysis 

(Chapters 7 and 9). 

In Mills’ (2010, 22) case study of children making ‘claymation’ films she attends to the 

students’ signing of their assumption of particular roles, noting how ‘the students adopted 

the appropriate ways of acting, talking, and moving like expert cinematographers.’ The 

students were influenced by a demonstration of this role, by their teacher, whose: 

limbs and hands formed trajectories toward the technical tools for production, 

as she expertly adjusted the camera angle. These bodily meanings 

accompanied the linguistic elements of her speech acts. 

(Mills 2010, 21) 

Mills’ (2010) attention to the ‘bodily meanings’ is one that I return to in Chapters 5 and 7. 

FILMMAKING WITH TABLETS 

Much of the research that I am aware of, about the roles that students assume (or are 

assigned) in filmmaking with tablets, comes from projects that I have been involved in. The 

specificity of the digital device suggests that this might be a niche area. It is important that 

tablets represent a crossover in home and school learning (Potter and McDougal 2017) but 

they also mark a significant innovation in that they combine all aspects of filmmaking in one 

device, making it a far more viable option in relation to the constraints of the school context 

(Potter and Bryer 2017).  

In research involving an iPad filmmaking project undertaken as part of the English 

curriculum (Bryer, Lindsay and Wilson 2014; Cannon, Bryer and Lindsay 2014) we found that 

young people enjoyed the challenge of transforming the everyday and familiar, making 

them strange to suit their creative purposes. We associated the opportunity that they had 
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to do this with them being able to see themselves and their environment framed through 

the medium of video or film on a screen, as they were making: acting, directing and most 

significantly, editing. In both this research and a case study based on a project involving a 

group of primary and a group of secondary students in a school in East London (Potter and 

Bryer 2017), we noted the effects of the tablet’s instant review facility. Some students 

claimed that watching the shot immediately after they had taken it helped to generate ideas 

for the next shot (ibid, 119). Another student explained that being able to review shots gave 

her the confidence to direct (ibid, 123). A significant finding of the project was that although 

the students responded to the portability of the device by editing leaning up against walls 

(ibid, 122-123), for example and were clearly not fazed by hand-held shooting, the 

experienced filmmakers / facilitators were keen to introduce peripherals, including a tripod 

and mount that would enable them to keep the camera steady. We (ibid, 122) noticed a 

particular effect of securing the camera on a tripod was that it became the domain of one 

student director and camera-person, so that there was far less passing the camera around 

or gathering around the screen to review shots. This process led to a significant signaling of 

more clearly defined roles of director, camera-person and actor. Redressing the affordances 

of the iPad like this, dismayed me a bit. I am interested in the way that classroom activities 

and tablets blur roles that are bounded in the professional realm. Burnett et al. (2019) 

report a far more playful and fluid use of iPad technology as an aspect of a participatory 

theatre project with 8 and 9-year-olds that was not orientated towards the creation of a 

final product. Burnett et al. (ibid, 696) recognise that through the process the iPads became 

‘“players” alongside other human and non-human participants’ and that their appearance 

recast the dramatic event on occasion, ‘as travelogue and live reporting’ (ibid, 692), for 

example. The child holding the iPad as camera also appeared to be enrolled, briefly, in 

nuanced ways - sometimes as a moving, involved, ‘roving reporter’, sometimes as a 

‘cameraperson… outside the action’ when recording more rehearsed moments (ibid, 693). 

CROSSOVERS BETWEEN DRAMA AND FILMMAKING 

Buckingham, Grahame and Sefton-Green’s (1995, 169-198) and Franks’ (1996) account of 

the shift from live drama to the screen in the making of a soap opera marked the start of 
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experimentation across the Drama and Media Studies divide, in terms of school subjects. 

Buckingham, Grahame and Sefton-Green’s (1995) account is notable for the attention that 

they pay to the students’ explanations about what they derive from taking on roles. The 

authors (ibid, 194) are sceptical about the students’ assertions that they learnt about being 

adults through the process of identification or empathy, suggesting that, ‘The students’ 

experience of Drama appears to have taught them its theories of learning.’ Despite this, the 

authors (ibid, 197) acknowledge that the playful and practical orientation of the work was 

‘more effective in enabling students to explore the salient features of the genre - and 

particularly the question of realism - in a way that traditional media work is not.’ Their (ibid, 

195) suggestion that, ‘We need to develop models of learning which allow students to 

structure a dialogue between these positions - of engagement and distance - and to reflect 

on the ways in which they interact’ (their italics), echoes my own concern with the 

affordances of role in relation to both live and recorded action. Franks (1996, 117), writing 

about the way the students developed the drama in this project, claims that ‘sets of 

representational resources, speech, gestures and acts, were gathered from texts in the 

world and everyday life, and were held as sets of resources in their bodies.’ His (ibid, 118) 

argument that the students’ bodies ‘as performing entities’ were what really engaged the 

creators of and audience for this work brings questions of embodiment and of 

representation into play. Side by side, these two accounts exemplify the parallel trajectories 

of the pedagogies associated with English and Drama and Media, particularly the focus (in 

Drama terms) on what Burn (2009, 81) calls the ‘representational resources’ of the ‘”soft” 

technologies of voice, face, gesture’ – of ‘bodies, voices and feelings’ that Media teachers 

tend to ignore in favour of the ‘”hard” technology of video editing and three-chip cameras.’ 

I argue that a further distinction between the two is the difference between embodying a 

role and questions of representation that arise from the visual dimension that filmmaking 

ushers in. 

Alliances across media 

In an article that seeks to challenge the ossified and hierarchical separation between the 

disciplines of English, Media and Drama, Burn, Durran and Franks (2006) claim that: 
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Though the cultural history and representational practices of cinema and 

television have changed drama as well as borrowing from it, classroom drama 

has not always exploited or explored this relationship as deeply as it might. 

(Burn, Durran and Franks 2006, 76) 

In the same year as this came out, Carroll, Anderson and Cameron (2006) were 

acknowledging the potential in embracing digital technology as part of the evolution of a 

very particular way of working associated with drama in education. For me it has a 

recognisable orientation because of Carroll’s close association with Heathcote (Boland 

2013). In Heathcote’s (2006, xii) foreword to Real players? Drama, technology and 

education (Carroll, Anderson and Cameron), she draws on her experience of working with 

Dracula (Stoker 1897) as stimulus material to underline ‘the symbiotic possibilities between 

ancient art and contemporary artifice’ - suggesting that the two are quite isolated forms of 

practice in terms of their origins and cultural status. Carroll, Anderson and Cameron (2006, 

55) reference Haseman (2004, 23), recognising that ‘a primary commitment to the symbolic 

capabilities of drama’ is central to an alliance between digital video and games and live and 

improvised drama. There are differences and connections between ‘mediatized’ forms 

(Baudrillard 1994, Jameson 1991) and live forms or ‘liveness’ (Auslander 1999) that inform 

their discussion and questions about embodiment (Franks 1996) that are not touched on. 

Mackey’s (2002/2004, 236) research about students’ reading across different media 

platforms (including computer games) leads her to reflect on how ‘”playing the text” serves 

as a metaphor for some of the interpretive elements held in common across many media.’ 

Like Barrs (1987), Mackey (2002/2004, 246) recognises the performative aspects of reading. 

I appreciate her (ibid, 246) conclusion that playing a text should be the domain of the 

English classroom but there is more to say about the pedagogies that support this. 

Digital pretexts 

Carroll (2002, 137) was unusual in the drama teaching fraternity in recognising that there 

needed to be ‘a response to the changing cultural forms being generated by mass media 

and developing digital media.’ His (2002) article about digital drama informs my analysis of 

the role-play around a computer game in Chapter 8. The case studies that form the body of 

Carroll, Anderson and Cameron’s (2006) research provide some evidence of the ways that 



 

65 

film or video became an adjunct to, or episode in, this kind of collaborative process-based 

drama. O’Neill’s (1995, 20) definition of the dramatic ‘pre-text’ (also see, Owens and Barber 

1997) provides a model for Carroll, Anderson and Cameron’s (2006, 89) ‘digital pretext’ - a 

stimulus that frames the participants ‘in a clear relationship with the potential action of the 

drama and defines the nature and extent of the dramatic world.’ In the authors (ibid, 90-91) 

‘To the Spice Islands’ project, the digital pretext involved two older drama students in role, 

appealing for help, in the form of a video embedded in a website relating to marine 

archaeology and the Dutch spice trade. The Dutch school students, in role as trainee marine 

archaeologists, were introduced to further stimuli involving videos that they viewed as part 

of a blog, enabling them to communicate with those involved about their shared interest in 

a fictional child. An innovative aspect of the project was the suggestion that the website 

involved a device that allowed the participants to see back in time, that they (ibid, 92) called 

a ‘Timescope’ (their italics). Apparently, ‘Garbled and fragmented text entries added to the 

allusion that the material was being drawn from the past via unstable experimental 

technology’ (ibid, 93). There is an interesting analogy in this elaborate and imaginative use 

of technology to a fragmentary avant-garde genre of film, that suits my interests. The final 

stage of the project involved filming the live action process drama that the school students 

engaged in. The facilitators framed this as I have done, when developing a similar mix of live 

drama and recorded action, as ‘surveillance footage’ (ibid, 93). The school pupils do not 

seem to have been in costume and from the point of view of the participants the 

orientation seems to have been towards their peers as the drama was enacted, rather than 

the camera (although this is hard to judge from the description). The presence of the 

camera and the ways that filming impacted on the drama work, potentially heightening the 

experience for those involved and ushering in the prospect of another audience for their 

endeavours, is something that the authors do not explore. 

A relevant aspect of this project and associated research is the emphasis on spontaneous 

engagement that Carroll, Anderson and Cameron (2006, 95) refer to as, ‘immersion through 

an “interfaceless interface’’.’ The implication is that a state of immersion (or suspension of 

disbelief) is integral to an authentic learning experience and that awareness of the digital 

interface might somehow be a barrier to this form of engagement. There are possibilities 

offered by a shift in perspective or point of view initiated by a move to working in a 
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different medium, with all the cultural associations that this implies, that are denied by this 

attachment to a particular premise. Mills (2016, 68) points out the challenges of ‘translating 

semiotic content via the discrete sign making systems inherent in software interfaces (Mills 

2011a)’ that she appreciates children negotiating as they make films. Potter (2012, 143) 

touches on the significance of the technology in his finding about a child who recognised the 

‘meaning-making potential’ of the camera. ‘“I don’t mean that it talks to you”’ (ibid, 143), 

the child reflects. Potter (2012, 171) notes that for these children the camera was a ‘key 

“partner”’ in their production work, rather than a distraction from their acts of creation. The 

eight and nine-year-old children that Burnett et al. (2019, 688) observed using iPads to 

record aspects of the ongoing dramatic activity in their classroom, noted that as individuals 

made video diaries, outside the classroom, ‘the iPads also perhaps provided an audience 

and, as small devices held in front of them, helped to frame the quiet corner amongst the 

coats, generating a private intimate space.’ At other moments, introducing the iPads as part 

of the flow of dramatic activity did not appear to disrupt the narrative associated with an 

enchanted forest but sometimes evoked a ‘roving reporter’ (bid 693), for example. The 

reminder of the iPad’s camera function ‘with its possible resonance with television and 

short-form video - perhaps helped to open up a space for a diversity of genres less usual in 

the classroom, and for some the movement between report-back and play was more fluid’ 

(ibid, 692). 

Carroll, Anderson and Cameron’s (2006, 96) project aimed to enrich the young people’s 

experience by weaving together digital storytelling and interactivity in a creative and 

productive way. Yet the authors (ibid, 96) imply that the processes of editing material are 

another potential interference to immersion in role-play. There was clearly room for 

negotiation and reflection in and out of role through the process of engagement in the 

dramatic narrative and like Heathcote (2015), Carroll, Anderson and Cameron (2006, 97) 

regard this form of dialogue as an integral part of the process and of the learning it entails. 

In Chapter 7, I argue that an editing process that involves reflection and critique through a 

reconfiguration of material, can serve the same purpose.  
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Acting for the screen in educational contexts 

Buckingham, Grahame and Sefton (1995, 170) highlight the significant question of modality 

that concerned some of the students involved in making a soap opera on camera, 

particularly Saheda, who asked her teacher whether she looked like a prostitute. The 

authors associate modality with the credibility of the performances from the point of view 

of an audience. They (ibid, 172) recognise that, ‘Modality, credibility and audience are thus 

interlinked concepts… each defines the other’ and reflect that the students’ willingness to 

accept cross-casting implies that, ‘school Drama makes up its own modality rules. It is quite 

happy to mix cinematic naturalism with the representational codes of improvised drama’ 

(ibid, 181). Carroll, Anderson and Cameron (2006, 118) tackle the issue that in the Western 

tradition, our cultural reading of film or video means that we assume that the diegesis (or 

story depicted on screen) is coherent and that all visual cues or ‘modality markers’ (Hodge 

and Kress 1988, 142) are equally significant. This is obviously a subtle and subjective process 

that relates to the ways that different media are culturally situated inside the classroom and 

in the world beyond it. In my research (Bryer 2013, 255-256) in a primary classroom, I 

observed how a small group of nine and ten-year-old children debated what aspects of their 

minimal costume, props, gestures and classroom might work to summon up their version of 

a teacher and class of thirty children in a futuristic context, suggestive of their awareness of 

the possible shortcomings of the film they were producing, in the eyes of an audience of 

their peers. As Buckingham, Grahame and Sefton-Greene (1995, 172) observed, the children 

were quite happy to make up their own modality rules and their film was received with 

understanding and enthusiasm by their peers. 

Carroll, Anderson and Cameron are concerned that the camera is too exposing for young 

performers: 

When developing performance work with students in this way it is essential to 

find the technique to reveal authenticity rather than create a dramatic role… 

accompanied by exaggerated gestures and unlikely accents. 

(Carroll, Anderson and Cameron 2006, 122).  
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Their use of the word ‘authentic’ echoes Heathcote’s (1984a/2015, 94), in relation to the 

drama experience, the children’s responses in role, and the teacher’s role. Carroll, Anderson 

and Cameron describe a way of working that provides a trigger to what seems to be an 

authentic performance, when captured on video:  

The easiest dramatic action for video and one that provides a sense of true 

role participation for the students is for the role to be a character who is 

playing a role. This double role structure or double intention provides an inner 

life for the role and encourages listening from others in the drama in a way 

that students can handle without resorting to the complexity of actor training 

methodology. 

(Carroll, Anderson and Cameron 2006, 122, their italics).  

There are echoes here of Stanislavski’s ‘physical actions’ (1950/1986); a form of distraction 

that creates the illusion (for the audience) of concentration and authenticity in role. Carroll, 

Anderson and Cameron (2006, 121) argue that this provides a form of protection. There are 

further parallels in their concern with Davis’ (2014, 96) approach - what he calls the ‘second 

dimension’ of a role, developed through honing the objectives suggested for those in role. 

Anderson and Jefferson (2009, 193) develop their interest in acting for the screen with 

activities and exercises intended to support the actors’ ‘focus and belief.’ It is with this nod 

to Stanislavski and to Method acting that they make the link between taking on a role in the 

drama classroom and making a film. Burn and Durran’s (2007) interest in genre and 

different media forms is more in keeping with my cross-curricular orientation. Burn’s (2009, 

19) identification of the processes of ‘performance, ephemerality, improvisation’ that young 

people engage in, in response to digital camcorders, as a form of ‘”Lit/oracy”’ (his italic), 

indicates room for further research into the performative aspects of digital video production 

- including the potential in the playful acts of ‘representation and composition’, that are 

brought into play through drama and filmmaking. Burn (ibid, 18) also underlines a heritage 

in the oral narratives that Beowulf represents that is significant in the age of new media. 

There is a connection here with subject English’s ‘long and intimate relationship with the 

visual’ from illuminated manuscript to Blake’s illustrations and the comic strip (Burn and 

Nixon 2005, 1), that is relevant to the orientation of the project on which my research is 

based. In Chapter 7, I interrogate the cultural conventions associated with the medium of 
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film or video and of classroom drama; the ways that the action is framed according to these 

different genres and the possibilities in an integration of the two. 

Genres and audiences - limitations and possibilities 

Anderson and Jefferson (2009) quote from a film teacher with a background in art to 

support their argument about narrative in film:  

Often the older students want to make ‘arty’ films with no narrative. We (the 

film teaching team) have realised that we haven’t paid enough attention to 

narrative in film. A narrative film allows the audience to ask more questions, it 

takes the audience somewhere; art films leave their audiences disconnected. 

(Anderson and Jefferson 2009, 148). 

Their (2009) book and the research that it is based on, provides an interesting counterpoint 

to the isolationist orientation of Drama and Media as subject areas, that Burn, Durran and 

Franks (2006) critique. But in the authors’ (2009, 148) apparent dismissal of work that might 

be categorised as avant-garde or that challenges familiar narrative structures and 

stereotypes, they run the risk of missing the potential for reinvention, remaking and 

reclaiming the ways that the world is represented to us through the moving image - and the 

possibilities for genre shifting or cultural remaking, that the combination of drama in 

education and film has to offer. My interest in tablet filmmaking goes hand in hand with an 

interest in a genre of classroom filmmaking that does not necessarily involve continuity 

editing, in the Hollywood narrative tradition.  

One aspect of Anderson and Jefferson’s (2009, 148) fixed view of the value of the work is 

their reference to the audience as an amorphous entity, distanced from the creators of the 

work. They (ibid, 198) also draw a tidy distinction between the stages of performance in 

filmmaking - the shoot and the final screening - suggesting that ‘the meaning cannot be 

renegotiated by the act of screening’ whereas:  

Nuances of meaning are still negotiated during a performance among live 

participants (the performers) and negotiated as a result of the live relationship 
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between the performers and the percipients (the audience). ‘Performing’ in 

filmmaking is a different aesthetic experience to that of drama performing.  

(Anderson and Jefferson 2009, 198).  

Underlying this claim are a set of assumptions about when the process of revision or editing 

is complete and how meanings are fixed by the creators of material. Couldry (2004) 

proposes a more fluid view of the digital. His (2004, 129) account of ‘media as practice, 

rather than as text or production process’ - a paradigm in which the focus is shifted away 

from texts and production to moments of production and reception that are ongoing - 

acknowledges the intersecting roles of consumers and producers or creators and audience, 

the receivers and interpreters of the material. I (Bryer 2013) drew on Couldry’s (2004) 

analysis to understand the children’s relationship with their audience in my research in a 

primary classroom. I (ibid 2013) was struck by the way the nine and ten-year-old children’s 

awareness of the interests, engagements and viewing habits of their peers, who were the 

primary audience for their work, provided both a motivation and a scaffold for their 

filmmaking. Making work for a very particular audience helped to define a distinctive 

classroom genre that referenced set-pieces familiar from the children’s favourite TV 

programmes and games. I concluded that this orientation meant: 

that the intensity of the viewing experience is one that leaves its traces 

through the processes that involve the children assuming the roles of writers, 

actors, directors and editors.  

(Bryer 2013, 263) 

This suggestion of a fluid view of the stages in the production process and the roles 

associated with them, informs this thesis. The reader response theorists discussed in 

Chapter 6 (including Rosenblatt 1978), Jackson (2007) and Kress (2010) propose an active 

role for the audience, viewer or reader of the material that they are presented with, in a 

similar vein. The significance of the classroom audience in relation to creative work in drama 

and media has long informed my research interests and is a distinguishing feature of this 

thesis. 
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INTERTEXTUALITY 

Burn and Durran (2006, 292) identify that the, ‘complex web of hybrid discourses’ that 

digital editing activities give rise to, is integral to the learning in ways that are unique to this 

area of the curriculum. Similarly, Potter (2012, 102, 111 and 139) recognises the significance 

of this form of intertextuality identifying it as ‘a further layer of structural complexity’ (ibid, 

102) in children’s filmmaking. Buckingham and Sefton-Greene (1994, 91) are interested in 

the way that students making photo stories started producing their ‘own genres through a 

process of assimilation and mutation’ (their italics), genres that ‘gained currency and 

meaning through the ways in which they were received and interpreted in class.’ One 

significant aspect of this work is the playful ways that the students found to address issues 

of race and to ‘critique notions of gendered subjectivity’ (ibid, 104) that have their echoes in 

the productions that are an aspect of my research.  

Recognising forms of intertextuality in students or children’s’ meaning making helps Taylor 

(2006, 2012, 2014, 2016) to understand how texts are created in classroom contexts. Like 

her, I have learnt to attend to this aspect of students’ communication building on research 

done with younger children including, Dyson (1993, 1997, 2003); Marsh and Millard (2000); 

Marsh et al. (2005); Maybin (2004); Parry (2013, 2014) and Potter (2010, 2012). I have been 

particularly influenced by Dyson’s (1993) call to make the curriculum more ‘permeable’ and 

open to ‘The Children’s Cargo of Unofficial Resources’ (Dyson 2003, 66), in relation to their 

writing. Dyson (2003, 25) observes how the children appropriate and ‘remix’ their 

intertextual references to meet the demands of school literacy practices. She (2003, 76) 

regards their ability to do this as ‘discourse flexibility and sociocultural adaptiveness.’ I have 

found this particularly relevant to the creative activities that I have researched, where 

friendship, shared jokes and references to popular culture are recognised as significant 

resources that the children and students draw upon to assume roles and structure their 

work, with a view to communicating with, entertaining and impressing an audience of their 

peers (Bryer 2013; Burnett 2015). 
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CROSSOVERS BETWEEN DRAMA AND ONLINE COMMUNITIES 

Carroll, Anderson and Cameron (2006, 8) draw analogies between computer games and 

Heathcote’s ‘Commission Model’ (2015), a form of process drama that they relate to Lave 

and Wenger’s (1991) model of situated learning, based on communities of practice 

developed in the world of gaming. Heathcote’s Commission Model (2015, 134) is unusual 

because it involves real rather than fictional clients, that set up a task that students engage 

with, in role, so that the boundary between fiction and real life is blurred. Carroll, Anderson 

and Cameron (2006, 54) see links between virtual communities experienced by players of 

multiplayer online role-playing games, like EverQuest (Barbeau 1999-2013) and Heathcote’s 

(1975/1984) claims that drama is about the interactions of cultures and communities. The 

comparisons are compelling and I am interested in the theoretical framework that informs 

them, related to framing and role distance (Carroll 2002; Carroll, Anderson and Cameron 

2006, 134). Carroll and Cameron (2005) make connections between the possibilities of role 

distance in process drama and online role-playing. They (2005, 4) identify the way that 

players of the game assume different perspectives on the action, related to the first or 

third-person perspective (akin to a camera position). In this way players can toggle between 

degrees of involvement in the action and of identification with their playing character, 

sometimes assuming a spectating role. Carroll and Cameron (2005, 6) refer to the latter as 

an ‘attitudinal role’, echoing Heathcote (1980d/2015). I reference these analogies in relation 

to the roles assumed as one student plays a computer game made by another in Chapter 8. 

Sutton (2012) explains the way that his company C&T developed a form of Network Theatre 

that brings collaborative educational drama practice to online spaces. C&T’s blend of live 

and coded drama have their origins in Heathcote’s (2015) ‘Rolling Role’ and Commission 

Model and the company have developed the possibilities of virtual role-play in incredibly 

inventive ways. In Anderson and Cameron’s (2013, 241) chapter on drama and technology, 

about the possibilities in a convergence between a live and embodied and a virtual and 

networked fictional narrative, they suggest that the potential in this approach has not yet 

been realised. C&T have certainly made significant inroads in this territory. The combination 

of drama and technology that I explore in this thesis did not happen online or in ‘affinity 

spaces’ (Gee, 2004, 77), as envisaged by Anderson and Cameron (2013, 238), although it 
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draws on the characteristics that Gee (2004) identifies as central to the networks that occur 

outside formal schooling (see also Potter 2012, 137).  

BODYLINESS AND AFFECT 

A distinctive aspect of my research is close attention to the participants’ multimodal 

interactions. As Franks (2015b) points out, research that attends to the resources of the 

body to explain the affordances of role play in the classroom, is relatively scarce. 

Buckingham, Grahame and Sefton-Green (1995, 171) are similarly concerned that Media 

Studies neglects ‘the affective and expressive’ that they associate with the pleasures of 

doing drama. Burn (2009, 89), writing over a decade later is concerned that although most 

media production involves drama, Media Studies has tended to ignore ‘the bodily semiotic 

of face, voice and gesture.’ This is a challenge that I take up in this thesis.  

Yandell’s (2008, 2010, 2014) accounts of drama in English provide significant inspiration in 

their focus on the relationship between embodiment and situated learning in secondary 

school classrooms. Franks (2015b) identifies that considerations of ‘bodyliness’ emerge from 

research about drama that focuses on those that are marginalised (including refugees and 

those with disabilities) or research concerned with gender and sexuality. Franks (2014) 

draws on Thompson (2009) and Nicholson (2005) in explaining the ways that bodily 

responses or ‘the discourses of the body’ (Nicholson 2005, 59), capture emotions that are 

central to the drama that is made and experienced by those that create and share in it, from 

their perspective as actors or audience. Thus Franks (2014, 2) claims that ‘the depiction and 

representation of affect in drama reveal something about patterns of learning’ (his italics). 

In the example he (2014, 9) offers, he explains how the unequal relationship between two 

characters in the drama he observed (about Craig and Bentley), is expressed through ‘the 

plasticity of the actors’ bodies, the dynamics of movement through three-dimensional 

space.’ Franks (2014, 4) relates affect to the motivation or desire that helps to generate 

creative endeavours; something that can be individually felt and also more broadly 

expressed. His (1996, 1997, 2014) research about the role of affect and its relationship with 

the making of meaning through the interactions of ‘socially organised and enculturated 
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bodies’ (Franks 2015b, 312) in classroom spaces, is a model for my own. There are parallels 

in this with Leander and Boldt’s (2012, 44) observations of the ‘fluidity and indeterminacy’ 

contingent on the affective intensities and joyful responses to text that they observe 

expressed by two, ten-year-old boys reading manga novels together. Burnett (2015, 2016, 

2017), Burnett and Merchant (2016, 2018a, 2018b) and Burnett at al.’s (2019) research in 

early years and primary school classrooms, points to the affective dimensions of children’s 

engagements with digital technology, particularly. Burnett and Merchant (2018a, 66) 

emphasise the ways that affect relates to ‘the feeling generated as people and things meet 

up in the moment’ with reference to an example of two boys making a Scratch game on a 

laptop through improvisational interactions, including gestures that are suggestive of the 

boys’ awareness of each other and their peers, in their classroom context (ibid, 64).  

Taylor’s (2016) research identifies forms of engagement realised in gesture, posture, gaze 

and language that cohere around two students working to create a modernised version of a 

scene from Macbeth. Taylor (2016, 83) focuses on the ‘texture’ of the role-play as the boys 

‘became Shakespearean actors, became script writers and became murderous tennis 

players’ (ibid, 94). She identifies the ways that these roles are realised in the boys’ shifting 

accents and tones of voice, as they develop their writing. She is particularly attentive to the 

collaboration, recognising that the written text emerges through forms of empathy and 

rapport supported by embodied modes that enable shared references to popular culture 

and what she terms ‘multiple-voicing’ (ibid, 95), (drawing on Bakhtin 1981). Taylor’s (ibid, 

91) focus is on the boys’ ‘common purpose manifested through all modes’ and how these 

modes are articulated as an aspect of creative work. Taylor’s (2012, 2014) multimodal study 

of Year 5 children is more explicitly about learning through forms of role-play and the ways 

that they relate to visual stimuli in relation to Science rather than English. Through her 

analysis of children moving together to understand the water-cycle (2012) and the working 

of the heart and lungs (2014), she identifies a form of ‘postural intertextuality’ (ibid, 413, 

her italics - see also, Taylor 2006, 2012). This involves children taking meaning from images 

and representing it in the gestures that they use and postures that they assume. Taylor 

(2012, 163) notes the way that nine and ten-year-old children use specific ‘wiggles’ to 

recreate an image of air convection, for example, recognising an intentionality in the ways 

that they do this; deliberately drawing on shared points of reference (Taylor 2014, 413). The 
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relevance of her research to this thesis is her interpretation of the ways that the children 

work in a form of community of practice, drawing on the modes available and most 

significantly: 

borrowing and reworking each other’s words, appropriating and re-

appropriating postures, gestures, images from all sources and capturing some 

meanings whilst making others anew. This is all part of the process of learning 

together. 

(Taylor 2012, 164) 

Burnett’s (2015) account of a boy assuming the role of a zombie while his teacher’s back is 

turned, as the class are about to embark on writing mystery stories, is another example of 

the ways that intertextual references are realised through the kinds of fleeting 

embodiments of role that I am interested in. Burnett (2015, 203) recognises that through 

this playful move the boy ‘reworks and recontextualises his knowledge of the genre’ so that 

his, ‘zombie mime seemed to generate (or affirm) a shared frame of reference’, that goes on 

to inform the children’s narrative compositions.   

The ways that Burnett (2015), Franks (1996, 1997, 2014, 2015b) and Taylor (2012, 2014, 

2016) write about moments of role-play and how they reverberate within a community of 

learners has helped me to recognise the complexity and significance of the embodied 

interactions that I observed. 

MATERIALITY AND SPACE 

Burnett (2015, 2016, 2017), Burnett and Merchant (2016, 2017, 2018a, 2018b) and Burnett 

et al.’s (2019) attention to the nuances of children’s multimodal interactions in classroom 

spaces, particularly around artefacts like iPads, provides a frame of reference for Chapter 7. 

Burnett (2015) uses Goffman’s (1974) ‘frame analysis’ to recognise ‘the ‘different ways that 

purposes, activities and priorities intersect’ in the examples that she interrogates of children 

engaging with digital texts (Burnett 2015, 206). Burnett and Merchant’s (2018b) recasting of 

the literacy event (Heath 1982, 1983; Street 2003) as ‘literacy-as-event’ is relevant to the 
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ways that we interpreted activities around the Beowulf text as forms of enactment (Coles 

and Bryer 2018). Burnett and Merchant’s (2018b, 1) suggestion that ‘implicit in the event 

are multiple potentialities’ has provided me with a further incentive to engage with the 

multilayered complexities of fluid interactions between people, the Beowulf text in its 

various forms and material things; including props, aspects of the environment and iPads. 

Burnett, Merchant, Pahl and Rowsell (2014, 90) writing about ‘the relationships between 

the material and immaterial’ explain ‘the interconnectedness of space, mediation, stuff and 

embodiment’ (ibid, 101) with reference to their research about a class of five and six-year-

old children, situated in a classroom context, exploring their local area on Google Street 

View. The authors interpret the children’s embodied meaning-making with reference Pink’s 

(2009) notion of ‘place-making’ in ways that are relevant to my understanding of the 

student teachers’ experience of making film texts - and the ways that their work was 

situated across different spaces.  

Mills, Comber and Kelly’s (2013) case study of a project that involved children making films 

about their local area following a cyclone, identifies a sensorial dimension to filmmaking, 

and the associated assumption of roles, in significant locations. The authors (2013, 17) note 

the ways in which the children foreground themselves and the bodies of the peers in the 

films that represent places they know well, ‘making visible the connections between their 

bodies and the environment.’ They (ibid, 22) explain how, through the media production 

process, ‘the movement of people, things and sensory experiences are drawn together to 

understand connections to place.’ The films that the children make are described as 

documentaries but considering the interaction between the filmmakers’ bodies and their 

environment and the ways in which the children choose to record this, points to a 

significant aspect of filmmaking in familiar environments, that I recognised in our research 

(Bryer, Lindsay and Wilson 2014). The students we observed were making films about Poe’s 

The Raven (1845) and we found the ways that they recast areas of their school environment 

so that they appeared gothic and strange, one of the most compelling aspects of their 

production work. One student described this process in sensory terms, explaining how it 

had prompted him, ‘”to interpret or like explore the atmosphere and to try to put it into a 

movie and… to feel the taste of that”’ (Bryer, Lindsay and Wilson 2014, 250). The ways that 
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the students assumed particular actorly roles within these environments was a significant 

element of this process; generating a heightened awareness that enabled them ‘to locate 

themselves in a cultural landscape extending beyond the confines of school’ (ibid, 250). This 

was a feature of the work that the students created but the exploration and representation 

of their classroom environment - a situated generation of meaning with a school audience in 

mind - now seems a more salient feature of this research, as it was for the children I 

observed in a primary classroom (Bryer 2013). Potter (2012, 174) notes the way that 

children making films about their primary school careers, filmed in spaces around their 

school, to create ‘a performed and recorded version of their movement in the space as a 

kind of strategic resistance to the tactics of control.’ He (2012, 120) observed children 

recording themselves in specific places ‘recalling and reperforming their habitualized 

experience of coping with living and being in the school community.’ The camera offered 

the children scope to express their feelings in this form of ‘motif’ so that their bodies in 

particular places became salient to the meaning-making process (ibid, 119). I am interested 

in the roles that come into play in these moments and how assuming these roles helps 

students to shape their creations in different media. 

The case studies that I refer to in this literature review may be overly celebratory as 

Buckingham, Grahame and Sefton-Green (1995) suggest but I am struck by the ways in 

which they reflect an impressive degree of risk-taking and experimentation. This seems to 

be the hallmark of the evolution of the practice associated with classroom drama and 

filmmaking that is evidenced in these accounts. The research project that I report on follows 

this tradition but it is distinguished by a leaning towards forms of pedagogy associated with 

English, Drama and Media that relate to learning about texts and their content, rather than 

the nuances of performance that Anderson and Jefferson (2009) are interested in. I find a 

model in those case studies that focus on learning through a blurring of subject boundaries 

(Buckingham, Grahame and Sefton-Green 1995; Burn and Durran 2007; Bryer, Lindsay and 

Wilson 2014; Cameron, Anderson and Wotzko 2017; Carroll, Anderson and Cameron 2006) 

and that involve a degree of spontaneity, including the embodiment of roles that support 

communication (Burnett 2015; Burnett and Merchant 2016, 2018a, 2018b; Burnett at al. 

2019; Leander and Boldt 2012; Taylor 2006, 2012, 2014, 2016). This aligns with my research 

interests in role-play associated with both live and recorded drama and in forms of 



 

78 

filmmaking that encapsulate something of the spontaneity of live drama because of the 

flexibility and mobility of the technology involved.
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CHAPTER 3: A THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

DEFINING ROLE  

In the foreword to Bolton’s Acting in classroom drama, Davis explains that: 

Much that has characterised Drama in Education over the last forty years or so 

has been the search for productive involvement in the present moment: 

Heathcote’s ‘now time’, Bolton’s, ‘It is happening to me now’, O’Neill’s, ‘I am 

watching it happen to me now.’ It has involved the search for ways to involve 

young people in this elusive present moment in a way where something 

significant is happening to them, where they are contributing to what is 

happening and where they are to some extent conscious of the significance of 

the experience in a way that takes them into and beyond that present 

moment. 

(Davis 1998, XVI) 

Even with experience of the kind of drama that he refers to, it may not be obvious how to 

distinguish between the present moment of our everyday experience and the present 

moment that is dramatic - that is like real life but that is not real, that is pretend, playful, 

made up, mimetic - involving what Bolton (1998, 250) calls, ‘”entry into fiction”’ through 

acting and improvisation; dramatic action rather than routine activity and interaction. A 

distinguishing feature of this kind of drama is that it involves the participants taking on or 

assuming roles, being in role or creating a role.  

In classroom drama, roles relate to aspects of the way that the activities, experience or 

performances are structured, created or happens. This explains something of the 

complexities of my endeavour because the roles that are integral to the dramatic action 

assume different functions at different stages of a drama lesson or scheme. The stages of 

filmmaking are equally complex. In my first chapter I explain the motivation to categorise 

forms of role-play that led to the various editions of Neelands and Goode’s (1990, 2000, 

2015) Structuring drama work. In the foreword to the first edition Booth (1990, 2) is clear, 
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‘This book is about the aesthetic search that directs the work of drama teachers.’ I 

appreciate the ways that Neelands and Goode (1990, 4) distinguish between different 

conventions on the basis of ‘time, space and presence’ (their italics), comparing the life-rate 

of improvisation with the arresting of time in a still image, for example. They (ibid, 6) 

distinguish further between four forms of dramatic action: context-building, narrative, 

poetic and reflective action. All of the conventions that come under these headings imply 

forms of role-play, whether they involve sound-tracking (students in role as a haunted mere, 

for example) or small group play-making. In this thesis I do not attempt to distinguish 

between the forms of role-play associated with the activities that we initiated according to 

these conventions - that Neelands and Goode (1990, 4) are clear, have theatrical origins. 

Although I am researching the affordances of role and considering the effects of assuming a 

role, I have not set out to identify the many variations and forms of role in order to produce 

a taxonomy. Heathcote’s (1980d/2015) role conventions, that I offer my student teachers 

for contemplation in the first term of their PGCE, are relevant because her focus is role 

rather than drama structures, strategies or techniques. My focus is on what happens 

between social actors in an educational context.  

I am particularly drawn to Heathcote’s understanding of the resources that we draw on in 

role and their effects. She is clear: 

Students deserve the best systems of communication we can give them. I 

wonder if we would have fewer ‘slow learners’ if we used a more meticulously 

selective and complete signing system as our means of communication with 

such students. Individuals read signs very differently, and therefore decipher 

the code more easily if it is rich, full and highly selective for its present 

purpose. 

(Heathcote 1980d/2015, 71) 

In my experience, working in role with slow and fast learners of all ages opens up 

possibilities. I attribute that to the ways that it attunes those involved to reading the signs of 

the hands, face, gaze and body and interpreting them with reference to a defined narrative 

and context. I also appreciate Heathcote’s (1980d/2015) co-option of a version of role as 

attitude or frame rather than character. Owens and Barber (2001, 11) refer to role as 
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‘adopting an attitude’ - a prerequisite for exploring a subject through drama. They (ibid, 

118) note the origins of this practice in Wagner’s (1979, 68) record of Heathcote’s approach 

- involving what she termed ‘attitude in action.’ Heathcote is interested in roles that are 

conferred by a fictional context or specific to a particular dramatic scenario, often with 

historical origins. This thesis explores the significance of these roles as they emerge and 

students’ responses to the perspectives, responsibilities and points of view that they confer.  

Heathcote (1971/2015, 23) distinguished between roles that a teacher or class might 

assume according to their purpose, status and knowledge, and later, according to the form 

in which they are presented in her ‘role conventions’ (1980d/2015, 75). My only attempt at 

categorisation of roles has been to distinguish between those roles that are part of the 

fiction - that in the theatre would involve actors - and those roles that define students’ 

responsibilities in terms of the making of drama and film - the roles of director or of editor, 

for example. These distinctions are associated with the professional world of theatre and 

filmmaking. A more nuanced picture of the ways that these roles or responsibilities merge in 

the creation of a drama or film has emerged from my research evidence. I have also become 

more aware of the effects of fleeting embodiments of role. 

ROLE THEORY 

It is worth noting the theatrical origins of the term role (early seventeenth century), from 

the French word role that comes from an obsolete French word, roule, referring to the roll 

of paper on which an actor’s part was written out 

(https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/role accessed 3.2.2018), since throughout the 

twentieth century the term was increasingly used to explain the ways that we behave 

according to socially defined categories. This relationship is indicative of the ways that 

drama has offered possibilities for an interrogation of our social interactions suggesting that 

theatre or performance presents a heightened or selective reflection of ourselves. 

Developments in the sociological concept of role theory in the 1920s and 1930s in Europe 

and the USA, influenced the evolution of a way of working in the classroom that involved 

role-play. 
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Like Vygotsky (2016), the role theorist Mead (1934/2000, 152) recognises children’s interest 

in rules, associated with the social interaction they experience and crystalised in the games 

that they play. In seeking to establish the connections between consciousness, mind and 

body and the social, Mead (1934/2000, 133) claims that, ‘we must regard mind, then, as 

arising and developing within the social process, within the empirical matrix of social 

interactions.’ His relevance to the evolution of an improvisationary form of classroom 

drama lies partly in his recognition of the significance of the language of the hands, face and 

body (ibid, 147). 

Moreno’s (1932, 1946) connections with classroom drama lie in the evolution of a practice 

associated with a theory of role (in Vienna at the turn of the twentieth century) that he 

called ‘Psychodrama’, a form of group psychotherapy. O’Neill (1995, 79) explains that the 

influence of his work on theatre and on drama in education lies in the distinction he makes 

between ‘role taking’ (a predetermined form of enactment that may involve a script, as in 

the roule) and ‘role creating’ (her italics), involving a spontaneous enactment appropriate to 

a particular context. Moreno’s practical ideas about dealing with problems by testing out 

difficult encounters, through role-play and using drama as a way of working to effect change 

(Schermer 2015), opened up the possibilities beyond the assumption of roles by actors in a 

designated theatre space. This shift is key to my interrogation of the affordances of role in 

relation to classroom pedagogies. Having worked in Sing Sing prison, Moreno (1932) argued 

that the assumption of different roles in group work enabled the participants to develop 

their understanding from shifting perspectives.  

When working with young refugees in South London schools in the 2000s, we increasingly 

worked through metaphor; through stories or narratives that might touch on the students’ 

experience but that were not obviously drawn from the material of their lives. We were 

wary of basing enactments on the students’ personal experience as happens in drama 

therapy or ‘Playback Theatre’ (http://www.playbacktheatre.org/ accessed 25.5.2019), 
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informed by the work of Moreno (1932, 1946) and Freire (1970) 15. I recognise that Playback 

Theatre is able to provide a safe space to do this, with an emphasis, like forum theatre, on 

collective responsibility. I am also struck by Moreno’s drive to bring people together and to 

generate a sense of community (Kristoffersen 2014; Marineau 1989, 27).  Although the 

Beowulf project was not designed to have a therapeutic dimension, this thesis is an 

exploration of the possibilities that role-play opens up. Through my analysis of the work that 

students create, I have become more aware of the ways that assuming roles offers people 

opportunities to reflect on aspects of their experience, through their collaboration with 

others. Role-playing, like reading, is a process in which the ‘whole subjectivity of the reader 

is implicated’ (Yandell 2006, 319). 

Most influential in relation to the significant shifting of a disciplinary terrain, opening up all 

kinds of possibilities in terms of the theory and practice of classroom-based work, is the 

work of Goffman (1956, 1974). Through his sociological dramaturgical analysis, he sought to 

understand social interaction with reference to an explicitly theatrical frame - distinguishing 

different forms of performance, from the theatrical to the domestic, and using theatrical 

terms such as role and stage to describe social interactions. His theories provided an 

understanding of how human interactions are patterned by the assumptions of shifting 

roles, dependent on particular contexts. His (1956) analysis of the ways that individuals 

perform the roles of soldier, doctor or teacher in specific contexts has analogies with the 

workings of a class, endeavouring to establish their roles within a particular narrative and its 

associated setting. In assuming the language of theatre, ironically, Goffman gave 

educational drama practitioners, particularly Heathcote (1980a/1984), licence to 

appropriate or re-appropriate this highly relevant way of describing dramatic interactions in 

the classroom.  

                                                        

15 Playback Theatre was founded by Jonathan Fox and Jo Salas in America in 1975 - see 

http://www.playbackcentre.org/about-playback-theatre/playback-theatre-its-uses/ (accessed 25.5.19). 
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Heathcote provided me with an introduction to these role theorists and her insights offered 

me a touchstone for my practice and for aspects of this analysis. It is important to 

distinguish aspects of her work that have been particularly influential to the field in which I 

am situated. As Heathcote’s practice shifted away from theatre models in the late 1970s 

and early 1980s she looked for other ways of theorising the processes by which she 

organised children to engage in a make-believe context - to offer them insights into their 

everyday lives and contexts through an experiential process. She (1980c/2015, 89) drew on 

sociological frames of reference referring to the ‘syntax of signal and response’ that involve 

a constant negotiation of the roles that people inhabit, echoing the kind of sociological 

perspective that emerged from the work of Mead (1934/2000), Bateson (1972), who 

theorised the framing involved in the social construction of social phenomena, and 

particularly, Goffman (1974). This enabled her to conceptualise a way of working in the 

classroom that involved a nuanced understanding of different degrees of role-taking and 

that was more flexible than the distinction between performer and audience in the 

conventional theatre space. It also helped her to explain how students learn through the 

process: 

As a teacher I seek to keep people’s experiences ‘real’; that is I try to bring 

about a change, a widening of perspective, in the life of the real person, as 

well as to offer systems of learning and knowing. I feel bound, therefore, to 

take account of Goffman’s notions because they seem to me, better than any 

others, to give meaning to the many blends and manifestations of drama 

activity.            

(Heathcote 1980a/1984, 106). 

It is significant that Heathcote orientates her work towards the ‘real’ rather than the theatre 

or the artifice of acting. This was a significant moment in the development of Heathcote’s 

ideas about drama and role and the learning associated with dramatic activity. In the same 

year (1980), that she published this chapter she (1980d/2015) developed the role 

conventions that influenced Neelands and Goode (1990) in their categorisation of the 

drama conventions referred to earlier. Heathcote (1980c/2015, 89) claims that while drama 

is ‘the art form that most closely resembles actual living’, that ‘theatre is the art form that is 

totally based in sign’ (1980d/2015, 78, her italics). It is the theatrical frame, however loosely 
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implied, that distinguishes our interactions in role. Chapter 5 of Goffman’s Frame analysis 

(1974, 123), called ‘The theatrical frame’, informs Heathcote’s (1980a/1984, 104-106) 

reflections on the range of experience brought into play by different degrees of 

participation or observation in an event, dramatic or otherwise. Her (ibid, 105) analysis of 

the differences between the state of being or living and showing how we live (the 

continuum between everyday social interaction, storytelling and theatre, for example), 

deliberately references Goffman’s (1974, 125) use of the term, ‘purity’, providing her with a 

way of understanding the shift into the, ‘Purest band’ of ‘Theatre - a demonstration of life 

for others who spectate’ (Heathcote 1980a/1984, 105). In this thesis I recognise that a 

significant affordance of role is its flexibility, ranging from the briefest engagements in the 

forms of embodiment and storytelling that Brecht (2015) refers to in ‘The street scene’ (in 

which roles are assumed and shared between those involved in fluid ways), to rehearsed 

performances with audiences that are clearly separated from the actors on stage.  

Although I came to Goffman’s (1974) frame analysis through Heathcote and those 

influenced by her I have since found that his interest in the ways that technology creates 

different opportunities for meaning-making is relevant to my examination of the way that 

role-play inflects the activities associated with filmmaking. Goffman (1974, 144) explains 

how ‘spatial frame boundaries’ shift when an actor is caught on film through variations in 

the angle and closeness of the camera, ‘thereby assuring that the expressive implications of 

the gesture are not missed.’ He (ibid 144-149) notes the differences between the ways that 

sound informs the frame or diegesis of the radio play and the theatrical frame and the 

frame of the novel: ‘Each is only one lamination away from an imaginably real model, but 

the transformations involve somewhat different conventions’ (ibid, 149). I appreciate the 

way that he brings time and space into play in considering how human interactions are 

invested with meaning, according to how they are framed. There are associations here with 

the ways that students in classrooms generate their own frames of reference, 

collaboratively, to understand the drama or sequences of still and moving images that they 

create. I reflect on this aspect of role creation in Chapter 5.  
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THE SPECTATOR ROLE 

Heathcote’s (1980a/1984, 105) recognition, that, ‘The point at which we move from being a 

participant in, to a spectator of, an event is critical’, that she derives from Goffman, is 

significant because it points towards another paradigm in the way that learning through 

drama or role-play has been understood.  

The significant role of the spectator or audience to one’s own actions provides a platform 

for my analysis of the processes of drama, writing in role and filmmaking. There are aspects 

of this significant theory that I need to survey in order to provide a context for subsequent 

chapters. Here I will focus on the ways in which it has been written about in relation to play 

and acting - both useful models for thinking about cultural production in the classroom. 

Vygotsky’s (2016, 15) observation that, ‘the child weeps in play as a patient, but revels as a 

player’ is central to Heathcote and Bolton’s theories of learning through drama. Vygotsky’s 

interest in the theatre and in the work of Stanislavski is relevant to his conception of an 

actorly response (Michell 2015). Stanislavksi, who died in 1938, four years after Vygotsky, 

saw a form of dual consciousness as a source of inspiration; a virtuoso quality, rather than a 

distraction when acting. He quotes the actor Salvini in Building a Character: 

‘An actor lives, weeps, laughs on the stage, but as he weeps 

 and laughs he observes his own tears and mirth. It is this double existence, 

this balance between life and acting that makes for art.’ 

(Stanislavski 1950/1986, 173) 

For Brecht (2015, 72) the metaphor of ‘complex seeing’ - his proposal that for an audience 

‘thinking across the flow is almost more important than thinking in the flow’, has a political 

orientation that informs artistic and aesthetic considerations. Bolton’s (1998, 266) reflection 

on the ‘double valence of being an audience to one’s own creation and being an audience to 

oneself’ and on the ‘act of both contriving and submitting to a metaphorical context’ (Bolton 

1986, 57, his italics), as processes central to learning, is suggestive of the dual role that is an 

aspect of this form of spectatorship. The process is manifest in an example of a boy playing 

a soldier (relevant to Chapter 5) involving his ‘awareness of what is happening to himself, an 
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awareness of what is being “made”, in this case, a presentation of “soldiers”, and an 

awareness of what could happen or needs to happen to further the drama’ (ibid, 199). Davis 

(2014, 52) starts his chapter on ‘The key dimensions of classroom drama’, with a discussion 

of the term ‘metaxis’ as referenced in the work of drama in education practitioners in this 

tradition. He makes a distinction between Boal and Bolton’s uses of the term. According to 

Davis (2014, 52), for Boal the state of metaxis belongs ‘to two different, autonomous 

worlds… The oppressed must forget the real world which was the origin of the image and 

play with the image itself in its artistic embodiment’ (Boal, 1995: 43-4)’ (Davis’s italics). 

Davis (2014, 52) argues that for Bolton, metaxis means an awareness of being in both the 

fictional world and a real social context at the same time. Perhaps the difference lies in 

Boal’s purposes, in Brazil in the 1970s, to prompt those involved to imagine how the world 

might be different - ‘to offer the means by which all possible paths may be examined… a 

rehearsal of revolution’ (Boal 1979, 141, his italics). Though Bolton’s motivations are not 

necessarily as radical as this, his appropriation of the term suggests that he recognises the 

potential in the processes of imagining a different world or forms of acting behaviours that 

heighten awareness of lived realities and social and political constraints. Bolton is also 

interested in the power or agency that this confers on the actor or participant to make the 

drama.  

Fleming (2012) uses the term ‘percipience’, that he attributes to Elliot (1972), to describe 

the combination of the functions of actor and spectator that participants exercise in the 

immediacy of a process drama event. Bolton (1998, 199) refers to this as ‘both participant 

and the dramatist functions.’ McGuinn (2014, 16) is interested in the way that such 

absorption ushers in sensitivity to an aesthetic dimension and concludes that it is absorption 

in the moment that has the potential ‘to set the mind truly free from conventional ways of 

seeing.’ There is a kind of heresy in this from the point of view of the drama practitioner in 

the tradition of Heathcote, interested in the disruption rather than the absorption, in the 

socially critical insights derived from a shifting perspective, frame or role, allied with an 

aesthetic dimension. For Heathcote an affordance of role-play is the space that it offers to 

explore a feeling of anger, rather than to immerse oneself in it (Bolton 1998, 199). 
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In Eriksson’s (2011, 65) conception of the way that ‘distancing’ has informed drama in 

education, he distinguishes between ‘(a) Protection, (b) aesthetic principle, (c) poetic 

device.’ It is the last that he regards as relevant to Heathcote’s work and the drama practice 

that I draw on, particularly in its relationship with Brecht (2015) and ‘Verfremdung’ or the 

Russian Formalist, Shlovsky’s (1988), ‘ostranenie.’ Eriksson (2011, 67) notes that the Russian 

formalist tradition with which Shlovsky was associated and Brecht’s innovations in the 

theatre, draw on a heritage from Aristotle, Hegel, Diderot, Coleridge, Shelley and Novalis. 

Eriksson’s definition of distancing is broad. He suggests that it: 

denotes all poetic uses of estrangement with an intention of making the 

ordinary strange in such a way that the attention of the recipient is awakened 

and reflection promoted. 

(Eriksson 2011, 67) 

He (2011, 69) acknowledges Heathcote as an inheritor of this view of artistic practice, noting 

the way her process involves a conjunction of experience and reflection that is socially 

rather than politically orientated. Heathcote (1984/2015, 105) contends that art itself 

encourages ‘critical spectatorship, because art releases the spectator/action possibility in 

people.’ Spectatorship is as central to the process as acting, in this formulation. For these 

practitioners, attuning to the heightened experience that engaging in drama involves, 

ushers in possibilities for a form of intense awareness and a shift in perspective. This 

conceptualisation of the relationship between role-play and learning informs Chapters 5 and 

6 particularly. It is Heathcote that provided me with the tools that I use in the drama that 

informs these chapters, but in terms of the processes of making strange, I realise that 

Brecht’s (2015) focus on how this shift is captured in action provides me with a further 

interpretative frame, as explained in Chapter 6. 

CONTEXT-SPECIFIC ROLE 

Heathcote took this understanding of the spectator role a step further than Bolton, O’Neill 

and others. She (1980b/1984, 135) became interested in how different behaviours in social 

events represent shifts in, ‘The balance of power between the spectator of an event and the 
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participant in an event.’ This led her to develop different degrees of role-taking behaviours 

that are not to do with character (those involved are not playing specific parts). Her focus is 

on the degree to which role-players spectate and participate in an event - what might be 

defined as a context or situation-specific form of role. She (1980b/1984, 135) explains that 

in six of the eight graduations between Art and Play that she offers, ‘the 

spectator/participant is IN EACH INDIVIDUAL so that they do not fill any ascribed role, they 

shift the point of view’ (her capitals). What is interesting is the ways that she (ibid, 135) 

identifies named roles that distinguish between ‘those who show the event’ and those who 

watch - some are protagonists and some witnesses. Through Heggstad’s (2011, 263) analysis 

of Heathcote’s adaptations of Goffman’s performance frames he concludes that ‘each step 

of a DIE or TIE session from beginning to end provides frames of different kinds that can be 

scrutinised from versatile perspectives.’ Heathcote does not take performance out of the 

equation but in this development of the notion of role as frame, she identifies degrees of 

involvement in social interaction that offer participants different ways of interpreting what 

is happening, or has happened; opening up questions about the dramatic action that is 

being explored. 

The drama that Heathcote (1980b/1984) describes to exemplify her theory involves a class 

of nine-year-old children finding out about Lister and his medical innovations and their 

significance to modern medicine. Heathcote’s (1980b/1984, 132) aim is to move the class on 

from the ‘hold and grip of a story’ to ‘getting the children deeply involved with the meaning 

and outcome of the material, not the action.’ Her (1980c/2015, 90) motivation is to educate 

the children through ‘looking with Lister, not at Lister’ (her italics). Through the drama the 

children meet a teacher in role as Lister, (like Morlette’s in role interaction, that I analyse in 

Chapter 6). They work alongside Lister, in a simulation of an operation and finally become 

an audience for their own ideas that they present back to the teacher in role (Heathcote 

1980b/1984, 136-137, 1980c/2015, 93).  

Carroll, a long-term collaborator of Heathcote’s, particularly around the Dr Lister drama 

(Carroll 1984), theorised aspects of the grammar of process drama, focusing on the ways 

that the dramatic action frames role-players and on the implications of the choices that 
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teachers and students make, in terms of their distance from or closeness to, the dramatic 

event (Carroll 1986).  

Bolton’s (1998, 267) suggestion that acting and making drama involve assuming a particular 

responsibility (as in Heathcote and Carroll’s Dr Lister example), provides another way of 

understanding how those involved engage in the activity. Bolton (1998, 196) shifts the 

emphasis to an anthropological rather than sociological interpretation of Heathcote’s work, 

suggesting that engagement in her drama stems from ‘an act of building a culture, rather 

than representing a role or attitude’ - a collective endeavour 16. This is associated with 

Heathcote’s approach that she termed Mantle of the Expert (1984). She (1984, 206) explains 

that Mantle of the Expert starts with a focused, ‘task orientated situation, where the job in 

hand must be done first. So, doing the job, fulfilling the task is the vehicle which starts 

creative ideas flowing.’ This sequence, that often starts with creating an office or other 

working environment in the classroom, offers teachers the opportunity to ‘diagnose what 

children already know’ (ibid, 206) and to build on it; a very open form of role-play. It offers 

the participants the initiative to engage in the drama, so that they and their teachers are not 

overly concerned with how little expertise they actually have as office workers, monks, 

miners or whatever role they are playing - but are focused on forming opinions and making 

decisions. 

In McGuinn’s (2014, 62) analysis of Bolton and Heathcote’s role-play, he notes the ways that 

they devise tasks that appear to be on the margins of the fiction or make believe; making 

maps or questioning an empty chair (from Bolton 1984, 131), for example. There is 

significant crafting involved in this approach, relating to the frame or ‘the perspective from 

which people are coming to enter the event.... the main agent in providing tension and 

                                                        

16 This was intentionally far removed from Way’s (1967, 3) assertion that ‘drama is concerned with the 

individuality of individuals, with the uniqueness of each human essence’ and drama that started with the 

instruction to find a space on your own (see Bolton 1989, 151). 
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meaning for the participants’ (Heathcote’s 1980d/1984, 163). This approach has the 

advantage of introducing some distance from an emotional or highly dramatic event, so that 

those involved are better placed to evaluate what is happening. This explains why 

participants in Heathcote’s dramas are more likely to be in role as archaeologists, rather 

than those who experienced the tragedy they are unearthing, for example. Heathcote’s 

priorities are closely related to reflection and learning 17. The process of distancing or 

examining a situation, event or issue are also realised through her thirty-three role 

conventions that start:  

1. The role actually present, naturalistic yet significantly behaving, giving and 

accepting responses… 

2. The same, except framed as a film. That is, people have permission to 

stare but not intrude. ‘Film’ can be stopped and re-started, or re-run. 

(Heathcote 1980d/2015, 79) 

In the Beowulf drama, students assumed roles that were central to the narrative but at a 

degree of distance from the protagonists, as explained in Chapter 1. When they made films 

(rather than appropriating film conventions, as Heathcote suggests), they took on the 

protagonist roles but used the camera and editing software as distancing devices. This 

significant shift is one that I take account of in Chapter 7. In understanding how the role-

play was nuanced according to the medium in which we were working, I reference 

Heathcote’s conventions.  

Although the kind of drama that Heathcote (1980c/2015, 89) writes about ‘employs the 

communications structures of real life’, she acknowledges that it does so in a selective and 

deliberate way, that involves artistic choices. Finding roles that tap into particular frames of 

reference was highly relevant to the Beowulf project - to my priorities as a teacher and to 

                                                        

17 What she called ‘the necessary “surprise-confrontation” element’ (O’Neill 2015, 40) sometimes referred to 

as a moment of awe (Wagner 1976), arguably involves a manipulation of students’ emotional responses but 

she was modifying this approach by the early 1970s (O’Neill 2015, 41). 
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the ways that I interpret how the students make meaning. I am also concerned about 

offering students space to determine the action and outcomes that arise from it. 

ROLE-PLAY, ARTISTRY AND AFFECT 

O’Neill (1995, 78) points out that the term role-play has associations that are functional 

rather than artistic, although she does acknowledge that training to be a sales-person still 

involves ‘the same basic ability to project into a variety of fictional situations by pretending 

to be someone or something other than one’s self.’ Bolton (1998, 250) is clearer that there 

are elements of performance and acting behaviours associated with all forms of role-play 

that involve ‘“entry into fiction”.’ He (ibid, 250) identifies these behaviours as ‘mimetic, 

aesthetic, generalising, communicating and focusing features commonly associated with 

acting.’ Bolton’s capacious definition informs my analysis and conclusion. 

The sub-title of Jackson’s (2007) history of educational theatre, Theatre, education and the 

making of meanings: art or instrument points more directly to the status of the activities 

examined here, like Bolton’s (1977) early article, ‘Creative drama as an art form.’ Jackson 

(2007) develops an argument for the aesthetic qualities of theatre or of drama that is 

designed to teach, drawing on the work of Bakhtin (1981, 263). Bakhtin (ibid, 263) extended 

his notion of heteroglossia, ‘the social diversity of speech types’, (or what Jackson [2007, 

184] calls, ‘a diversity of voices, ideas and cultural forces embodied in human actions and 

feelings’), to a categorisation of the epic novel, encompassing the dialogisation of, ‘authorial 

speech, the speeches of narrators, inserted genres, the speech of characters’ (Bakhtin 1981, 

263). Jackson explains the usefulness of Bakhtin’s heteroglossia, in relation to the form of 

theatre for educational purposes: 

it suggests the dynamic that is at the heart not only of all human interaction 

but of much (if not all) resonant and aesthetically pleasing theatre - the 

identifiably distinctive voices given vital human form that provide conflict, 

tension, debate and intellectual stimulus. It suggests the kind of drama that 

gives the spectator work to do as well as (aesthetic) pleasure in the doing of it. 

(Jackson 2007, 184) 
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This may be too neat a resolution to a question that taxes Jackson about the artistic or 

aesthetic value of educational theatre but it is a justification that has been used before, 

albeit with a slightly different emphasis. Brecht (2015, 113) explains the satisfactions that 

educational theatre can provide: ‘Theatre remains theatre, even when it is theatre for 

instruction, and to the extent that it is good theatre, it will amuse’ 18. Freire (1998, 63) went 

further in celebrating teaching as an artistic act in itself. Boal’s (1998, 72) notion of 

‘aesthetic space’ also helps to ally something of the immediacy of the participatory 

experience with an artistic dimension. Boal (ibid, 71-72) claims that the aesthetic space is 

‘the creation of the audience: it requires nothing more than their attentive gaze in a single 

direction’ bringing both dimensions of imagination and memory to bear on what happens in 

this intense ‘powerful, “hot” arena – so that the three dimensions are multiplied and it 

becomes “five-dimensional”.’ Boal’s metaphor is something I return to in Chapter 7, in 

reflecting on the space generated by live drama and in relation to students’ interactions 

with the screen, when they are editing. 

With reference to the artistic aspects of classroom drama or role-play, Franks (2014, 4) 

interprets the role of ‘affect’ thus: 

a motivating force, as a will or desire that drives learning in individuals or 

groups (see, e.g., Franks 1997). Seen from different angle, affect is always 

directed outwards from individuals and groups towards others and, in this 

sense, affect can be seen as communicative, colouring and accenting meaning-

making, giving a fuller sense of situations, encounters and communication. 

(Franks 2014, 4, his italics)  

Franks’ analysis suggests that affect explains the quality of engagement that might be 

regarded as an affordance of the kinds of role-play or classroom drama that is the subject of 

his research. This insight provides inspiration for Chapter 5. The inside / outside aspect of 

the ways that affect informs role-play is also something that I return to in considering the 

                                                        

18 Brecht (2015, 115) regards this as a development of Schiller’s ‘moralizing.’ 
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way that the screen addresses learners, as they are working with iPads (Chapter 7). I am also 

influenced by the ways that Burnett and Merchant (2018a, 66, 2018b) reference Deleuze 

and Guattari (1988) and Massumi (2002, 2015) to explain the role of affect in bringing 

people and things into relation with each other. 

VYGOTSKY, PLAY AND LEARNING 

The developmental psychologist, Vygotsky’s (2016) account of play and its relationship with 

learning has provided me with an understanding of what happens in drama lessons, since I 

was first introduced to his work on my PGCE. In the late 1980s, I learnt about Vygotsky 

alongside Bruner’s (1962, 1986) learning theories. Later there was more attention focused 

on Vygotsky’s use of the term ‘perezhivanie’, derived from Stanislavski, that features 

particularly in Vygotsky’s Our Monday theatre reviews (Grainger Clemson 2015, 40; Michell 

2015, 21). Vygotsky (2012, 190) explains, ‘Stanislavski’s system strives to replace the art of 

portraying emotions by the art of living these emotions (perezhivanie)’ 19. Vygotsky (1999, 

240) is interested in the way in which Stanislavski applied a cultural-historical perspective to 

the actor’s embodiment of the role, emphasising that it changes according to the epoch, so 

that the vivid interaction between actor and audience is sustained (Michell 2015, 28-29). I 

identify a familiar tension here - an interest both in a vivid and engaged performance and 

drama that represents a critique of lived experience, specific to a particular place and time, 

rather than an individualised psychology of a role. Stanislavski’s approach extended to the 

naturalism of a very specific stage truth, exemplified by Chekhov’s attention to the minute 

particulars of social interactions; the rituals of drinking tea, for example. Stanislavski’s 

through-action involves actors imagining what might have happened to their characters 

                                                        

19 From a theatre review about The cricket on the hearth (Dickens, 1845), part of the Red Torch performance 

tour (quoted in Michell 2015, 24). 
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directly before and after the stage action. This is always a useful prompt for actors, in my 

experience 20. Vygotsky’s (1962, 151) interest in subtext is exemplified by his quotation of an 

excerpt from Griboedov’s (1906) Woe from wit, that had been annotated by Stanislavski to 

reveal the characters’ units and objectives. Vygotsky (1962, 149) claims that, ‘The theatre 

faced the problem of the thought behind the words before psychology did’, underlining the 

connections between a character’s ‘affective-volitional tendency’ (ibid, 150) and the 

physical actions that the actor does through their realisation of a role (Stanislavski 

1961/1981).  

In this account I note the ways that Vygotsky’s work has provided a theoretical frame for 

classroom activities that involve role-play and that are called drama. It is significant that 

Vygotsky was very involved with the theatre. His first publication (1971) The psychology of 

art, based on his PhD, draws on Hamlet to explain the transformatory effects of art (John-

Steiner 2015, xv). His explanation makes a case for a socially-orientated understanding of 

artistic processes that involves both the making and reception of artistic production: 

Art is the social within us, and even if its action is performed by a single 

individual it does not mean that its essence is individual… The social also exists 

where there is only one person with his individual experiences and 

tribulations.  

(Vygotsky 1971, n.p.) 

Vygotsky (2016) argues that human beings find mastery through their capacity to use 

symbolic systems that are culturally derived. In his (2016, 17) formulation, the tools or signs 

are important because of the meaning that adheres to them, through their relationship with 

                                                        

20 I was a little taken-aback, when a director from the Berliner Ensemble (Jörg Mihan), that I persuaded to 

come and help us with our sixth form production of The Threepenny Opera (Brecht, Hauptmann and Weill 

1979) in the early 1990s, asked the students where they had come from before they made their entrances on 

stage. 
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particular playful action(s). As ‘meaning becomes the determinant’ (ibid, 17), operating in 

this way through imaginative play, ‘leads to abstract thought’ hand in hand with ‘volitional 

choice… in short, to the development of the will’ (ibid, 17); implying an agentive process. In 

this vein Daniels (2008, 10) explains that Vygotsky (like Brecht), rejects a deterministic 

approach, emphasising the human capacity to be ‘active in shaping a response to being 

shaped by engagement with cultural artefacts.’ In Imagination and creativity in childhood 

(2004, 66) Vygotsky develops his ideas about ‘tool/artefact-mediated action’, to encompass 

ideas about creativity that he regards as central to the processes of schooling.  

Vygotsky’s (2016) focus on the interactions of pairs and small groups parallels Mead’s 

(1934/2000) interest in the social process, recognising the significance of the roles that 

children assume in play; the familiar roles of sister or mother, for example (ibid, 9). 

According to Vygotsky, (ibid, 9), in exploring what these roles mean and what they feel like, 

the child has recourse to socially defined rules that guide behaviour. This has long provided 

drama teachers and researchers (e.g. Barrs 1987; Barrs and Cork 2001; Davis 2014; O’Neill 

2006; O’Toole 1992) with insights about forms of enactment and how drama is constructed 

based on the observation that ‘every imaginary situation contains rules in a concealed form’ 

(Vygotsky 2016, 10). The processes of play involve a tension between acting spontaneously 

and respecting the constraints imposed by these rules. Vyogtsky (ibid, 15) draws on Nohl to 

suggest, ‘a child’s greatest self-control occurs in play’, to the extent that ‘subordination to a 

rule, and renunciation of acting on immediate impulse, are the way to maximum pleasure.’ 

Vygotsky’s (ibid, 19) insights into the way that rules structure children’s activities so that, 

‘the greater the regulation of the child’s activity, the more tense and acute play becomes’, 

are relevant to our understanding of the heightened intensity of emotional and intellectual 

engagement that that is an aspect of role-play, as it is of play. Vygotsky relates the apex of a 

child’s potential to the roles that they assume in play, marshalling the imagination through 

the process: 

In short, play gives the child a new form of desires, i.e., teaches him to desire 

by relating his desires to a fictitious ‘I’ - to his role in the game and its rules. 

Therefore, a child’s greatest achievements are possible in play - achievements 

that tomorrow will become his average level of real action and his morality.  
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(Vygotsky 2016, 16) 

In Addison’s interpretation of Vygotsky’s conception of play he focuses on the ways in 

which: 

the improvisatory strategies are brought to bear on cultural tools (gestures, 

images, sounds, things, words) co-assembled and distributed to form a 

temporal sequence of unfolding events free from all immediate constraints 

other than contextual rules (often un-spoken and made in-process). 

(Addison 2017, 456) 

I find the ways that Addison groups gestures, images, sounds and things together, helpful, 

as a frame of reference in relation to editing, particularly. It is a prompt to consider how the 

playful dimension of drama translates into the processes associated with filmmaking; and to 

interrogate what happens when this form of drama is rendered as still and moving images in 

the form of photographs and video (Chapter 7). More broadly, these insights provide 

significant context for my analysis throughout this thesis. Particularly compelling is 

Vygotsky’s (1978, 2016) recognition of the ways that learning happens through forms of 

collaboration and social engagement and that this implies forms of action. 

Related to this conception of play is Vygotsky’s (1978), theory of the ‘zone of proximal 

development’ recognised as the transformatory and revolutionary activity of people, acting 

in concert and within the scope of a social, cultural-historical configuration (Daniels 2008, 

25). Vygotsky emphasises the possibilities inherent in the collaboration between 

instructor/teacher/adult and child and what this means for the child’s potential capacity to 

act, independently. He (1987, 218) also recognises the significance of a dialectical 

movement between ‘scientific’ school concepts and those that are everyday or 

spontaneous. Yandell (2010, 167) suggests that not only is students’ understanding 

transformed but there is the potential for change and re-organisation of ‘the curricularised 

knowledge of schooling.’ Vygotsky’s theory is ‘a shared and complementary human process’ 

(John-Steiner 2015, xvii) that involves a complex interaction between language, semiotic 

tools and artefacts. Drama, like play, is one way in which ‘skills and knowledge are 

apprehended, transformed and creatively expressed’ (ibid, xviii) through a ‘dialectical unity 
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of thought and feeling’ (ibid, xix). This account is relevant to the processes involved in 

students appropriating the cultural and technological ideas and artefacts at their disposal to 

generate meaning through role-play that involves the making and sharing of their work in 

different media. 

Vygotsky (2004, 11) emphasises the power of the collective in bringing about change and 

here again, he cites play that involves children assuming different roles as key to evolution 

of the imagination that supports this process: 

A child’s play is not simply a reproduction of what he has experienced, but a 

creative reworking of the impressions he has acquired. He combines them and 

uses them to construct a new reality, one that conforms to his own needs and 

desires. 

(Vygotsky 2004, 11-12) 

Vygotsky’s (ibid, 12) identification of this ‘creative, combinatory activity’ stimulated by the 

process of playing out a familiar role, provides a helpful frame in understanding how 

students make drama and film and what motivates them. It underlines why it is important 

to trace what models, texts and experiences they draw on to craft material, in concert with 

their peers. Vygotsky (ibid, 13) does this in his example of the images drawn from lived 

reality that combine to fantastic effect in fairy tales, like the hut on chicken legs. Vygotsky’s 

(ibid, 15-16) claim that ‘Fantasy is not the opposite of memory, but depends on it and 

utilizes its contents in ever new combinations’, underlines that it matters what material the 

children are offered to draw on, as Barrs and Cork (2001, 35-37) conclude from their 

research. Vygotsky’s thesis makes a convincing case for the provision of a stimulus to the 

imagination in school. He is not suggesting that students need more school trips - his (2004, 

17) argument is that a person’s experience can be broadened through ‘assimilating, with the 

help of his imagination someone else’s historical or social experience’. The significance of 

this recognition of the ‘mutual dependence between imagination and experience’ (ibid, 17), 

is that it points us towards activities that enable students to bring their understandings to 

whatever text or subject is being studied, through creative processes that prompt the kinds 

of combinations that usher in new perceptions. There is a relationship between this 

reflexive process and reader response theory that I explore further in Chapter 6.  
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Vygotsky’s (2004) analysis of the accounts of creative writing with and by children 21 is 

remarkable for the attention that he pays to the processes that led to these acts of creation 

and to the significance of writing about a subject or ‘linked with a goal that was 

understandable, interesting, and within the capacity of the children’ rather than focusing on 

‘the artificial bookish language of adults’ (ibid, 45). His (ibid, 46) bald statement that, ‘Very 

often a child writes badly because he has nothing he wants to write about’, reflects an 

understanding of motivation and engagement in relation to the ways that students write in 

school contexts. He finds evidence for his conviction that drama facilitates writing, in 

Tolstoy’s description of the writing process: 

The child not only dictated the story but also described and acted out the 

parts of the characters in his story. Such associations between oral literary 

creation and dramatic creation, as we will see, can lead to one of the most 

original and productive forms of creativity at this age.  

(Vygotsky 2004, 61) 

He (2004, 49) recognises the significance of Tolstoy’s description of a child who played a 

part as he wrote, speaking the voice of the character, as he put pen to paper. Presumably 

the child did this partly because he had an audience of his peers - ‘”the other children who 

roared with laughter”’ (ibid, 49). Of interest to Vyogtsky (ibid, 49), is the motivation and 

creative inspiration that this dramatic engagement provides the child, realised in ‘the feeling 

for this verbal pattern, the painterly details, the feeling of proportion’ in evidence in his 

writing. This is particularly relevant to my analysis in Chapter 6, about writing in role. 

Vygotsky also explains the way that creativity and the playful approach associated with it, 

acts as a syncretic force, combining different disciplines or modes, particularly 

dramatisation, drawing, oracy and writing when these modes are available (ibid, 67), as they 

are in the staging of a play written by the children (ibid, 71-72). Vygotsky’s interest in the 

                                                        

21 Tolstoy’s writing alongside peasant children (Vygotsky 2004, 47-51), the seventy autobiographical stories of 

teenagers, who lived on the street, collected by Grinberg (ibid, 52-53 and 62-64) and three thousand examples 

of children’s writing collected by Giese, in Germany (ibid, 55-58). 
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role of technology in the development of adolescent creativity, is apt. He notes that this 

interest coincides with a waning in the act of drawing, as children get older. In Vygotsky’s 

day, the ‘synthesis of the artistic and the industrial [as] the best possible complement to the 

nature of creativity at this age’ (ibid, 85) involved etching, which appeared to make the 

vocational work that the children were engaged in, meaningful. One aspect of this process is 

the way that the technical challenges give rise to constraints that exert a creative influence 

(ibid, 86), like the rules in play and the forces that generate tension in drama (see Bolton, 

1992/2010, 81-85).  

Caillois’ (1961/2006, 137) suggestion that, ‘Mimicry is incessant invention’ explains 

something of the generative quality of the kind of spontaneous improvisation that has the 

capacity to accommodate and to engage. In Sutton-Smith’s (1997) account of the Ambiguity 

of play, his recognition of the fluidity of the realm of play, with its ‘ever changing 

heteroglossia of voices’ (ibid, 128) is suggestive of the perspectives made available to 

children and others through their engagement in make believe, that is relevant to my 

analysis of both drama and filmmaking. 

The role of play in learning and a disposition to creative work is accounted for here but in 

my emphasis on action, it is also worth noting that play theory has been associated with 

political activism. Huizinga’s (1949/1970, 119) conceptualisation of play as an absorbing, 

tense and yet joyful form of ritual, bracketed off from everyday life in spatial and temporal 

terms and yet ‘productive of culture’ is significant because it influenced the evolution of a 

form of artistic practice associated with political protest. The playful orientation of the 

practice of classroom drama that I document here paralleled a move away from theatre 

spaces to performance-based activities in different sites and for different purposes - the 

‘happenings’ and what Baxandall (1969, 69) refers to as the ‘mass infectious radical 

dramaturgy’ of the protest movement in the late sixties in the USA, for example.  
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RAYMOND WILLIAMS AND CULTURAL STUDIES 

Thus far I have considered the ways that role has been developed as a concept associated 

with sociology and theories of development. The notion of role was also a significant object 

of enquiry for researchers based at the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural 

Studies. The centre developed a stance that was opposed to the dominant order both in 

terms of their analytical approach and the objects of their research, providing me with a 

theoretical frame in relation to the ways that I approach my subject, as well as providing 

insights about role and about the status of drama, film and cultural production.  

Williams’ (1958a, 1958b, 1961, 1976) interest in popular culture and experience outside the 

mainstream informed the work of the influential Media, English and Art teachers and 

practitioners who pioneered filmmaking in educational contexts, that I refer to in my 

literature review. Williams’ (1958b, 1961/1965, 57) insistence on culture as lived experience 

or expression of a way (or ways) of life, makes a case for valuing the cultural production of 

students in classroom contexts. Most relevant is Williams’ emphasis on a complex approach 

to cultural analysis that in historical terms involves a form of re-visioning. His (1961/1965, 

56) argument for all creative processes belonging in ‘a whole world of active and interacting 

relationships, which is our common associative life’, related to the contention that culture is 

ordinary, is suggestive of a particular orientation in terms of my analysis. The social, 

historical and political conditions in which the students make drama and create film are as 

significant as their aesthetic influences, and are taken account of here. As a cultural 

materialist Williams asserts his interest in the nuance of ‘historical’ rather than the ‘epochal’ 

(1972/2001, 168, his italics) questions. I am influenced by Williams’ affirmative view of 

culture ‘that could produce its own effects’ (Turner 2003, 53) and his focus on the 

relationship between history and culture.  

Williams’ fondness for exploring the shifting clusters of meaning evoked by words, 

recognising a social or dialogic view of language associated with Vološinov (1986), might be 

a useful place to start but role is not listed as one of his Keywords (Williams 1976). In his 

(1974) inaugural lecture, as Professor of Drama at Cambridge university, Drama in a 

dramatised society, Williams made the case for the ubiquity of drama in everyday life, 
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through the medium of television as well as theatre. In this lecture I find a justification for 

my focus on the crossover between drama and filmmaking in classroom contexts:  

In the theatre itself - national theatre or street theatre - there is an 

exceptional variety of intention and method. New kinds of text, new kinds of 

notation, new media and new conventions press actively alongside the texts 

and conventions that we think we know, but that I find problematic just 

because these others are there. Dramatic time and sequence in a play of 

Shakespeare, the intricate rhythms and relationships of chorus and three 

actors in a Greek tragedy: these, I believe, become active in new ways as we 

look at a cutting bench or an editing machine, in a film or television studio, or 

as we see new relations between actor and audience in the improvised 

theatre of the streets and the basements. 

(Williams 1975, 3-4) 

I want to add classrooms at the end of this statement. I share Williams’ fascination for the 

evolution of new ways of working and am interested in exploring the evolution of forms that 

are specific to education and its priorities. And a backdrop to all of this is Williams’ (ibid, 5) 

insight that we are living in ‘a dramatised society’ - one in which drama on television and 

now, of course, on many other screens that we interact with on a regular basis - ‘is built into 

the rhythms of everyday life’ (ibid, 5). Like the role theorists, Williams (ibid, 13) recognises 

that watching drama informs our very existence so that: ‘Actions of a kind and scale that 

attract dramatic comparisons are being played out in ways that leave us continually 

uncertain whether we are spectators or participants.’ Williams (ibid, 15-16) goes on to 

explain that these are conventions that become material to ‘our actual living relationships. 

They are our ways of seeing and knowing, which every day we put into practice.’ This 

conception of the close relationship between art, culture and lived experience and between 

performance and participation is one that informs my focus on role. 
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THE ROLE OF THE AUDIENCE 

My understanding of the ways that meanings are formulated by an active audience is 

informed by ethnographies of media audiences that evolved from cultural studies (Ang 

1985; Buckingham 1993; Gillespie 1995). Freshwater (2009, 29) laments that writing about 

theatre audiences has not necessarily taken account of work in this field. She points out 

that: 

Ultimately, cultural studies has come to be characterised by a rejection of the 

notion of ‘the audience’ as a singular or homogenous entity, a detailed 

interrogation of diverse and sometimes unexpected responses, and an 

ethnographic engagement with the range of cultural conditions which inform 

an individual’s viewing position: his or her class, gender, age, nationality, 

religious background, ethnicity, sexuality, geographical location, and 

education. 

(Freshwater 2009, 28) 

Freshwater’s list is extensive but I am aware that it is still not as nuanced as it needs to be to 

account for the ways that individuals engage with the drama and film that they are creating 

themselves, often with a view to sharing it with their peers (Bryer 2013). Attention to the 

process and to the context is an aspect of this analysis too.  

Jenkins’ (1992) celebration of fan culture as an indication of the potential collapse of the 

distinction between producer and consumer, provides context for this thesis (Jenkins 1992; 

Jenkins et al. 2006; O’Reilly 2005). Jenkins et al.’s (2006, 6) interest in games as an aspect of 

online participation may explain why they regard play and performance as so important. In 

terms of media education, the effects of the intense proliferation of media technology and 

participatory culture has suggested a range of possibilities for learning. The conception of a 

continuum of viewing, participation, interaction and production, finds its echoes in theories 

of classroom drama that underline a fluidity of roles. O’Toole highlights the ways in which,  



 

104 

In the genre of drama in education, the audience become to a degree artists, 

and the notion of audience ceases to have independent identity as a definable 

function distinct from playwright and actor.  

(O’Toole 1992, 7) 

In this thesis I note students’ awareness of specific roles that relate to a professional field 

and the ways that this patterns their engagement, including the productive blurring of roles 

at different stages of this transmedia project. 

JUDITH BUTLER  

A significant point of reference for my analysis of the students’ filmmaking (Chapter 7) is 

Butler’s (1988) definition of ‘performativity’, derived from de Beauvoir (1949) and Merleau-

Ponty (1962), involving her claim, ‘not only that the body is an historical idea but a set of 

possibilities to be continually realized’ (Butler 1988, 521). Butler (1988, 521) draws on the 

metaphor of the stage and performance to tease out ‘the acts by which gender is 

constituted’ and what agency we have to ‘do’ our body, within the confines of a prescribed 

‘text’ and a ‘culturally restricted corporeal space’ (ibid, 526). She identifies the shortcomings 

in Goffman’s theoretical frame, providing an alternative lens for understanding dramatic 

interactions: 

gender cannot be understood as a role which either expresses or disguises as 

an interior ‘self’, whether that ‘self’ is conceived as sexed or not. As 

performance which is performative, gender is an ‘act’, broadly construed, 

which constructs the social fiction of its own psychological interiority. As 

opposed to a view such as Erving Goffman’s which posits a self which assumes 

and exchanges various ‘roles’ within the complex social expectations of the 

‘game’ of modern life.                                                                                                               

(Butler 1988, 528, her italics) 

Her dismissal of role as an adequate means of explaining the way that gender is constructed 

is relevant to my analysis of the students’ exploration of codes and conventions associated 

with the apparently archetypal, gendered roles of hero and monster. 
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In Gender trouble (1990) Butler revised her (1988, 521) idea of ‘doing’ a body, so that the 

emphasis was on doing gender, acknowledging the body as a ‘signifying practice’ (Butler 

1990, 139) and identifying the way ‘bodily gestures, movements, and styles of various kinds 

constitute the illusion of an abiding gendered self’ (ibid, 140). Diamond points out the 

limitations in the suggestion of ‘a stylized repetition of acts’ (Butler 1990, 140, her italics), 

that constitute rather than contest the conventions that establish our gender identity. 

Diamond (1996, 5) sees in this a possible confusion between performance and 

performativity and she reclaims performance and its effects - particularly the agency of 

performers and their capacity to make a difference. In her definition of performance, she 

encapsulates the territory that I find myself in: 

On the one hand, performance describes certain embodied acts, in specific 

sites, witnessed by others (and/or the watching self). On the other hand, it is 

the thing done, the completed event framed in time and space and 

remembered, misremembered, interpreted, and passionately revisited across 

a pre-existing discursive field. Common sense insists on a temporal separation 

between a doing and a thing done, but in usage and in theory, performance, 

even in its dazzling physical immediacy, drifts between present and past, 

presence and absence, consciousness and memory. Every performance, if it is 

intelligible as such, embeds features of previous performances: gender 

conventions, racial histories, aesthetic traditions - political and cultural 

pressures that are consciously and unconsciously acknowledged… it is 

impossible to write the pleasurable embodiments we call performance 

without tangling with the cultural stories, traditions, and political 

contestations that comprise our sense of history. 

(Diamond 1996, 1) 

Diamond (1996, 2) suggests that the power of performance to develop new knowledge 

derives from the way it, ‘alters the shape of sites and imagines other as yet unsuspected 

modes of being’, with the potential to ‘reinvent the ideas, symbols and gestures that shape 

social life.’ And in recalling past performance actors, ‘reembody, reinscribe, reconfigure, 

resignify’ (ibid, 2, her italics); an iterative and generative process. Barthes’ (1972, 49) focus 

on the body as text - ‘the corporeal exemplarity’ - that the theatre demands of the actor, 
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goes hand in hand with the theory of the audience as prime makers of meaning that was a 

feature of the post-structuralist death of the author (Barthes 1977). We are more aware 

now of the particularities of diversity in its different forms (Diamond 1996, 4). In 

interrogating the historical specificity of the moments or acts that are my evidence, I find 

Diamond’s questions useful: 

Certainly powerful questions posed by theater representation - questions of 

subjectivity (who is speaking/acting?), location (in what sites/spaces?), 

audience (who is watching?), commodification (who is in control?), 

conventionality (how are meanings produced?), politics (what ideological or 

social positions are being reinforced or contested?) - are embedded in the 

bodies and acts of performers. To study performance is not to focus on 

completed forms, but to become aware of performance itself as a contested 

space, where meanings and desires are generated, occluded, and of course, 

multiply interpreted. 

(Diamond, 1996, 4). 

I return to Diamond in my analysis of the students’ role creation and the affordances or 

possibilities available to them (Chapters 5 and 7). 

CONTEMPORARY THEATRE PRACTICE AND EDUCATION 

There are other influences that enable me to understand the forms of the work that my 

students produce in a particular classroom genre, that belong to the world outside and 

beyond the classroom. As O’Neill points out: 

Philosophy, psychology, anthropology and sociology have all been usefully 

pressed into service to illuminate our practice in drama and to guide us 

towards appropriate research paradigms. Although these and other disciplines 

have served us well, we have not always recognised that the most useful 

sources of illumination and enrichment may lie closer to hand - for example, in 

theatre and performance studies. 

(O’Neill, 1996/2006, 129)  
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In the 1980s and 90s, there was an exchange of approaches to working in role, facilitated by 

the week-long conferences run by The Standing Conference of Young People’s Theatre 

(SCYPT) and evidenced in the SCYPT Journal (Gillham 1997, writing about Heathcote’s 

‘Levels of explanation’, for example) and in other forums where Theatre in Education 

practitioners met with drama teachers. It is not always clear where all the practices that 

became inscribed in GCSE and A Level Drama syllabi, came from. Boal (1979) developed his 

Theatre of the Oppressed in very different contexts from the developments pioneered by 

Way, Slade, Heathcote, Bolton, Neelands and Theatre in Education groups like Coventry 

Belgrade and Big Brum (Wooster 2016). Greenwich and Lewisham Young People’s Theatre 

(GLYPT), a Theatre in Education company that I worked for, became interested in his work in 

the early 1980s, and adapted it for their own purposes (documented in Vine 2013) 22. I have 

evaluated Neelands and Goode’s (1990) contribution and their appropriation of film 

terminology to describe drama processes.  

O’Neill (1995, 69) claims that what she terms process drama, ‘is closely aligned with 

contemporary theatre practice in its approach to role.’ Much of her academic work (1995, 

2006) focuses on the cross-over between the educational and exploratory dimension of 

classroom drama and its antecedents in the world of professional theatre. In my experience 

the walls of the drama classroom are remarkably porous. I am struck by the ways that 

teachers and students sometimes endeavour to act as if they were in the rehearsal room of 

a company that has broken boundaries in professional theatre; those of Complicité (1983 - 

ongoing) for example or Frantic Assembly (1994 - ongoing). Because drama is a collaborative 

art, drama practice has the capacity to evolve fast. Approaches and techniques that involve 

role-play are often poached from theatre workshops and sharings of work and reworked to 

fit the constraints of the classroom. A current preoccupation of drama teachers that I 

                                                        

22 Neelands and Goode (1990, 37) defined forum theatre as: ‘A situation… enacted by a small group whilst the 

others observe. Both the actors and the observers have the right to stop the action whenever they feel it is 

losing direction, or if they need help, or if the drama loses authenticity’, which loses much of the force of 

Boal’s work. I have seen it interpreted as a way of negotiating the staging of a scene. 
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encounter is finding a choice of practitioner to couple with their teaching of a specified play 

text to meet A Level Drama and Theatre Studies (2017) criteria. Some classroom work 

becomes reductive when it is too closely associated with the prescriptions of the exam 

board and marking criteria, as I explain in my opening chapter, but these constraints, 

alongside those of time, space and numbers of participants, can also be creative in their 

influence.  

I particularly like the example that O’Neill draws on of The Wooster Group, a New York 

based theatre group that started in 1975 23. O’Neill quotes from the programme notes to a 

show that she saw in 1990: 

subversive assimilations of old conventions of theatrical realism with non-

representational and anti-illusionist stage techniques and a new naturalism 

based on ideas and techniques of television and film language. 

(O’Neill 1995, 29) 

Through her description of the way that the group works I recognise a seed of some of my 

current preoccupations: 

In rehearsal, through a process of editing, cutting, and splicing, the structure 

of a piece gradually emerges and the various ingredients are fused into a 

cohesive theatrical form. 

(O’Neill 1995, 30). 

The montage effect of L.S.D. (…just the high points…) (The Wooster Group 1984) was what 

stunned me - the staged messiness of classroom drama in dialogue with video footage - 

involving a re-enactment and interrogation of Miller’s (1953) The Crucible. The company 

draw on literature and commentary that relates to the main text in an inter-textual way. In 

                                                        

23 Most recently (2018) they performed The town hall affair at The Barbican, London - involving an enactment 

of a 1971 debate between Germaine Greer and a group of feminists and Norman Mailer. 
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terms of expectations of performance and of narrative this is more or less successful 24. 

Every performance is subject to some improvisation so that what emerges strongly from the 

work is the company’s interest in the process of enquiry that they are engaged in. O’Neill 

(1995) draws on many other examples of an improvisatory and participatory practice from 

Stanislavski to Marowitz, Brook and Littlewood (ibid, 9-12) and Grotowski (ibid, 29). 

Stanislavski’s experimentation with improvisation to support the actor in inhabiting a role 

clearly influenced the evolution of practices associated with classroom drama, although his 

purposes, to develop a more authentic and convincing acting style, do not necessarily 

provide me with a frame of reference. I find the montage of The Wooster Group, that 

involves drama without fixed characters or a narrative that fits the expectations of the ‘well-

made play’, more appealing. Eddershaw (1996, 152) points out that postmodern or avant-

garde theatre forms, ‘are built on the knowledge that framing, juxtaposition, montage and 

collage are artistic concepts and events instinctively understood by their contemporary 

audience.’ She (1996) attributes this understanding to the experience of watching 

television, films and music videos. It is in the spirit of a form of bricolage that has 

characterised my own career as a drama teacher, that I attempt to theorise a filmic and 

visual turn (Kress and Van Leeuwen 1996) as a challenge to subject boundaries. In doing so, I 

try to account for those influences from a cultural sphere that provide a theoretical frame of 

reference. For the purposes of analysis and most relevant to this interrogation of role, I 

need to return to the practitioner whose writing and poetry has provided me with a way of 

understanding the possibilities of classroom drama for thirty years.  

BERTOLT BRECHT 

Since a sixth form student pointed out to me that her lines were hard to learn in The 

Threepenny Opera (Brecht, Hauptmann and Weill 1979), I have marvelled at the way that 

Brecht deliberately writes inconsistencies into the characters’ dialogue, so that they 

                                                        

24 Sometimes it is quite boring – as post-modern theatre can be! See also Forced Entertainment: 

https://www.forcedentertainment.com/ (accessed 12/8/2019) - less of an influence on my practice. 
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continually seem to contradict themselves or rather, to question their courses of action, to 

dynamic effect. Diamond explains that: 

Dialectic in Brecht is a ‘zig-zag’ of contradictions. Each action must contain the 

trace of the action it represses, thus the meaning of each action contains 

difference. The audience is invited to look beyond representation - beyond 

what is authoritatively put in view - to the possibilities of as yet unarticulated 

motives, actions and judgments. 

(Diamond 1997, 49) 

Perhaps with reference to Gramsci (1971), Eddershaw (1996, 19) claims that Brecht 

‘exhorted actors to make an “inventory” of the role and thereby to emphasize the 

contradictions’ rather than to inhabit the role. She compares Brecht’s purposes with 

Stanislavki’s in identifying, ‘a contrast between what the character is and what the character 

does’ (Eddershaw 1996, 19, her italics). This focus on action recalls Butler’s (1988, 530) 

definition of the situated ‘“act” which is both socially shared and historically constituted.’ 

The emphasis on what is visible or made manifest through an actor’s actions rather than 

what is apparently derived from the interior life of a character, is clearly more relevant to 

the kinds of role-play that happen in brief lessons in classroom spaces. It is also suggestive 

of a hopeful and purposeful position that brings a theatre of possibilities into play. In 

Brecht’s (2015, 185) rehearsals, he asked the actors to preface each line or action with its 

opposite, underlining the choices that a character might face and their likely consequences. 

In the classroom, the convention of thought-tracking functions in the same way, through 

the questions posed to a student in role. Brecht also asked actors to change parts, to view 

their character and the situation from another perspective (Eddershaw 1982, 138). There 

was a long-running debate that I engaged in with other drama teachers about immersion in 

role - I favour switching rather than staying in a single role; not a view necessarily shared by 

Hulson (2006), for example 25.  

                                                        

25 In a drama about Frankenstein (Shelley 1818), I ask students to assume the roles of Dr Frankenstein, of 

witnesses who observe the creature’s coming to life and of the creature himself. 
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Brecht’s episodic approach to narrative is also relevant to classroom drama, by virtue, 

partly, of the ways that lessons are divided up. His (2015, 110) explanation that ‘the epic, as 

opposed to the dramatic, can, as it were, be cut with a scissors into single pieces that all 

remain viable’, is suggestive of a form of montage derived from the film theory and practice 

of Eisenstein and Kuleshov (Eagle 1981), that is analogous with the approach that I take to 

filmmaking in the classroom. Brecht’s (2015, 251) assertion that, ‘The events must not 

succeed one another imperceptibly, on the contrary we must be able to interpose our 

judgement’, parallels the episodic sequencing of classroom drama. In an influential Arts 

Council England document (2003, 29), the sequence was pared down to ‘making, 

performing and responding’ - capturing the bare essentials - the way that students are 

expected to create, share and to talk about their work. However, the object of enquiry is 

often the form of the still image (use of levels, for example), rather than its content or 

meaning for the makers and audience. Brecht was clearly interested in form but the 

judgements that he refers to concern the content of the dramatic episodes. This explains my 

frustration when the dialogue between moments of dramatic action is orientated towards 

assessment rather than a discussion of the implications of what has emerged from the 

action.  

In terms of the ways that activities are often strung together in a drama scheme, O’Neill’s 

(1978/2006, 57-72) metaphor of a ‘web of form’ helps to explain the ways that a narrative 

can be built and space created for students to inform its evolution in a way that makes 

sense for those involved. She (1995, 108-109) explains how past and future events are inter-

mingled through the exploration of moments of dramatic action and that this structure: 

implies a more complex relationship between parts of the work than the 

linear connections of sequence or narrative, where the segments of the work 

are strung together like beads on a chain rather than being part of a web of 

meaning. 

(O’Neill 1995, xvi) 

A web of meaning can involve more than one person playing or exploring a character and 

their situation. In the Beowulf drama there are moments when several people take on the 

role of the same character, as they work in small groups, simultaneously. When the 
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participants share their different interpretations, it is important that it is what Bolton (1977, 

8) and O’Neill (1978/2006, 68) refer to as ‘congruent’, so that: 

Any contribution to the work, whether by the children or the teacher, must be 

accepted, understood and incorporated into the whole action by the whole 

group, if it is to have meaning.  

(O’Neill 1978/2006, 68) 

This complex process of negotiation refers back to the rules associated with play - 

sometimes referred to as the ‘givens’ of the drama 26. This is not necessarily to do with the 

ways in which a character is represented or appears in live action. It is fine for Beowulf to be 

played by a twelve-year-old girl but it is probably important that Beowulf wins his early 

fights, as prescribed by the narrative. Neelands’ (1984) account of the Beowulf drama, 

mentioned in my opening chapter, offers an example of the issues that occur when students 

resist these constraints. And when dramatic action is translated into screen action the 

question of congruence is affected by the cultural expectations associated with the medium, 

in ways that I explore further (Chapter 7). 

I find Diamond’s (1997) reappraisal of Brechtian theory useful in considering the 

relationship between drama and film. She (1997, 44) identifies that central to Brecht’s 

project is, ‘Demystifying representation’, through the process of disrupting audience 

identification with a particular way of seeing. Invoking Mulvey (1975), Diamond (1997, 44) 

points out that, ‘through the 1980s we feminists in drama and theater studies have 

attended more to the critique of the gaze than to the Brechtian intervention that signals a 

way of dismantling the gaze.’ She (ibid, 44) claims that this form of intervention has the 

potential to offer film makers, ‘a female body in representation that resists fetishization and 

a viable position for the female spectator.’ The A-effect (Verfremdungseffekt) has the 

potential to foreground what constitutes gender so that ‘the spectator is able to see what 

                                                        

26 I am not sure where this terminology comes from but it may relate to Stanislavski’s (1937/1986, 63-63) 

‘given circumstances’ 
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s/he can’t see: a sign system as a sign system’ (ibid, 47, her italics). Diamond acknowledges 

the challenges in producing such an A-effect but it is helpful, at least, to articulate that this 

is an endeavour that performers or students are embarking on or become interested in, as 

they assume or create roles through the production of drama or film. 

Diamond’s (ibid, 49) interpretation of Brecht’s theory of ‘historicisation’ as ‘a way of seeing’ 

(her italics) initiated through the adoption of a critical position, conflates the visual, the 

physical and the role of the spectator, in a way that I find helpful. Brecht’s interest in 

historicisation offers me a way into conceptualising a role for drama that draws on my 

background and interests. Historicisation involves attending to the specificity of the 

moment presented on stage, through the various approaches to assuming a role that Brecht 

initiated: 

If we ensure that our characters on stage are moved by the driving forces of 

society differentiated according to their epoch, then we make it harder for our 

spectators to immerse themselves in them. They cannot simply feel: that’s 

how I would act, but at most can say: if I had lived under those circumstances; 

and if we perform plays from our own time as historical plays, it may well be 

that the circumstances under which our spectators act will strike them as 

being equally distinctive, and this is where critique begins. 

(Brecht 2015, 240). 

Diamond underlines the possibilities for actor and spectator to write (or rewrite) their own 

histories through the same processes of demonstration and detachment. One way in which 

Brecht initiated the process of historicisation was through the ‘gestus’, a symbolic rendering 

of an action or moment that highlights the social and political dimensions of an action and 

the relations between characters. Brecht’s (2015, 169) distinction between the ‘hollow 

gestus’ of the ‘pomp’ of the fascists and the ways that it might be interpreted dramatically: 

‘Only when the strutting takes places over corpses do we get the social gestus of fascism’, 

reminds me of the photomontage of John Heartfield. I am startled to discover that 

Heartfield created stage sets for Brecht (and Piscator), including the screen projections for 
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The Mother (Brecht and Gorky 1965) 27. In writing about aspects of epic theatre that he 

employed in Germany before he was exiled, Brecht explains: 

Films showed a montage of events from all over the world. Projections added 

statistical material. And as the ‘background’ came to the fore, people’s action 

was subjected to criticism. Right and wrong courses of action were shown. 

(Brecht 2015, 112) 

The link between the kinds of drama and film practice and the forms of role-play that I am 

interested in, seems to have been anticipated by the combination of Brecht’s and 

Heartfield’s artistic practice in ways that are relevant to my research. 

Another significant feature of Brecht’s (2014) approach is his fondness for ‘modelbooks’ 

involving sequences of significant moments from his later productions. Barthes (1977, 69-

78) recognises parallels between Brecht’s and Eisenstein’s work in this practice. Eisenstein’s 

theory of montage, that developed through his work in agit-prop theatre in post-

revolutionary Russia, involves what Reid (2005, 60, his italics) refers to as ‘the staging of 

ideas’ through juxtaposition of shots, actions and gestures. Barthes (1977, 71) calls Brecht’s 

epic scene and Eisenstein’s considered shot, the ‘ideal decoupages’ - ‘a pure cut-out 

segment with clearly defined edges’ (ibid, 70, his italics) and a ‘contiguity of episodes’ (ibid, 

72) or ‘summation of perfect instants’ (ibid, 73). Barthes’ (ibid, 73) description of the 

‘pregnant moments’ in Brecht’s Mother Courage (1955), captured on camera, recalls 

Bolton’s (1998, 191) identification of the ‘metaphorical movement’ in Heathcote’s use of 

depictions. The affordance of role in relation to the still image is central to my analysis of 

moments of drama and film (Chapter 7). 

                                                        

27 https://www.johnheartfield.com/John-Heartfield-Exhibition/john-heartfield-art/german-theater-

history/bertolt-brecht-john-heartfield/brecht-theatre-sets-2 (accessed 17.1.18). 
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In terms of the activities of the classroom, in my experience the struggle to find an 

appropriate ‘gestus’ in role, can encourage students to make connections between 

whatever they are studying or examining and its significance beyond the classroom. That 

Brecht (2015, 250) writes about acting as a process of adopting attitudes, demonstrated 

through the ‘gestus’, suggests a definition of role allied with Heathcote’s (1980d/2015) and 

my own. In the Beowulf drama, our focus on moments of action that are indicative of the 

relationships between different roles (or warring parties) and the ways that individuals are 

represented, corresponds to Brecht’s notions of gestus and to the way that, as Diamond 

puts it:  

the performer’s body is also historicized, loaded with its own history and that 

of the character, and these histories roughen the smooth edges of the image, 

of representation. 

(Diamond 1997, 52, her italics) 

I have most consistently seen the A-effect in practice in the work of Caryl Churchill through 

the many ways that she has experimented with both the form of her plays and the ways 

that they are staged and produced. Her collaboration with the feminist theatre group 

Monstrous Regiment (1975-1993), with whom she developed Vinegar Tom (Churchill 1976), 

a historically specific and episodic investigation into European witchcraft and persecution -

and her collaboration with Joint Stock (1974-1989), with whom she developed Cloud 9 

(Churchill 1979), involving experimentation with cross-dressing and cross-casting - defined 

her open approach to playwriting, that I find very appealing. Seven Jewish children: a play 

for Gaza (Churchill 2009), a short play that Churchill wrote in response to the 2008-2009 

Israeli attack on Gaza, was made available for performance, royalty-free, on the 

understanding that whoever used it made a collection for Gaza as part of the event - in the 

tradition of Brecht’s lehrstücke or even, of agit-prop. This seems like an extension of my 

classroom practice in a more public realm. I find Churchill’s (2012) play Love and 

Information, written as dialogue in fifty-seven short, disconnected scenes, without stage 

directions or characters, a rich stimulus for drama. Each scene is a gestus in itself. There are 

parallels in this approach and the approach to filming moments of action, and the 

affordances of role it brings into play, that I explore in Chapter 7. 
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In reflecting on the work of Brecht, Churchill and the theatre practitioners that I admire, I 

become aware of a familiar feeling; a sense of frustration and even guilt that in doing 

drama, the place that I feel most comfortable is often quite loose, open and messy, 

although I am loathe to admit it. I attribute this, in part, to working with students who were 

newly arrived. A playful invitation to engage seemed the most inclusive and engaging 

approach and at times, I ran sessions where we improvised, as a whole group, for the whole 

lesson; moving around the space as we imagined each area representing different places 

(often, a police station). We rarely stopped to discuss or to analyse the implications of an 

action. One of the reasons that we did not come out of role for long, was because as a 

colleague observing once noted, the students understood the action and what was being 

said more readily when we were in role than when not. I put this down to the way that 

working in role mobilises the meaning-making potential of our bodies and of the space 

(Heathcote 1980d/2015) and because this approach is so clearly related to play. Filmmaking 

offered me an opportunity to tighten the work up - to capture moments for reflection in 

visual form that have the potential to be gestic. 

MULTIMODALITY 

A more recent and a relevant theoretical frame is provided by a social-semiotic theory of 

multimodality (Hodge and Kress 1988; Kress 1993, 2003, 2010; Jewitt 2013; Kress and Van 

Leeuwen 1996, 2001). This thesis is about the meanings derived from a process that 

involves a significant amount of social interaction and the artistic production that this gives 

rise to. Social-semiotic multimodality theory recognises the social as, ‘the source, the origin 

and the generator of meaning’ realised through ‘the sign, a fusion of form and meaning’ 

that is articulated through many different modes (Kress 2010, 54). Kress’ account of social-

semiotic theory describes the many layers that I attend to in my analysis: 

In a social-semiotic account of meaning, individuals, with their social histories, 

socially shaped, located in social environments, using socially made, culturally 

available resources, are agentive and generative in sign-making and 

communication. 

(Kress 2010, 54, his italics) 
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A distinguishing feature of Kress’ (ibid, 54) theory is his focus on and the ‘motivated’ sign - 

‘sign-making rather than sign use’ (his italics). This means that I attribute a degree of 

intention to the ways that students interact and negotiate their ideas in the creation of the 

drama and films that are the focus of this research. Kress (ibid, 66) stresses ‘the agency of 

socially formed individuals acting as sign-makers out of socially shaped interest with socially 

made resources in social interactions in communities.’ There are echoes in this with 

Bakhtin’s (1981, 293) view of the role of language and the ways that it is ‘shot through with 

intentions and accents’ so that, ‘Each word tastes of the context and contexts in which it has 

lived its socially charged life; all words and forms are populated by intentions.’ Taylor (2014, 

417) draws on Bakhtin to make a case for the ways that gestures and postures are also 

intertextual - referring to the context from which they emerged.  

Kress is clear:  

Frames and means of framing are essential to meaning-making in all modes… 

My slogan ‘Without frame no meaning’ entails that we need to focus on 

frame, on forms of framing and on that which is framed, at all times, equally. 

(Kress 2010, 149, his italics) 

In this thesis, I focus particularly on forms of framing, in reflecting on the ways that activities 

involving forms of role are initiated, developed and understood in classroom drama and 

filmmaking. There are frames that are recognised as integral to the theatre (like the 

proscenium arch), photography and film (the boundaries of the photo or shot) that may or 

may not be present in classroom spaces but that acts of referents in students’ making. The 

frame between individuals in a classroom space and individuals that are ‘in role’, enacting or 

representing other people, outside this space, may be delineated by the arrangement of 

bodies forming a loose audience around a still image, for example. The tablet or iPad frame 

is more physically present and this has its effects in terms of the arrangement of the 

‘multimodal semiotic entity’ (Kress 2010, 148) that is held within it - how the parts are 

connected or orchestrated and how their proximity to each other affects what they mean. 

In semiotic terms, I recognise the significance of the nuances and breadth of the multimodal 

signs that students draw on to make meaning in drama, including the repertoire of gestures, 
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posture, bodily movement, use of space, gaze, choice of language, intonation and tone. In 

terms of the technology, the cameras and editing software provide another layer to 

consider in evaluating how the students’ technical and cultural experiences and resources 

come to bear on a creative and collaborative process. Considering how their work is shaped 

offers an opportunity to focus on both temporal and physical aspects of the texts as they 

emerge through the students’ collaborative interactions. I am interested in the ways that 

the roles of editor and camera-operator are signed as well as those of the actors within the 

narrative. 

A concern for the need to codify the grammar of editing or the moving image, moving 

beyond notions of continuity editing to encompass the multimodal rhythms of speech, 

music and gesture is reflected in the work of Burn (2013, 2016a, 2016b); Burn and Durran 

(2016); Burn and Parker (2003). Burn and Parker (2003, 19) identify the all-embracing 

‘kineikonic’ mode to describe the editing process that integrates these elements through 

what they describe as ‘a kind of multimodal mixing-desk’ (ibid, 23). Burn explains that while 

the kineikonic theory: 

draws on many of the classic conceptions of filming and editing as semiotic 

processes (e.g., Metz 1974; Barthes 1978; Bordwell and Thompson 2001), it 

recasts them as orchestrating modes: framing structures which construct 

spatial and temporal shapes around the sounds and images produced by other 

modes (embodied action, speech, music, architecture, and so on), conceived 

of here as contributory modes. 

(Burn 2016a, 313) 

Embodied action and architecture are both relevant to this thesis, given the incidental 

aspects of the kinds of filmmaking examined in Chapter 7. In this research the many modes 

that film draws on in its synthesis of ‘image, action, gesture, speech, sound, music, designed 

space and so on’ (Burn, 2016b, 9) is analysed in relation to both live and recorded dramatic 

action and the design of the texts that the students create (Burn and Parker 2003; Taylor 

2012, 2014). 

Burn and Durran set out the challenge thus:  
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We need to understand these multimodal processes better - how the images 

in a film become the words of a teacher, becomes the jokes of teenagers, 

become abstract ideas in a diagram, or, differently, in a piece of writing, or 

become new moving images.  

(Burn and Durran 2006, 292) 

Burn (2009, 81) explains that the representational resources traditionally associated with 

the subjects of Media and of English and Drama need to be conflated in order to realise the 

potential of the moving image and to accord the kinds of performances that students 

engage in when filmmaking, the cultural value that they are due. I endeavour to recognise 

the dramatic and creative intentions that emerge from the students’ interactions around 

the technology, in the ways that Burn and Parker (2003) do. Through the process I consider 

how the camera addresses students, when they are in role, (as actors, directors and 

editors), enabling them to shape their footage and to generate meaning through a mix of 

image, sound and special effects. I am interested in the briefest instantiations of role-taking 

(or role-making) that emerge from multimodal analysis of moments that involve creative 

decision-making, particularly. 

Central to the project that I report on is an interest in processes of meaning-making that 

involve moving from one medium to another, that is closely related to theories of 

multimodality. As I mention in Chapter 1, this process is referred to as ‘transduction (2010, 

125) by Kress and as ‘transmediation’ by Suhor (1984, 247) and Mills (2016, 67). Mills (2016, 

67) regards transmediation as a significant feature of multimodal literacy practices, 

facilitated by the malleability of digital technology. It is, as Kress (2010, 125) notes, ‘an 

absolutely common, constant, ordinary and profound process in everyday interactions’ 

which may explain why the complex critical challenges posed by classroom activities such as 

dramatisation of text or storyboarding are often over-looked, as is the creative potential 

inherent in this re-articulation of meaning. 
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MY THEORETICAL FRAME 

Although I have confined myself to those role theories, learning theories and performance 

theories that have been influential on my own practice and that are relevant to the fields of 

drama and filmmaking in education, this theoretical frame seems broad. This is partly a 

reflection of the complex history of these relatively new pedagogies. Sociological, 

anthropological and socio-cultural frames of reference opened up possibilities in terms of 

the evolution of the discipline called drama in education as they did in the world of 

professional theatre and in some film practice. Because these frames and the conventions 

that were derived from them are little understood as cultural artefacts, outside the sphere 

of the classroom, they have not necessarily been attributed the recognition or status of the 

frames that are more familiar to those that attend the theatre and the many more that 

watch films and television. My examination of the nuances in the social interactions 

described as role-play that involve meaning-making and learning, is informed by 

Heathcote’s (2015) and Kress’ (2010) attention to the frame; an acknowledgment of the way 

these theories expanded possibilities in the realm of the classroom. Vygotsky’s (2016) and 

Mead’s (1934/2000) understanding of the ways that play is structured around an electric 

combination of rules and spontaneity is significant. As Heathcote (1980c/2015, 89) puts it, 

‘play makes constructs of reality that are then available for examination by the spectator 

who exists in each participant - the part of us which observes what we are doing.’ Her 

recognition of the metaphorical and literal role of the spectator, provides me with a way of 

conceptualising drama practice and expanding its repertoire to include filmmaking 

(particularly editing). There is an association in this with Boal’s (1995, 72) definition of the 

‘spect-actor. I see and I act’ that ushers in a significant visual dimension. Brechtian (2014, 

2015) practice and Diamond’s (1988, 1997) feminist interpretation of Brecht’s theories offer 

another lens for understanding the possibilities and significance of the dramatic moments 

that are caught on my camera, on the students’ cameras and on their editing screens, as 

they explore narrative, ideas, identities and representation in visual form through the roles 

that they assume. This is an ambitious frame of reference, coupled with a multimodal lens - 

a prompt to attend to the nuance in all that is brought to the intense processes of cultural 

production that I observed.  
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CHAPTER 4 - METHODOLOGY 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

Case Study 

Stake’s (1995 xi) definition of case study as the ‘study of the particularity and complexity of 

a single case, coming to understand its activity within important circumstances’, provides an 

apt description of the research that informs this thesis. In keeping with research in the field 

that I draw on here (for example, Burn 2009; Cannon 2018; Potter 2012; Yandell 2014) 

including my own (Bryer 2013), this case study might be distinguished as ‘story-telling’ 

(Bassey 1999, 58) rather than ‘theory seeking’ or what Stake (1995, 3) refers to as an 

‘instrumental’ case study designed to understand more for specific purposes. Such close 

focus on the work that we did with our student teachers and their responses to it on 26 and 

27 October 2015, is suggestive of a choice that I made about the many possible instances of 

teaching drama and filmmaking that might have become the subject of my thesis. I 

recognise what Bassey (1999, 59) refers to as this case study’s ‘interesting aspects’ and the 

‘important circumstances’ (Stake 1995, xi) that relate to the time and space in which the 

research happened. 

In my first chapter I reflect on the pedagogical traditions that mark out my terrain. In 

defining what is ‘at stake’ (Hall 1992, 278) in this research, I have an interest in promoting 

the particular pedagogies that are the focus of my writing but I think it important to clarify, 

to remind myself, perhaps, that this is not a polemic. Much of the writing about drama and 

media in schools that I refer to, inspired me through its passion. The subjects and the 

pioneers associated with them represented themselves (or were represented) as embattled 

by the tide of political opinion, including the backlash against child-centred teaching in the 

UK, from the publication of the first ‘Black paper’ (Cox and Dyson 1969) onwards. There 

were and are challenges presented by curriculum constraints, with an ever-increasing 

emphasis on the ‘core’ subjects of English, Maths and Science and a narrow view of the 

relevance of Drama, Media, media production and creative learning, stemming, in part, 
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from a misunderstanding of what the subjects are and what the processes associated with 

them, entail (Bolton 1984, 1992a, 1992b; Buckingham, Grahame and Sefton-Green 1995, 8; 

Jones 2009; Neelands 1991/2010, 1994; Sefton-Green, Thomson, Jones and Bresler 2011, 2). 

Some publications are suggestive of the messianic role that drama in education 

endeavoured to carve out to ensure its survival - Drama sets you free (Miller and SHA 1998) 

and Drama to inspire (Coventon 2011), for example. The comparative dearth of research in 

the area of drama in education, particularly, is commented on in my literature review. The 

examples that practitioners like Bolton, Heathcote and Wagner draw on are often 

remembered moments. ‘Beowulf: a sample lesson’, (Neelands 1984, 9-23) is exceptional in 

its inclusion of a transcript. There is more research done in the field of digital literacies, that 

involves filmmaking, as touched on in my literature review (for example, Burn 2009, 2016; 

Burn and Durran 2007; Mills 2010, 2011a; Potter 2010, 2012; Potter and Bryer 2017) but 

there is still a tendency to generalise on the basis of case studies that provide models of 

students who are unusually engaged in their work, drawing on knowledge and resources 

that are not necessarily recognised as part of the formal curriculum. The case studies that I 

have written about are in the same vein (Bryer 2013; Bryer, Lindsay and Wilson 2014; Coles 

and Bryer 2018).  

This thesis is about a series of incidents that involved drama, filmmaking and computer 

game-play. Through my research I try to understand a way of working with reference to its 

cultural and political context; to analyse aspects of a pedagogical approach and students’ 

interactions by trying to learn from what happened rather than building a case for a 

particular teaching practice. But I should acknowledge that the activities that we initiated on 

26 October 2015 were very carefully managed and our plans were emblematic of an 

approach honed over many years, that we were keen to share with our student teachers. In 

this sense, this research does not necessarily present a clear-cut ‘unit of analysis’ (Cohen, 

Manion and Morrison 2018, 376) although it is distinguished by relevant areas of interest. 

This interest extends beyond the specificity of this project to my experience and history as a 

teacher - a reflexive and autobiographical orientation that stems from cultural studies 

(Couldry 2000, 7) and a feminist epistemology (Gray 2003; Skeggs 1995). It is allied with a 

research tradition associated with Miller (1995) and fostered by the English team in our 

teaching at the UCL Institute of Education, that privileges the lived experience of language, 
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learning and classrooms. I have consciously brought my own perspectives and interests to 

bear on what emerged and what I chose to focus on, meaning that this research is inevitably 

situated and partial. 

Stake (1995, 2) identifies that a key aspect of a case study is that it is ‘“a bounded system”’, 

rather than a more generalised attempt to understand one case in order to infer something 

about others. A focus on the ways in which students assumed different roles for different 

purposes in the familiar cultural environment of my work place in October 2015, is 

suggestive of the ‘localized boundary of space and time’ (Bassey 1999, 58) that characterises 

a case study. This research was distinguished and bounded in temporal terms by the two 

days allocated to the Beowulf project, at the start of the Autumn half-term, 2015. A further 

aspect of the bounded nature of the research was provided by the three-dimensional spaces 

that I chose to focus my cameras on and to watch as it happened, determining when the 

interactions that I was interested in, began and ended (Haw and Hadfield 2011, 35). At 

times this was very haphazard; at other times I turned the cameras off at points when it 

seemed as if there were unlikely to be interesting things going on, or ignored the footage of 

an empty room that was captured inadvertently.  

In keeping with the focus of educational research that ‘is more concerned with improving 

action through theoretical understanding’ (Bassey 1999, 59), the project and my thesis have 

clearly influenced aspects of my teaching. I am motivated to understand more about 

learning but I did not set out to intervene through my own practice to initiate change. This 

thesis has a more explorative orientation than action research (McNiff 2016). Yet it is 

important to acknowledge that although we invited the student teachers to get involved in 

what we framed as a research project - inviting them to be research partners in our initial 

handout and, on occasion, endeavouring to address them as co-researchers - it was our 

awareness of our responsibilities as teacher educators that guided much of our planning. 

The two days of activities were highly structured, particularly the first day when we 

presented students with an introduction to Beowulf and its history through a demonstration 

of storytelling and a talk accompanied by PowerPoint slides. We followed this up with a 

sequence of activities that were planned to be representative of a particular pedagogical 

approach and that might be adapted for English and Drama classrooms, (involving process 
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drama, writing in role, analysis of images, making short films, writing kennings and Skaldic 

poetry and finally, making computer games, see Appendix 1). The questions that we posed 

the student teachers at the outset implied that we were interested in their ideas, a more 

open approach than we tend to adopt in our usual teaching mode, at this relatively early 

stage of the PGCE course. This orientation and these questions provided me with a platform 

for my research question, with its specific focus on working in different media: What are the 

affordances of role in learning through transmedia forms of pedagogy?   

The description of our process and the question for our students was: 

Adaptations and explorations in different media. What do they bring to our understanding 

and our approaches to teaching a classic text? 

The duality in our roles is implied in a sub-question that we described as a learning question 

that might frame a short scheme of work: 

What is the role of the female in heroic literature? 

Later we merged the two orientations in offering a couple of questions in an evaluation 

form that we asked the students to fill out: 

What happens to texts when they are retold in different media? 

What are the implications of this for teaching Beowulf? 

Much of this refining of questions through the process was reflective of our thinking and 

questioning over the course of the project. The ways that we positioned the student 

teachers as co-researchers might be interpreted as a pedagogical strategy in itself, 

comparable with working alongside the students in role, involving a temporary flattening 

out of established hierarchies. I should clarify that although the student-teachers 

contributed to outputs that related to the AHRC project, they were not necessarily co-

researchers in relation to my individual research and this thesis. 
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Being a teacher / researcher 

This research involved me in a shift in roles, from lecturer or teacher to researcher, that 

echoes something of the dexterity that we were demanding of the students. It also reflects 

a tradition of teachers being their own experts (Eyers and Richmond and Talk workshop 

group, Vauxhall Manor School 1982), that is at the heart of the MA programmes that I have 

worked on (the Master’s of Teaching and Learning – a school-based route and the Master’s 

in Media, Culture and Communication and in English Education 28). Yandell (2019) makes a 

case for the power of teachers telling stories about their practice, as represented in the 

articles in the journal Changing English, written by teachers (Abshir 2018; Shah 2013, 2014; 

Wood 2014, for example) and argued by Loughran, Brown and Doecke (2001); Parr, Doecke 

and Bulfin (2015). Yandell (2019, n.p. https://www-tandfonline-

com.libproxy.ucl.ac.uk/doi/full/10.1080/1358684X.2019.1649087 

accessed 2.4.2020) makes an argument for the ethical dimensions of a situated and 

‘rigorous, careful account of what has happened, for which the storyteller accepts 

responsibility, and for which they remain answerable, both to those about whom the story 

is told and to their audience.’ I recognise that it was not just in my actions on the day that I 

performed the role of the ‘insider/outsider’ in research terms (Le Gallais 2008). More 

significant than this are the reflexive tools that support what Schön (1983) refers to as 

reflection on-action; the corollary of reflection in-action. The autobiography that serves as 

my first chapter and that comprised my upgrade material, provides context for my analysis, 

- heightening my awareness of the ways in which my values, experience, beliefs and 

educational background come to bear on a very particular interpretation of a project that 

was contrived, in large part, for research purposes. My own choices and actions in a 

professional, educational context, are the subject of a large part of this research. I have 

endeavoured to understand and to interpret my actions with reference to a rich history of 

                                                        

28 I am currently Programme Leader for the English Education MA and manage the Dissertation / Report and 

Creativity modules. 
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influences on my practice. This involves a process of distancing myself from what I did; 

abstracting and trying to understand its significance in relation to my research question. 

Ethnography 

Yandell (2014, 45) is clear that his research into reading in a London school is not an 

ethnography, although his approach is referred to as ethnography by Jones (2009, 78). My 

approach is informed by the ‘epistemic community’ (Knorr-Cetina 1999) that stems from an 

attention to the particularities of classroom interaction that is reflected in the articles in 

Changing English referred to earlier and in the work of members of the English team at the 

UCL Institute of Education (Coles 2017; Hardcastle 2014; Turvey 2014, for example); 

sometimes in conjunction with ex-students (Turvey, Yandell and Ali 2014; Yandell, Doecke 

and Abdi 2020, for example). This orientation is fostered by observation of teachers and 

learners in schools across London that is central to our work as teacher educators. I did 

some observations in a London classroom at the start of my PhD journey but shifted my 

gaze from ‘the classroom as a site for observation rather than participation’ (Mills and 

Morton 2013, 32), as I refined my research interests. This research is not about the broader 

operations of power and control in a school context, in the tradition of Ball (1981) or the 

interactions that constitute learning in particular subject areas (Kress et al. 2005). I am not 

just endeavouring to ‘tell “my story” about “their story” through the fullest conceptual 

bringing out of “their story”’ (Willis 2000, xii). As a participant observer or both participant 

and researcher, the story that I tell is, in large part, my own.  

There are issues around the categorisation of ethnography that we were warned about at 

the beginning of the PhD journey. Dowling’s introduction to Session 7 of the PhD Research 

Practice module included a cautionary tale:  

I recall a former doctoral student (not as it happens, one of mine) who was 

required by examiner (again, not me) to remove every instance of the word 

‘ethnography’ from their thesis before resubmitting it; the student had spent 

too little time in the field, it seems, to qualify for their use of the term. 

(Dowling 2014, n.p.) 
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I spent two days in the field (or in Room 802 and Computer Room 3 at 20 Bedford Way in 

London - the Institute of Education main building). My focus was not on the everyday 

interactions of an established community. Our work was intended to establish a community 

of learners at the kind of break-neck speed at which much of our post-graduate teaching 

happens. But the Institute of Education has been my place of work for over a decade and as 

my opening chapter implies, much of what we did represented an evolution of practice and 

particular ways of working, developed with my peers on English post-graduate courses and 

stemming from other collaborations before this.  

I can only argue that this thesis is ethnographic in its disposition (Mills and Morton 2013, 3-

4), in so far as I focus on complexity, considering the setting and detailed descriptions of 

interactions and validated by my presence (Geertz 1973, 22). I was in the same rooms as the 

students throughout the enterprise. My presence is felt in differing degrees through 

different stages of the day and these laminations have affected the way that I write and 

opened up spaces for surprise (Willis 1980). Gray (2003, 17) points out, that unlike 

ethnographers like Geertz, the cultures that are the focus of cultural studies, are those 

familiar to the researcher because they already inhabit them. Thus, the amount of time 

spent in the field and on the time spent on ‘intense investigation into meaning production’, 

is reversed (Gray 2003, 17). 

Geertz (1973, 6) is also clear that it is not techniques and methods that ‘define the 

enterprise. What defines it is the kind of intellectual effort it is: an elaborate venture in, to 

borrow a notion from Gilbert Ryle “thick description”.’ Geertz’s (ibid, 7) distinction between 

thin and the thick description is how he defines the work of the ethnographer, involving ‘the 

sort of piled-up structures of inference and implication through which an ethnographer is 

continually trying to pick his way.’ I have often thought of my writing as a process of piling 

up words, although this does not necessarily involve ‘sorting out the structures of 

signification’ that Geertz (ibid, 9) refers to as the process of making sense of the ‘thin’ or 

detailed description that comes first. Geertz’s (ibid, 9) analogy with literary criticism is 

probably more apt, particularly in relation to Barthes’ (1973) expanded view of what 

constitutes a text or object of analysis. Willis (2000, ix-x) acknowledges the analogy between 
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practical criticism and close reading and the analysis associated with his research. Geertz’s 

orientation towards the local and contextualized is also relevant:  

Cultural analysis is (or should be) guessing at meanings, assessing the guesses, 

and drawing explanatory conclusions from the better guesses, not discovering 

the Continent of Meaning and mapping out its bodiless landscape.  

(Geertz 1973, 20) 

In this way the interpretation of specific aspects of social discourse is ‘microscopic’ (ibid, 21) 

and yet always provisional or incomplete (ibid, 29). Gray (2003, 20) warns of the illusion of 

piling up descriptions that document experience with reference to ranges of voices but 

without being particularly reflexive. She (ibid, 22) describes the reflexive process as entering 

into a range of dialogues - with the subjects of the research, with different theoretical 

frameworks, with the evidence itself, with colleagues and through its final presentation, in 

whatever form that takes. What emerges from this thesis is how generative the 

provisionality of a creative project can be - and this description of writing one’s way into 

some form of understanding seems a fit analogy for my analytical approach.  

Geertz’s (1973, 6) famous example taken from Ryle’s description of boys twitching and 

winking, that he argues might be interpreted as ‘a speck of behavior, a fleck of culture, and - 

voilà! - a gesture’ (his italics), is suggestive of a multimodal approach. He recognises the way 

that ‘”the cultural” is constituted by and is constitutive of “the social” in and through the 

practice of everyday life’ (Gray 2003, 2), including bodily interactions. The way that Geertz 

(1973, 22) allies thick description - a form of interpretation or a reading that emerges from 

study in the field, with attention to the microscopic ‘systems of construable signs’ or 

symbols (ibid, 14) provides a model for this research. Geertz’s (ibid, 14) ‘semiotic concept of 

culture’ is multimodal in its orientation and yet he acknowledges that thick description 

always involves fiction-making or ‘”something fashioned’’’ (ibid, 15). 

The Beowulf project was extraordinary and not particularly representative of our everyday 

teaching. The twenty-five students that were involved were also extraordinary in different 

ways - voluntarily opting to give up their time to work in ways that are not particularly 

welcomed in London schools in the second decade of the twenty first century. But the 
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aspects of the work that I focus on here are representative of a particular culture and 

pedagogical traditions that I attempt to situate through a historical lens. And the ways that 

the students responded were not necessarily unique to this project. Although this is not the 

kind of classroom ethnography that I take as a model in terms of the ways that I make sense 

of what happened, it does involve generating knowledge through ‘a process of learning and 

experiencing, rather than as a form of “data collecting”’ (Pink, 2013, 31). In accounting for 

the methods we used to collect material or as stimulus for writing, I should acknowledge 

that we made them up as we went along (McGuigan 1997, 2), following a familiar path, 

forged doing similar teaching and research projects. They were devised to serve our 

purposes, providing me with a platform to write about those things that I have long been 

interested in, from the perspective of particular frames of reference that I attempt to define 

at different stages. 

RESEARCH METHODS 

Video Evidence 

From the outset this project was framed as part of a broader, collaborative research project, 

funded in some of its aspects by the AHRC. The student teachers involved were continually 

reminded of our ambitions by the presence of our cameras and our constant attentions to 

them. We had five cameras: my own mirrorless Sony still camera that has a microphone 

add-on and that I used to video; Jane’s still camera; two ‘flip’ cameras and Morlette’s iPad. 

The videos that emerged are itemised in Appendix 3. At times I put my Sony camera on a 

tripod and at other times I picked it up and pointed it at students as they interacted in ways 

that seemed significant, or when interviewing individuals or small groups; particularly on 

the second day when they worked for an extended period on making computer games. I 

tended to position the flip cameras around the room, on floors or tables rather than tripods 

so that they captured what was happening from unusual angles. I recognise now that there 

was a kind of hierarchy in the way that I assigned my cameras different roles - my new Sony 

camera on a tripod near the front (surveying the whole class, in teacher position) and the 

flip cameras plonked low down, near the students who were often sitting on the floor. It 
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was the latter footage that provided me with the most surprises, often emerging from 

exchanges that I had not been involved in or was particularly aware of, at the time. It was 

significant that I tended to forget the flip cameras and to leave them in position for 

extended periods, capturing the whole of a conversation around a particular activity, for 

example. In my anxious teacher / researcher state I had moved my larger camera around 

too much, trying to ensure that I didn’t miss anything and rendering what I did capture, less 

coherent. Jane used her camera to take photographs, some of which I have reproduced 

here.  

I could spend time tracking the movement of our cameras and perhaps this would be 

worthwhile, if I were attempting to prove that we had endeavoured to capture as much as 

possible from as many different perspectives as we could. This was not our aim and I was 

not concerned about synchronising the recordings after the event as Heath, Hindmarsh and 

Luff (2010, 55) suggest is contingent on the use of multiple cameras. The selection process 

that operated from the outset - what was framed in the camera lens and what I later took 

time to transcribe in detail - is significant in terms of my perspective on the reality, or in the 

way that ‘what is known is also being made differently’ (Law and Urry 2004, 397, their 

italics). Although the number of cameras may have been an expression of my anxiety about 

embarking on a serious PhD mission, having plenty of material to choose from did open up 

possibilities.  

Semi-structured interviews 

The multiple perspectives and variables that a case study involving classroom activities need 

to take account of, demand ‘more than one tool for data collection and many sources of 

evidence’ (Cohen, Manion and Morrison 2018, 376), in order to generate insights and 

understanding that reference the context. Discussions with students developed my insights 

about their responses to working in particular ways; the roles that they assumed and the 

creative decisions that they made. Haw and Hadfield (2011, 28) see the ‘movement 

between context and behaviour’ as key to unlocking the ‘“non-visible”’ meanings that can 

be derived from this form of classroom observation. I did not collate the kind of mosaic of 

different perspectives; aspects of a ‘socio-cultural landscape’ that Dyson (2003, 8) draws on, 
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for example, but I endeavoured to recognise the students’ different experiences, responses 

and points of view, in part, through my knowledge of them as individuals - but more 

specifically, in relation to the practical activities - through semi-structured interviews with 

individuals, pairs and the whole group. On 27 October I interviewed 29 Arthur and Adam 

together 30,  Sumaya and Hope together 31 and Lisa and Fran together 32 and Sophie, alone 
33. I conducted a whole group semi-structured interview at the end of the session on that 

day 34 and again on 20 November 35, after the student teachers had been on their first 

school placement for a month. 

Burn and Parker (2003, 78) highlight the way that interviewing ‘makers and readers of texts’ 

generates insight into the ways that ‘the text connects with their views, beliefs and 

perceptions of the world’, using analysis of the text and interviews as a form of 

triangulation. I discussed the students’ work with them as they were hot from making on 

the second day. I elicited further insights in talking about what we had done in a whole 

group session at the end of the two-day project 36 and then some weeks later (20 November 

2015) 37. These more-formal, evaluative, half-hour meetings were probably the least 

valuable of the interviews that I recorded. I found the interactions with students on the 

hoof; capturing their frustrations and responses on the second workshop day, particularly, 

were more open and bore more relation to my video evidence.  

                                                        

29 The names I use to refer to the student teachers throughout this thesis, are culturally specific pseudonyms. 
30 Video S27.10 
31 Videos S27.12; S27.13 
32 Video S27.16 
33 Video S27.18 
34 Video S27.31 
35	Videos S20.15; S20.16 
36 Video S27.31 
37 Videos S20.15; S20.16	
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Students’ creative work  

I have drawn on students’ creative work, on the products that emerged from the two days 

of activities, to understand more about the processes that we and they engaged in. This 

involved the drama, creative writing and short films that they created. I write about these 

texts with reference to the students’ insights about making and the ways that it informed or 

constituted their readings of Beowulf. I focus on creative choices and how they were 

reached, hypothesising about the students’ influences, as Burn (2009), Burn and Durran 

(2007) and Dyson (1997, 2003) do. This significant practice draws on a tradition of media 

studies that is informed by cultural studies, as reflected in Chapters 2 and 3. 

Written evaluations 

We asked the students to fill out a form that we called an evaluation at the end of the 

project (see Appendix 2). We alerted students to the likelihood that we might draw on it for 

research purposes but its orientation was towards their learning and what they found useful 

and interesting about the project. I found the most relevant responses were those that 

made it clear how it related to the particularities of their experience - in Adam’s case, 

particularly. 

PERSPECTIVES / ROLE 

In surveying a scene captured from multiple perspectives it is important to remember that 

the camera, (although only in evidence when captured by another camera), is a significant 

aspect of ‘the ethnographer’s emplacement…. elements of the material environment the 

ethnographer is participating in’ (Pink 2015, 125) - with the caveat, of course, that my 

research role is not strictly that of an ethnographer. It is the camera or cameras that 

define(s) the researcher’s stance and engagement. At many stages of this project it was my 

role as a teacher educator that preoccupied me (in the intense moments of the drama 

activities, or sharing films, for example, when, frustratingly, the camera footage ran out). At 

other times, my attention to the cameras was what defined my shift in role. The shift from 

one role to the other seems to be marked by my back appearing in the camera frame; my 
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focus on the students in front of me, with the camera behind me, when in teacher or 

lecturer mode. 

Dyson (2003, 20) reflects on the way that she identified and shared different points of view 

in the classroom, endeavouring to observe the activities from the perspective of a particular 

child, each lesson: ‘from inside a particular child culture out towards school demands’ (ibid, 

5). Her long-term observations of particular classrooms and children are ethnographic in 

orientation, in so far as she became embedded in a particular location on a regular basis for 

months at a time (Dyson 1997, 2003). I was already embedded in the location that has been 

my place of work for over a decade but taking a camera into my work environment provided 

a different perspective that required some adjustment. The focus on the interactions that 

emerged as the student teachers came together in a variety of small group formations, is a 

perspective that is rarely afforded a teacher responsible for a whole class. The positioning of 

cameras at vantage points near Elsa, Sophie and Geoff as they talked about images 38 and 

Hope, Sophie and Sumaya, as they edited for half an hour 39, provided me with evidence in 

this vein. Footage from the camera on the tripod that captured the students rehearsing and 

sharing their drama work was compromised by the noise, proving most useful as a visual 

record of the sequence of events. When I was interviewing students, like Sumaya and Hope 
40; Adam and Arthur 41, on the second day, I had what amounted to split vision (Pink 2013, 

104) because I did not look through the viewfinder in the camera and could maintain eye 

contact. I was conscious of holding the camera outside the field of the interviewees’ vision, 

although sometimes I remembered to capture faces and reactions that I felt it important to 

record. 

From the point of view of the participants, their role as producers of evidence was of course 

heightened by the presence of cameras. I have to assume that even tiny flip cameras on the 

                                                        

38 Video FA26.24 
39 Video S26.15	
40 Videos S27.12; S27.13 
41 Video S27.10	
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floor, in the absence of a researcher, have their effects. In this way the technology itself 

framed the event so that it became research (Pink 2013, 106). Pink and Leder Mackley 

(2014, 147) make it clear that ‘people participating in video research are always performing 

the role of participants in video research.’ Of course, at the point at which the recording was 

made, I and the students were not particularly aware of which still or moving images would 

become the focus of my analysis - this was dependent on how they were later ‘used to 

invoke meanings, imaginings and knowledge that are of ethnographic interest’ (Pink 2013, 

35). I filmed continuously but often in sequences of between two and eleven minutes 

(according to the length of each episode of activity), which proved useful in the review and 

categorisation of the material.  

I had intended to attempt to make a film as an accompaniment to or as part of my PhD 

submission. I had made a film for the pilot project in 2014 and had been frustrated by the 

quality of my footage (having moved the camera around too much), but I recognised the 

value in constructing a particular interpretation through this process. The idea that I might 

make another film (with more footage to choose from and more usable shots), encouraged 

a filmic frame of reference, when I had time to point the camera. When we were doing the 

drama, unusually, I asked some students to replay moments, so that I could catch them 

from a better angle, a reminder of the particular demands of filmmaking that were so 

central to the activities that the students engaged in themselves. I am interested in the ways 

that Pink (2005) justified asking her research participants to walk through and demonstrate 

their domestic chores or household cleaning practices, explaining their actions as they did 

this rather than filming them washing their clothes or tidying as they might normally do. She 

(2005, 276) calls this ‘verbal and embodied representations’: a process that involves 

research participants using their ‘whole bodies as well as their words to show me what their 

lives and experiences were like in their homes’ (Pink 2013, 113). Her role as researcher was 

to question and guide ‘the “tour” according to the objectives of the study’ (ibid, 113). She 

was interested in the sensory experience in this form of interrogation and her methods 

imply a form of collaboration with the research participants as they endeavoured to capture 

and communicate what they felt were significant aspects of their interactions with their 

domestic environments. I think there is something of this impulse in the ways that I 

encouraged students to replay moments - asking them to show me how and why they used 
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their bodies and voices as they did, in this classroom-like context. I framed this activity with 

reference to our shared endeavour to understand more about working in different ways, 

particularly with reference to representations of violence. The way that I foregrounded the 

camera endowed aspects of the students’ work with a performative status, that was a 

reminder of our over-arching research interests. One of the possible effects of this approach 

was that it provided a model for how the students might assume the role of camera-person 

or director themselves, in the subsequent activity (having the confidence to replay the 

action, for example).  

The experience of researching in tandem with my teaching responsibilities has always 

involved me seizing opportunities as the possibilities arise. There are some advantages in 

the deft shifting of roles and frames that prompted this particular composition of research 

evidence and a significant blurring of roles is relevant to the content of this thesis. Some of 

the juxtapositionings that emerged from my messy research process relate to a fluidity in 

relation to the roles that I and my colleagues assumed, that might, possibly, have been 

signalled to our research participants more overtly.  

The medium itself also has much to answer for in terms of the fluidity of the material that it 

generates. Pink (2013, 121) suggests that we understand ‘video as produced in movement 

and as the outcome of unique and changing configurations of persons and things, also in 

movement.’ I attribute the particularities of this research process to the complexities of the 

interactions of persons and things that happens in all classrooms and particularly in spaces 

dedicated to drama. 

Of course, I also have my memory of the event, tinged by an awareness of how we had 

planned and shaped it. As Yandell (2014, 65) puts it, there is a sense in which the video 

evidence was used ‘to confirm, extend, enrich, complicate my own sense of the lesson.’ This 

touches on the complicated relationship between memory and photography (or video) that 

Barthes (1980) writes about. In recalling the activities of October 26 and 27, 2015 there are 

sub-strata that have quite overwhelmed my most memories of being there. More vivid now 

are the ‘products of repeated recursive and collaborative readings of these data’ (Yandell 

2014, 63), particularly those captured in the still images that are integral to my text. 
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ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

All twenty-five of the student teachers involved gave their written consent for us to write 

about their involvement in the project: to publish photographs that might include them and 

to make a film and / or share moments of moving image that might feature them at 

conferences and in other educational contexts. I have used culturally-specific pseudonyms 

for all the student teachers involved. Over five and a half years later, I wonder whether the 

participants were or are informed about the purposes to which I have put the material that 

includes them. Perhaps one or two may have read our published work (Bryer 2017; Burn, 

Bryer and Coles 2018; Coles and Bryer 2018). I have shared work as I have written it with 

those that I have written about but the only responses I have received have been brief 

thank you emails. There must be a point at which the process of making meaning becomes 

less open-ended, as my words represent a particular version of events and the participants 

inevitably feel less engaged and less interested in the outcome. The academic world is quite 

remote from most teachers’ professional contexts. I remain aware that there is a disjoint 

between my purposes and theirs and this is, potentially, a source of some frustration - given 

that I am writing about pedagogy. 

A particular ethical concern in relation to video evidence and multimodal research is that 

the tendency to focus on the body as a whole or in parts, might be construed as a form of 

objectification. Perhaps this seems a particular issue in Sumaya’s case because she wore a 

hijab and long dress or abaya, which might be construed as a sign that she did not 

necessarily want attention drawn to her body. Her voice is present in this text as well as 

reference to those actions and gestures that are more abstracted but there remains some 

doubt for me about how respectful this is. This awareness is inflected by the ‘othering’ 

historically associated with visual ethnography or anthropology. In the kinds of interactions 

that research involves there is a power differential that is heightened by the intersections of 

ethnicity, class and gender. And of course, these power relations ‘saturate all ways of 

seeing: producers’, images’ and audiences’, including researchers like us’ (Rose 2007, 262). I 

do not have any easy answers for this but I have endeavoured to be reflexive and vigilant 

about ‘the power relations between the different sites and modalities’ (ibid, 262) that I have 

brought together through this project and in my writing. I am aware that in some of the 
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assumptions that I make about what the participants did and what they made, I run the risk 

of perpetuating the misrepresentation of experience that happens so often in wider culture 

and society. 

When Jane and I wrote about the project for a journal article (Coles and Bryer 2018), one of 

the referees commented on a confusion in our roles and in the orientation of the project. 

We provided clarification (a form of disclaimer) in the final article:  

Although the participants of our workshop were pre-service teachers, our 

interest lies less in the specifics of teacher education, and more in broader 

questions about our understandings of the reading process and, consequently, 

what kinds of literacy practices might be appropriate for twenty-first century 

classrooms. 

(Coles and Bryer 2018, 1) 

Our explanation for how we positioned the students might suggest that they were relegated 

into something of a minor role:  

Across the two days the PGCE students were primarily positioned as readers 

and learners, encouraged to enter into a dialogic relationship with a largely 

unfamiliar literary text. 

(Coles and Bryer 2018, 1) 

I recognise this as an explanation for a way of working - we did activities with the student 

teachers as a form of demonstration, an approach that involves doing as well as telling. This 

relies on a significant degree of reflection in order for student teachers to recognise why 

and how they might initiate and manage these kinds of practicalities in their own 

classrooms. Although there was not much space to do this during the two days in October, 

there was a valuable period of reflection later in the term (20 November, 2015 42), when the 

                                                        

42 Videos S20.15; S20.16 
	



 

138 

students had the opportunity to share what they had done with their peers and later, when 

some of the students presented alongside us at conference at the British Library on 

December 7, 2015. The student teachers’ stance throughout the project, particularly in 

these more reflective moments, suggests that there were more dimensions to their role as 

proxies or stand-ins for ‘real’ school students than we captured in our article. Our way of 

working was deliberately open and reflexive. There were also aspects of the project that 

gave student teachers more responsibility or scope because they had more expertise than 

us - particularly in relation to creating computer games. At the conference that marked the 

end of the research phase of the AHRC project, two of the student teachers (Shannon and 

Adam), presented their insights about the ways that the activities, particularly making 

games, had informed their thinking about teaching a classic text.  

There were aspects of the project that we all - lecturers/researchers and students - derived 

some benefit from. This goes beyond the notion of ‘”giving something back”’ (Pink 2013, 

64). We were not extracting data in return for some kind compensation for the students’ 

time, for example. We were relying on the students’ good will beyond the usual 

commitments of their course but it is clear that in choosing to get involved the participants 

had their own agendas or ‘objectives’ (Pink 2013, 65) and that they derived their own 

rewards from this investment of their time, effort and ideas. We shared plenty of resources 

and many of those involved commented that the experience had developed their 

understanding of the particular ways of working that we inducted them into. Some of the 

students were clearly gratified that their own enthusiasms and passions for drama or 

gaming, for example, were being offered a space to inform their teaching. A few have 

continued to pursue these possibilities and we have remained in touch through meetings 

organised by the London Association for the Teaching of English and Consented and via 

email. This is suggestive of a bond that we developed through the activities that we did 

together, including a particular appreciation of their work that is evidenced in my writing.  

Pink identifies that: 

A further problem with the notion of ‘giving something back’ is that it does 

not account for the ways in which, when we do ethnography, often our 
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personal auto-biographical narratives become intertwined with the research 

narrative. 

(Pink 2013, 68) 

She points out the ways in which this form of research becomes central to the everyday life 

of the researcher. This project was integral to the exchanges and interactions that are part 

of my work as a teacher educator and to my autobiography, in the ways that I consider in 

my opening chapter. Obviously, I own this research in a different way from the students that 

were involved. 

FORMS OF ANALYSIS 

Transcription 

Deciding on an appropriate method of transcription was a significant stage in the process of 

interpreting my video-based evidence. I referred to a checklist of the modes that I thought it 

important to attend to, derived from my experience as a drama teacher and of multimodal 

transcription during my MA studies. The checklist included speech; stress and degrees of 

intensity conveyed in volume and intonation; pauses and overlaps; laughter and other 

wordless expressions. I noted gaze, facial expressions, gestures, bodily movements; 

proxemics, artefacts, aspects of the environment as they came into focus through the 

processes of enactment; manipulation of the touch screen or mouse; action on the screen 

during computer game-play and camera movement, including that of my own camera. I 

took account of similar modes when analysing the texts created by the students. In 

considering artistic choices that students made, I noticed the design involved in shot 

construction including colour choices. In analysing the ways that the students edited their 

film texts, I referenced Burn and Parker’s (2003, 25) kineikonic mode, taking account of the 

complementary relationship between shot construction and the ways that stills and shots 

were edited together - accounting for the rhythms and pace generated by editing, the 

length of time that shots or photos appeared on the timeline; the choreography of bodies in 

the frame; stillness, slow motion and the ‘Ken Burns’ effect; sound effects and music. In the 

transcription relevant to Chapter 8, I deliberated about whether to distinguish the action as 
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it happened on the computer screen from the description of embodied action, by bolding 

aspects of the text. I decided not to, since it is action motivated or initiated by Adam and 

Arthur, rather than incidental to their interaction and I did not want to demarcate 

manipulation off-screen (clicking on a mouse, for example) from the signs that appeared on 

screen. 

Occasionally I surmised about feelings of pain and pleasure, particularly in relation to the 

role-play associated with violence (Pink 2015). I noted the significance of touch in relation to 

iPads but did not account for other sensory aspects of our interactions including the 

temperature of the room, the heat of our bodies or particular smells - apart from noting the 

possible influence of the carpet in the seminar room.  

My checklist of modes lengthened as I spent more time transcribing and recognising the 

complexity in the students’ interactions with each other, with us, with their environment, 

with props, iPads, pens, paper and other things. I began to recognise some moments or 

sections of video (Video S26.15 - the half hour that the women spent editing, for example), 

as particularly salient to my emerging argument and following repeated viewing added 

further detail to this transcription, checking that I had taken account of different modes and 

dwelling on those that seemed particularly relevant. This emergent and flexible approach 

proved manageable; enabling me to embark on the processes of analysis and interpretation 

with some confidence but there are inevitably aspects of the students’ interactions that I 

missed and that I might have captured had I applied a more rigorous and consistent 

approach to the transcription of all of my video evidence.  

In my transcription, I follow conventions associated with play scripts (see example in 

Appendix 4). I indicate turn-taking with a change of name and use punctuation (exclamation 

marks, for example) and written description, to indicate degrees of intensity or emotional 

shifts. Heavily stressed words are italicised and I have underlined phrases to show when 

speech overlaps (Ellis and Barkhuizen 2005, 29). I have opted to convey information about 

bodyliness in brackets, particularly gestures, proxemics and gaze, to distinguish these modes 

from speech and demonstrate their relationship to it. Bracketing might be interpreted as 

implying that physical action is somehow less significant or has less ‘modal intensity’ (Norris 
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2013, 90). I do not want to imply that gestures and movement are simply ‘para’ or ‘extra’ 

linguistic features (Bloome 2005). Although I did not draw bodies (Bezemer et al. 2001), or 

tabulate my evidence to convey the interaction of modes (Taylor 2006, 2012, 2014), or 

experiment with the layout on the page with reference to the passing of time (Heath, 

Hindmarsh and Luff 2010, 79), I did continually refer to my checklist of those modes that I 

considered significant to the interactions that I focused on. I am keen to highlight that the 

students’ gestural interactions around the visual images (for example), are significant 

aspects of their learning and collaborative meaning-making but this is not the sole focus of 

my research. It would not have served my purposes to spend time tracking students’ 

gestures, separately, through layouts such as those that Taylor (2006, 2012, 2014) uses, for 

example. Instead, I tried to account for the influence of different forms of interaction and 

their relevance to learning, particularly when they suggested role-taking or creation.  

Transcription played its part in bringing me closer to my research material because it 

engaged me in repeated viewing - observing the texture of particular interactions - the 

nuance of tone and the rhythms of speech and movement that opened up possibilities for 

surprise as I slowed down time. Bezemer and Mavers (2011, 195) describe transcription of 

video data as a process of transduction itself, generating ‘edited representations through 

which analytical insights can be gained and certain details are lost.’ They (ibid, 120) 

recognise the ‘gains and losses’ involved in composing transcripts, acknowledging that the 

choices made are not necessarily to do with accurate representation of all the modes that 

might be accounted for. Through the detailed description in my transcription and in the 

accounts of role-play in Chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8, I attempt to interpret the ‘communicational 

ensemble’ of modes that comprise the lived texts of my video evidence (Kress and Van 

Leeuwen 2001, 110). Transcribing several hours of footage in varying degrees of detail, 

helped me to make choices about which aspects of this evidence I should focus on. The 

moments that I chose to analyse were those that brought me closer to understanding the 

ways that assuming roles facilitated forms of interaction, communication and understanding 

between teachers and students and between students. Many of these were moments that 

were characterised by a certain dramatic intensity, expressed in movement, gesture and 

gaze, as well as speech - often when students were under pressure to get the work done. I 

recognise that there is some loss associated with ignoring those moments at the start and 
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end of sessions, as students were socialising or we were setting up and as the work was 

gradually getting going or tailing off. I should acknowledge that I was able to interview some 

of the students on 27 October 2015 (Videos S27.12 and S27.16, for example) because they 

had become frustrated with some of the technical issues that they encountered and, in 

some cases, had given up on making their computer games. 

I supplemented my record of what happened with photographs or stills (Heath, Hindmarsh 

and Luff 2010, 124). This inclusion of the image in transcription, provides a form of anchor, 

‘a snapshot to show posture, expression and gaze as they were in that split second’ (Jewitt, 

Bezemer and O’Halloran 2016, 148); it also gives some indication of those aspects of the 

interaction that remained constant: the specificities of the context and some of the 

artefacts involved, for example. I hope that the inclusion of photographs or video stills in 

this text redresses the shortcomings of my transcription at points where I seek to 

foreground the significance of people’s gestures, for example. I also describe the physical 

action in detail, as part of my text, notably in Chapter 5 and in Chapter 6, where I consider 

how students read out their writing in role. In this instance, as I wrote, I returned to the 

videos to check on particular details, rather than relying solely on my transcription. 

Video editing 

There is clearly a relationship between editing and analysis, although there may be different 

outputs in terms of the media in which the outcomes are presented. As Harris (2016, 5) 

notes, ‘Video editing is by its nature an analytical activity with a creative output, and data 

analysis always includes a kind of sense-making from fragments.’ Video editing was a 

significant tool in shaping my research evidence into a thesis. Gallagher (2008, 109-110) 

recognises the ways in which editing ‘rituals serve as a “frame” enabling researchers to 

”see”, organise, and analyse research data in new ways.’ This form of seeing helped me to 

the think; physical manipulation of moving images providing a significant trigger to my 

imagination. 

Although I did not make a finished film, I have edited moments for sharing at conferences 

and lectures and for my own purposes, meaning that I reviewed my material and began to 

construct alternative narratives, contracting time and merging units of action thematically. 
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Haw and Hadfield (2011, 31) comment on the ‘culturally “laden”’ aspects of video that 

mean, ‘it is almost impossible to avoid overlaying this form of data with narrative structures 

and nuances.’ Editing involved me slowing the video down, working frame by frame - 

occasionally extracting still images (Harris 2016, 9) - a process that mirrored the still image-

making that the students were involved in and that afforded me similar insights into their 

articulations and the ways that they interacted. The organisation and juxtaposition of 

moments through editing helped me to begin the process of identifying and categorising 

emerging themes, involving me in further close and repeated viewing of the material. The 

montage of moments that happened at different times supported some insights that I 

present here, although not necessarily in terms of the representation of different voices or 

opinions, a practice common to documentaries (Cohen, Manion and Morrison 2011, 290). 

Since I edited the work with a view to sharing, often in collaboration with Jane, I have come 

to view the process as a provisional act - opening up the material to further interpretation - 

a way of shaping or refining my understandings.  

This process was a significant aspect of the multimodal analysis (Hodge and Kress 1988; 

Kress 1993, 2003, 2010; Kress and Van Leeuwen 1996, 2001), that I engaged in, with a focus 

on bodily forms of interaction and communication. The editing process provided a bridge 

into this form of microscopic attention, relevant to multimodal transcription (Bezemer and 

Mavers 2011), so that I began to distinguish gestural interactions and some patterns in the 

students’ bodily responses. I drew on the evidence of the students’ dialogue that was 

central to this explorative project, in interpreting these motivated signs (Kress 2010, 62). 

I have reproduced photographs here as a way of fixing and simultaneously loosening the 

text, leaving some space for the reader to bring their own insights to bear on the 

interpretation of this evidence and possibly to make judgements about the validity of my 

claims. This generative interrogation of still and moving images produced through the 

haphazard processes of data collection and in more considered and creative ways by the 

students involved, is at the heart of this research. 
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Narrative 

Cannon (2016) refers to her research, in which she was often a participant observer, as 

assuming an ‘arts-based narrative mode’: a similar model to this project-based research. 

This narrative approach has entailed analysing what I observed and experienced in the order 

in which it happened (Jones and Fenge 2017), enabling me to reference the ways that the 

students’ work became more involved, as they transitioned from one activity to the next. 

This suited my writing and the moments that I wanted to dwell on. In its topography this 

thesis parallels the way that I envisage drama schemes of work, structured around a loose 

narrative with some intense focus on interesting moments of action. O’Neill’s (1995, xvi) 

metaphor of the drama narrative as a ‘web of meaning’ rather than ‘beads on a chain’ 

comes to mind. Echoing Geertz (1973, 15), Clifford’s (1986, 7) characterisation of 

ethnographies as ‘constructed narratives or “fictions”’, suggests that narrative structures 

are in themselves, ways of knowing and understanding the world, an argument that has 

long been central to my teaching practice (Barthes 1977; Meek, Warlow and Barton 1977) 

as it is, to much qualitative research (Bold 2012; Jones and Fenge 2017). 

Law and Urry (2004, 390) posit that ‘whatever we do, and whatever we tell, social science is 

in some measure involved in the creation of the real.’ They (ibid, 400) argue that particular 

research methods, ‘look for or assume certain structural stabilities’ and that social science 

‘enacts those stabilities while interfering with other realities.’ The choices that I made to use 

specific research methods and to analyse particular moments are suggestive of the ways in 

which I framed the outcomes of activities that I initiated or those aspects that I judged 

meaningful. Burnett (2015, 198) makes an argument for analysing the ‘ephemeral and 

incidental actions and interactions that occur as children go about their everyday digital 

tasks’, in order to understand how children derive value or ‘frame what counts for them and 

their teachers’ (ibid, 199). She (ibid, 199) focuses on the frames that are generated through 

these interactions - the ways that the children find significance in their work, that may or 

may not intersect with the teacher’s purposes. Unlike Burnett (in this instance), I co-planned 

the project that is the subject of this research and this complicates my efforts to try to 

account for those interactions and activities that appear to be significant for the social 

actors involved, as well as for my colleagues and I. 
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Writing 

The analytical tool that I have used to refine my interpretations of the students’ multimodal 

interactions and to fashion them into a piece of research fit for a thesis, was writing. In this 

respect I had found, like Mills and Morton (2013, 23), that, ‘Rather than being the final act 

of the qualitative research drama, writing is the stage on which the ethnographic encounter 

unfolds.’ Pink (2013, 189) makes the case for the ways that writing ‘can evoke other 

people’s sensory embodied experiences to readers… in ways that are culturally situated and 

theoretically framed.’ The process of framing the action that I captured on camera has 

happened through the piling up of words and through the intense way that reading other 

people’s words came into focus as I committed my own to the page. If the ways that I edited 

my footage has its origins in montage, much of my writing about theory and my analysis is 

mosaic-like. I think this approach to writing derives, in part, from doing a History degree, 

piecing together different interpretations to develop an argument. I was influenced by the 

Annales school, a form of historiography (founded by Febvre [1878-1956], Hauser [1866-

1946] and Bloch [1886-1944]), focused on long term social history and latterly on cultural 

practice. I enjoyed the work of Le Roy Ladurie, who wrote Montaillou (1978) - appreciating 

his attention to the details of people’s lives, constructed in painstaking detail from a variety 

of sources of historical evidence. It seemed to me to be the most humane and meaningful 

form of history. There are obvious links with ethnography in terms of its lens on the 

everyday lives of people who were not rich and powerful (and who held some radical 

beliefs). I have probably been influenced by my father’s approach to history too. His 

lecturing and writing were dense and tangential, full of juxtapositions, usually in the form of 

the parallels that he made between the Byzantine past and the political present. It left a lot 

to the imagination! He wrote about Byzantine porridge, ploughs and the monuments and 

topography of the Pontos (Bryer and Winfield 1985) - but with a view to understanding how 

this history informed present-day understandings of a particular part of the world. His 

historical methods involved clambering around the mountains in North Eastern Turkey and 

making friends; a sensory and embodied form of ethnography in many ways. His instinct 

was to complicate rather than reveal. Although I have not read much of his work, I was 

aware of the faithful reenactments of Byzantine court rituals (because he stole my beads to 

make the head dresses) and Mongol dinners that happened in the back garden. A 
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community of practice, being embedded in the field and a predilection for drama were all 

central to this way of doing history and in some ways, this has now become familiar terrain 

for me. 

Pink (2013, 119) reflects how in research in operating theatres, the ways that ‘different 

ways of seeing and knowing clinical contexts and the lives with which they become 

interwoven’ are brought into relief through a variety of ‘juxtapositionings.’ Mills and Morton 

(2013, 28) identify the ways that Willis’ (2000) use of juxtapositions, jolts the reader through 

its combination of ‘”thick description” and sharp analysis.’ There are parallels with Burnett 

and Merchant’s (2016) ‘baroque technique’ or ‘”stacking stories”.’ This is a useful model for 

a way of writing, although I have not necessarily followed it. I am sometimes plagued by a 

sense that I need to preface my analysis with theory. Now I regard this as an aspect of my 

process, as I was trying to test out what I needed to inform my understanding. Through 

constant redrafting I have tried to be more selective in my framing of the evidence, 

assigning some of the theory to a separate chapter that I have returned to, revising it as I 

became clearer about the focus of my writing. 

I have used the historical present or ‘ethnographic present’ as pioneered by Malinowski 

(1941), in reflecting on what happened. I recognise that I might seem to be making truth 

claims through what appears to be a process of abstraction, rather than locating myself and 

those I write about in a specific place and time. I think this stylistic choice has more to do 

with making my work readable by injecting some drama into the written word. There is also 

a recognition that the present that I conjure up is potentially open-ended; a form of 

interpretation that is still in process (Pink 2013, 169).  

Reflexivity 

The ways that my thesis has been strung together is reflexive, in so far as it ‘recognises the 

centrality of the subjectivity of the researcher to the production and representation of 

ethnographic knowledge’ (Pink 2013, 36). Pink (ibid, 37) suggests that the way a ‘negotiated 

version of reality’ can be accounted for is by maintaining ‘an awareness of how different 

elements of our biographies, existing experiences, and elements of our identities become 

significant during research.’ My thesis is framed by the elements of my professional 
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biography that I have identified as salient to my practice as a teacher and teacher educator 

and more recently, to my practice as a researcher. In terms of my relationships with my 

research participants the shared space that we were situated in, the Institute of Education 

and particularly the English and Media teams, exerted their influence in terms of a particular 

ethos and political orientation that informed the forms of pedagogy and the approach that 

we were experimenting with.  

Pink (2013) also suggests that the success of visual research is predicted on clear research 

questions. I had not identified my questions before we embarked on the project, although 

we had defined the questions that we were interested in exploring with our students. My 

approach was more inductive and inevitably recursive and iterative, in large part because of 

the length of time I have spent on developing this thesis. My focus was provided by a 

particular area of practice and located in a specific context; the university and the 

hinterland of London schools that are always in our minds and whose classrooms we project 

into as we engage in the kinds of practical work that I describe and analyse here. 
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CHAPTER 5 - DRAMA 

In this chapter I explore aspects of role-play and the ways that it is nuanced according to 

different classroom activities and orientations that are aligned with English, Drama and 

Media pedagogies. The Beowulf project offers a rich opportunity for such reflection because 

it involved an intense, condensed introduction to ways of working with a canonical text and 

because, as experienced teachers, those of us that devised the project were deliberately 

drawing on specific practices that were relevant to all three subject areas. Our remit was to 

explore the potential in a productive combination of these practical approaches. In this 

chapter I will focus on the ways that students were invited to assume roles in a 

performative mode, for the purposes of sharing with the rest of the class - a significant 

aspect of our exploration of the Beowulf text. 

As I explain in my theory chapter, I am interested in the possibilities for learning offered by 

the kind of loose conception of role, that is defined by Heathcote (1980d/2015) as frame. 

Latterly Heathcote (Heathcote and Bolton 1995; Bolton and Heathcote 1999) was more 

interested in roles that enabled students to approach the material in a more reflective 

mode, endowing them with some authority or expertise ‘yet allowing them to feel they are 

“being themselves”’ (Bolton and Heathcote 1999, 9). These are roles that are often 

suggestive of a professional expertise. In a drama about a road accident, Bolton and 

Heathcote (1999) favour a shift of focus away from the roles of those directly involved to 

those reporting on the event; a reminder that role-play in a classroom has an educational 

intent. Heathcote does not make the reference to Brecht explicit but there are parallels with 

‘The street scene’ (Brecht 2015, 176) referenced by Bolton (1992, 18), in which Brecht uses 

the analogy of the repercussions of an accident to consider the possibilities for a form of 

acting that has a specific purpose - a political orientation - meaning that the actors assume a 

decided stance towards the material that they are interpreting. Brecht (2015, 180) analyses 

the interplay between representation and commentary that is central to the establishment 

of blame (in an accident) and to the portrayal of ‘something that calls for explanation’. He 

(ibid, 181) explains his use of audience address, projections, and chorus on this basis. What 

emerges most clearly from Brecht’s analogy and Bolton and Heathcote’s (1999, 183) 
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example is that the actor or teacher’s purposes - their ‘social function’ or ‘social objectives’ -

are what determines the roles that they assume and the ways that they play them. 

Heathcote (1980d/2015, 162) cautions against assuming a role in classroom drama that 

means you are ‘really only adding to the number in the cast.’ From her perspective, 

awareness of the teacherly responsibilities should always take precedence. In Brecht’s 

street scene, it is the role of the witness to a significant event that determines the actor’s 

choices about how they speak and move (or act). This focus on purpose shifts the 

conception of the roles assumed in the context of working in different mediums. It is 

something that I will return to in analysing the interactions that involved forms of role-play 

in this project. 

VIOLENT ACTION 

The Beowulf narrative centres on three fights that Beowulf has with Grendel, Grendel’s 

Mother and a dragon. Beowulf might be characterised as a ‘heavy’ or monumental figure 

because he resolves the issues that he faces through action or combat (Ong 1982, 68). The 

way that these fights play out is integral to this epic tale of heroism. Despite my qualms, I 

recognised that if I were to side step the combat, I would be in danger of bowdlerizing an 

aspect of the poem that was not only one of its defining features but that was also part of 

its attraction to different audiences throughout the centuries. Tolkien (1936/2002, 115) 

famously champions the monsters, identifying the way that they come into view in the 

intense moments of conflict:  

I would suggest, then, that the monsters are not an inexplicable blunder of 

taste; they are essential, fundamentally allied to the underlying ideas of the 

poem, which give it its lofty tone and high seriousness. 

(Tolkien 1936/2002, 115) 

The battles are described in ways that give the reader or listener, a sense of the monsters’ 

anger and pain. Grendel has been interpreted as envying ‘the men of Heorot their joy of 

community’ (Chance 1980/2002, 154). The Beowulf poet also dwells on the points of view of 

both the protagonist and his adversaries so that as readers we are brought closer to the 
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emotional impact of the violence. When Grendel’s Mother arrives to wreak vengeance for 

her son’s death, her reaction is described in what appears to be a momentarily sympathetic 

way, (at least in Heaney’s translation): 

The hell-dam was in a panic, desperate to get out, 

in mortal terror the moment she was found.  

(Heaney 2000, lines 1293-1294) 

As a researcher I am interested in exploring what makes Beowulf particularly compelling to 

those, like Tolkien (1936/2002) that celebrated it and those that are drawn to it still. The 

question of violence on stage, screen and in computer games is also timely. Arguments 

about the negative impacts of screen violence are ongoing (see DeCamp and Ferguson 

[2017] on violence in computer games and Young [2009] on screen violence, for example). 

Debates about the virtues of ‘liveness’ (Auslander 1999) have been revisited in the wake of 

experimentation with graphic violence on stage since the turn of the century in the UK (see 

Luckhurst [2004] on McDonagh’s [2004] The Lieutenant of Innishmore and Nevitt [2013]). 

Barker (2003, 38) comparing audience responses to screen and stage versions of Ballard’s 

(1973) Crash, identifies that people’s expectations of different cultural experiences at the 

cinema or theatre, shape their reactions. Thus for those Barker (2003, 19) interviewed, 

‘”Dangerous” theatre carries the suggestion of being edgy, perhaps politically challenging. 

“Dangerous” cinema carries the threat of social harm.’ There have been recent reports of 

physical reactions to on-stage violence that suggest that violence can be made to look real 

or suggestive enough on stage to have a visceral impact, whether or not this is considered 

harmful to those watching 43. The Royal Shakespeare Society have researched audience 

                                                        

43 https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2016/feb/28/cleansed-sarah-kane-dorfman-national-theatre-

observer-review and http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/theatre-dance/news/globe-theatre-

takes-out-100-audience-members-with-its-gory-titus-andronicus-9621763.html (accessed 5.7.17). 
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responses to their production of Titus Andronicus, on stage and on screen 44. The appetite 

for these extreme forms of violence, performed live, in spaces habitually reserved for a 

cultural elite, provides a backdrop for this research into the affordances of role. I think it 

relevant that given the cultural climate, I moved out of my comfort zone as a drama 

teacher, to consider how violence is rendered differently in the media that we were working 

with. I am interested in what we might learn from using role to explore the violence - about 

the text and its audience and about how we view, play out, accommodate and are 

entertained by violent acts. We also considered what difference the characters’ gender 

makes to our conceptions of the violence in the poem.  

ACTIVITIES 

I explained some of the drama that we did in my opening chapter. Here I refer to some 

activities that precede it. My colleague, Morlette, starts the day with some storytelling, so 

that the students become familiar with significant aspects of the narrative and with the 

preoccupations of the main players, up until Beowulf’s fight with Grendel’s Mother. We 

follow the storytelling with a brief activity in which the students create moving images of 

moments from the text. We divide the group of twenty-five students up into ten small 

groups and give each group a different quotation from the text, as a stimulus. We ask them 

to share their images back, accompanied by a voicing of their quotation, one after the other. 

This activity is designed to familiarise the students with Heaney’s (2000) language and to 

bring their bodies into play in capturing its significant aspects.  

The whole text still / moving image activity recalls previous activities that we (the Institute 

of Education English team) often do around Macbeth and other plays by Shakespeare. I 

worry that when students work on a quotation from the text in a small group and then 

present it back to their peers, they do not necessarily have time to make sense of the 

                                                        

44 http://www.mrcarlwoodward.com/news/rsc-launches-audience-research-project-monitor-emotional-

response-titus-andronicus/ (accessed 5.7.17) 
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moments that others are presenting. Sometimes this seems a very sketchy introduction to 

the hooks in the narrative that are emblematic of a particular genre. Perhaps it seems more 

relevant to a play - as a trying out of a style of performance - than to a poem; albeit one that 

has its roots in the oral tradition. But bringing the bodies into play is not an insignificant 

move, particularly in English classrooms. In Yandell’s (2008, 2014) accounts of English 

classrooms he draws attention to the significance of the way ‘that words are spoken (and 

heard) by physical bodies situated in specific (and semiotically significant) spaces’ (Yandell 

2008, 37). In one of the dramatic examples that he draws on, he shows that using their 

bodies to interpret a text relevant to the text that they are studying, enables students to 

draw on a ‘wider repertoire of cultural resources, to make meaning with all the means at 

their disposal’ (ibid, 54). The moving image activity signals a way of working that is 

committed to drawing on all the signs we can, to communicate in classrooms (Heathcote 

1980d/2015). A multimodal lens takes account of the ways that the students use their 

bodies, alongside their voices, gaze, facial expressions and use of space, to make meaning. 

Underlying this discussion of performance modes there lies a value judgment that was one I 

was asked to make at a very early stage of learning to be a drama teacher. Doing a PGCE in 

Birmingham meant that we could not escape paying homage to Slade, his definitions of 

Child Drama (1954) and distrust of theatre form 45. I am concerned that a student should 

not feel stared at in a way that makes them feel self-conscious, when trying to work out 

what and how they want to make meaning with their bodies. In the same way, I endeavour 

to encourage classroom discussion to flow - without students feeling that they are likely to 

be judged for the ways that they express themselves - that their grammar might be 

corrected, their accents noted, or other aspects of their identity be open to critique through 

the process. Yet to be too squeamish about bringing the body into focus runs the risk of 

denying its meaning-making potential. And not sharing work can feel incomplete; as if the 

ideas developed through what might be termed the rehearsal process, remain untested. 

There are analogies in the presentation of each small group’s work with Vygotsky’s (1962, 

149) ‘internal speech thought embodied in words’, that is the speech act. We cannot hear 

                                                        

45 Peter Slade was a Drama advisor and inspector in Birmingham from 1947-1977. 
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our words until they are spoken or judge the impact of our ideas until they are voiced. 

Similarly, we cannot know what shapes or meanings our body or bodies (when combined 

with others), evoke, until they are received by others. In creating aspects of the story 

through combinations of body shapes, gestures, movement and words, the students are 

also creating a reading of the text in collaboration with their peers. Asking the student 

audience what they see, how they know and what it reminds them of, brings this form of 

communication, or sharing of understanding and insights, into tighter focus. This interplay 

between action and reflection is an economical way of processing and making sense of a 

text’s narrative arc and tone, a sequence in which ‘words precede action, accompany action 

and proceed from action’ (Franks 1997, 140, his italics). 

ANALYSIS OF THE STUDENTS’ RESPONSES 

Working with their bodies 

In terms of a conception of role and an understanding of its affordances, I have found it 

helpful considering the differences from the point of view of the students’ experience, 

particularly, those that responded differently to the invitation to engage. 

The quotations that our colleague and Beowulf expert, Thomson, had chosen as typical of 

the poem, include a combination of violent and more reflective aspects of the narrative. We 

titled the third quotation, The defeat of Grendel: 

The monster’s whole  

body was in pain, a tremendous wound 

appeared on his shoulder. Sinews split 

and the bone-lappings burst. Beowulf was granted 

the glory of winning; Grendel was driven 

under the fen-banks, fatally hurt, 

to his desolate lair. His days were numbered, 

the end of his life was coming over him, 

he knew it for certain. 

(Heaney 2000, lines 814-822). 
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We highlighted the first sentence as a suggested focus and although the end of the 

quotation offers a poignant image of the defeated monster, the pair that work on this 

section choose to vocalise and embody, ‘Sinews split / and the bone-lappings burst’ (ibid, 

lines 816-817).  Sumaya accompanies this with a slashing sword action and there is a pained 

response from her partner, Tayo, who tucks her arm under her jumper, so that is seems to 

have disappeared. Sumaya smiles slightly, as she makes a swinging motion with a wooden 

sword that I had offered as a prop. Apart from the cloths that recall Grady’s influence on my 

practice, a couple of wooden ‘play’ swords have been introduced as emblematic or 

symbolic. Sumaya’s response suggests to me although she is obviously drawing on her 

cultural knowledge of sword fights to dramatise the lines, introducing a prop poses 

challenges for her because of the action that the weapon proposes. Thus, although in their 

choice of a section of the text, the pair alight on a particularly resonant image of damage to 

the body, including a kenning that is characteristic of the poem and of Heaney’s (2000) 

translation; for Sumaya, this is an activity that generates some tension. The extreme 

violence suggested by splitting and bursting and anticipated by the prop, is not quite 

captured in their brief physical interaction. In discussion afterwards Sumaya reflects on the 

frustrations that she felt, working in this medium. She is clear that the experience has made 

her feel sympathy for those students that might not want to engage, physically - ‘you’ve got 

to use your body to kind of create the story. Lying down, getting up. It was just, I found that 

really difficult.’ She reflects on the pair’s responsibility to the audience as performers and 

her recognition that their expectations of such powerful words were not necessarily being 

met. The expectation that Sumaya alludes to is not just that of her peers’ but also of the 

performative mode, reflecting a cultural understanding of what it is to share with an 

audience in spaces beyond the classroom. I sign that I anticipate some theatricality in the 

students’ responses with a dramatic announcement at the start that we are creating, ‘The 

story of Beowulf!,’ flinging out my arm expansively as a signal for the first group to start. I 

use my tambourine to introduce each action, with three beats to cue each pair, recalling ‘les 

trois coups’ used to attract the audience’s attention before the curtain rises, in French 

tradition. My camera (on, for the purposes of research, at this point), presumably heightens 

this categorisation of the activity as a performance.  
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This is not necessarily the slipping into role associated with the narrative and its context that 

I usually try to facilitate but as a brutal introduction it is, perhaps, appropriate to the tone of 

the text. It serves to foreground the power of Heaney’s words, albeit in relation to the 

students’ feelings that they cannot quite do them justice. And for some students, it is clear 

that there is some satisfaction in being able to draw on their physical awareness and 

expertise, in ways that enhance the text. One pair produce a startling bit of stage combat to 

accompany the lines that describe Grendel’s Mother’s revenge attack in Heorot:  

Then, with sudden despatch, 

the vehement mother avenged her son 

and wrought destruction. 

(Heaney 2000, lines 2117 - 2119) 

Smashing someone’s head on the table is not necessarily Grendel’s Mother’s mode of attack 

- nor is the specificity of the action reflective of the description in the text - but the 

swiftness and effectiveness of this dynamic piece of movement produces audible gasps from 

the audience. The swift movement and accompanying crashing noise, makes it seem as if 

Sarah has slammed Gary’s head on the surface and although he speaks the last half of the 

line as he falls backwards, his collapse to the floor implies that he is in pain. This is a 

satisfyingly visceral moment, one that I showed to evoke a similar response at our research 

sharing day (at the British Library, 7 December, 2015). It relies on a stage combat ‘trick’, that 

one or both of the pair must have learnt so that they are happy to reproduce it when asked, 

with a similar shock effect each time. As one student comments, to Gary’s satisfaction, 

‘classic wrestling’. (Click on the link, below). 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/zohfru8saiqhuz3/violence.mov?dl=0 

Sophie’s response to the invitation to work with her body is different from Sumaya’s and 

from Sarah and Gary’s as well. When I review the video of the groups rehearsing I can see 

her execute a series of circular movements at the corner of the screen, that are arresting in 

their combination of flow and control. She lifts her partner’s arm and twists underneath it 

and while her partner looks a bit uncertain, as if focusing on not losing her balance, Sophie 

keeps moving, testing her partner’s weight and trying things out.  
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Fig. 3 Sophie’s dance-like response (photograph) 

Later 46 she tells me that she has had many years of dance experience and that she feels 

comfortable using her body as ‘a tool.’ She resists my suggestion that she has a collection of 

tropes or motifs that she is able to draw on as if they are a kind of palette of options. 

Although she agrees that dance is a form of language, she says that for her it comes 

‘naturally.’ In talking to her about dance, I realise that underlying my questions is an 

assumption that this form of physicalisation involves an intellectual process akin to 

translation and that this is at odds with her experience. It is as if I am suggesting to a 

confident speaker, that they make deliberate choices about words and phrases before they 

articulate them or to someone that is bilingual that one of their languages must always be 

mediated through another. Sophie’s flexible response to the tasks that we set her also 

suggest a familiarity with these kinds of demands. She has exercised her muscles in these 

kinds of contexts before. My purpose in reflecting on these responses is not necessarily to 
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introduce a value judgment about the ways that individuals are able to use their bodies for 

expressive purposes. I am more interested in the differences in the ways that Sumaya, Sarah 

and Sophie assume these momentary roles in the moving images that we ask them to make; 

how this brief transformation into role makes them feel and what impact it has. It becomes 

clear that the difference is to do with a recognition of the possibilities that the task offers to 

make meaning - to do with purpose and control and an understanding of the ways that the 

narrative might be played out in different media and in relation to a particular audience. 

Their conceptions of the task are different partly because of their prior experiences and the 

cultural knowledge that they bring to the activity. In this instance, they assume the roles 

with sense of purpose that is tempered or shaped by their practice at using their body for 

these ends. Sumaya is very expressive, physically, in her everyday communications, but she 

does not necessarily identify with the roles on offer; neither the role of Beowulf in this 

instance, nor, more significantly, that of the performer at ease with using their body for 

these culturally specific, dramatic purposes. The sword prop proves too limiting or leading in 

its connotations; something that I aim to be aware of in the future. 

However, in the nightmare sequences that we create next, it is notable that Sumaya 

chooses to sing, hauntingly, to powerful effect, as the others in her group enact a brief 

scene of someone arrested by an invisible force. She cups her hands around her mouth 

directing some notes in a minor key towards the players. Fortunately, the parameters of the 

task are loose enough to enable her to find an equally significant and more comfortable role 

for herself in this particular small group task. I am also struck by the role that she finds in 

the filmmaking task, of which more, later (Chapter 7). In all these instances Sumaya’s 

commitment to the tasks in hand remain constant - she is driven to express her insights and 

understandings of the text through the creative choices that she makes, in different modes. 

She works hard to find an opportunity to respond, through the role, with the kind of 

spontaneity and ease that characterise Sophie’s initial reactions to the task. 

It is worth noting one of the shifts in frame that I initiate as teacher in role, that is 

suggestive of a particular affordance of role-play that I have been aware of since working 

with young bilingual learners. I have found when giving instructions in role as a narrator, 

that students seem to understand and to respond more readily than when I break the spell 
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of the narrative to issue instructions about what they should do next. Thus, I sign to the 

students that they should break off into groups to create moving images, as I explain that 

the warriors slept in small groups and that as they slept, images came to them in their 

dreams. Franks (2014, 8) notes the processes of transformation involved in, ‘Shifts in modes, 

from verbal utterance, through imagistic physical work in tableaux and then movement in 

space to the creation of the scene.’ The role of the narrator appears to ease the transition; 

to maintain the atmosphere and to give purpose to activities within the narrative frame. 

Men as warriors 

Sumaya’s mention of ‘lying down and getting up’ intrigues me. We are in a carpeted room 

and some of the students obviously feel comfortable being in contact with the floor. For me 

this phrase evokes the enthusiastic way that a group of male students roll around and grasp 

on to each other, in the subsequent section of small group work about the reactions to 

Grendel’s Mother’s surprise appearance in Heorot, the night after Grendel’s death. This 

group of students’ making is marked by an enthusiastic physical engagement - as they mime 

together a sequence involving brandishing imaginary swords and shields. During the 

rehearsal Arthur suddenly twirls and rolls across the floor and into the position of a body 

about to be dragged off by the monster. His movement is dance-like and graceful but it also 

recalls that of a soldier crawling into combat (or possibly my own memories of crawling 

through the grass trying to avoid being seen and ‘shot’ by someone up a tree). In 

categorising the students’ reactions as playful, there is the danger that it summons up the 

kind of hierarchy that emerges from Slade’s (1995) distinction between the levels of 

abstractions involved in what he identifies as personal and projected play. Slade (1995, 12-

13) regards directing a mime and using other media, like paint, as a higher level of 

abstraction. Bolton (1981/2010, 112) uses a diagram to show a continuum of acting 

behaviour with dramatic playing on the left and performing on the right, arguing that 

‘although both are “pretending” there is a difference in terms of quality or mode of action’ 

(his italics). This was a distinction that he later qualified (Bolton 1998, 264). One of the 

qualities that Bolton (1981/2010, 112) identifies as distinguishing dramatic playing, is the 

absorption that Slade so admires - a ‘spontaneous responding... a sense of newness… ME in 

the experience’ (Bolton’s capitals). This is dependent on an awareness of relevant things 
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happening as the child plays; so that experience is not about the role that they are playing 

but about the individual imagining themselves in a very particular context. The students 

playing at being warriors seem to have tapped into an activity, that they could readily 

engage with physically because this kind of battle play came easily to them - not because 

they were able to imagine themselves in a real battle context, presumably, but because they 

had had experiences of responding to this kind of imagining before. I note that after an 

initial discussion, they don’t talk that much, as they create their piece of action (despite 

Arthur and Adam’s usual garrulousness). Individuals in other groups give each other 

directions as they sketch out their actions, ‘And then, we do this and then we move to here’ 

for example. The men seem to have established their sequence within a couple of minutes 

of starting to rehearse and then they enact it with a commitment to each action that causes 

some students to turn and look, particularly when their bodies stray into other groups’ 

acting areas. The four men settle down on the floor in a kind of fetal position, facing each 

other and then close their eyes.  

 

Fig. 4 The warriors asleep (photograph) 
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Through these poses and with their eyes apparently really shut, they manage to express the 

vulnerability of the warriors that are not necessarily expecting an attack. Martin suddenly 

shouts, ‘Swords!’ and Arthur, ‘Shields!’ and they all strike similar poses, on their knees, 

ready for the attack.  

 

Fig. 5 The warriors awake (photograph) 

Arthur then motions an exaggerated falling backwards that the other three copy in an 

elegant canon. Adam does his roll and the action shifts so that they can see his prostrate 

body in front of them. Arthur moves across the space and faces the others, signing that he 

has become the monster by roaring, as he pulls Adam’s legs and the other two reach out, 

across the space.  
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Fig. 6 The capture (photograph) 

Throughout the actors’ gaze is on each other; their mouths are open as they shout and roar 

and their eyes wide but they also manage to convey a sense of enjoyment; a half smile that 

seems to give each other license to throw themselves into the action (different from 

Sumaya’s smile that had indicated some embarrassment and distance from the action). 

After their first run-through, they jump up and laugh at each other and make a gesture with 

their hands (palms out-stretched and fingers splayed with tension), that conveys a sense of 

intensity and power. Arthur roars again in a way that makes them laugh, with a kind of 

release of energy. They shout ‘hwæt!’, the first (Anglo Saxon) word of the poem that we had 

introduced them to, at each other, and laugh some more. This is later incorporated into 

their performance in a humorous way (because it sounds like ‘what’, an expression of 

surprise). Adam shouts it, as Arthur, now playing Grendel, pulls him off. The collaborative 

aspect of the group’s work is striking and the sequence is particularly powerful in 

performance because of the apparent lack of inhibition that characterises their commitment 

to each action.  
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After watching their piece, someone mentions that their focus is on the warriors’ reactions 

of confusion and fear, compared with other groups that use their bodies to create the 

monster. In mime, this is sometimes identified as a distinction between dramatic, corporeal 

mime - that employs exaggerated actions and reactions, with theatrical origins in Decroux’s 

‘mime grammar’ (Murray and Keefe 2016, 190) and physical theatre - that often involves 

people using their bodies to make objects, in collaboration with others. The former, 

involving an individual response, might be regarded in this context as closer to play than to 

performance in terms of the ‘ME in the experience’ (Bolton, 1981/2010, 112, his capitals) - 

compared with the level of abstraction required to work out how bodies arranged in 

particular ways might summon up a monster. Sophie’s group, for example, had earlier 

created a nightmarish three-headed monster, lifting their heads in unison and baring their 

teeth as they wrap their arms under their legs, defensively. As they do so they face 

outwards, their gaze in this instance clearly focused on us, the audience, (with the aim of 

unsettling us) and not on each other. 

The significance of Arthur and Adam’s creative engagement lies partly in their enthusiasm 

for the text and its associations. Adam reported the he was particularly devoted to the film 

version (Zemeckis 2007) that he had encountered as a teenager and Arthur, versions of the 

story that he had encountered in his childhood, including the Heaney text (2000). This does 

not necessarily explain why role-playing a violent moment seems so vivid an experience for 

all four of them. Franks’ (1997, 135) identification of the ‘the source of energy which gives 

rise to movement’, in his analysis of an analogous moment of group work in a secondary 

school drama lesson, is relevant to this exploration. Franks allies the impulse with a need 

rather than a motivation, derived from Vygotsky’s (1978, 92) formulation of needs as a 

prompt to action that is orientated towards others - a desire to make, create and to enjoy 

doing so, together. In Franks’ (1997) example of a group of boys making a Harley-Davison, 

the boys create the vehicle with their bodies and the activity is clearly permeated with the 

same enjoyment of physical contact entailed in the realisation, in bodily form, of something 

that for them is a shared object of desire. In the student teachers’ case, the role of warriors 

themselves may represent something of an object of desire. Perhaps their enjoyment lies in 

this performance or act of masculinity; something that is certainly not encouraged in most 

situations in which they find themselves on their English and English with Drama PGCE 
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courses, where the majority of the lecturers and their fellow students, are female. A 

significant aspect of their role-play is a sense of irony. The performance might be 

interpreted as childlike but it is also very knowing. The irony protects the men from ridicule 

but it offers them a kind of release as well; so that they can lie on the floor, jump and roll in 

their legitimate execution of this task.  

Motivations and intentions 

So, my experimentation with this enactment of a violent moment from the poem is eagerly 

received by some students, despite my uncertainties. For these students, this kind of 

performance-based task does not deny them a degree of spontaneity and absorption. My 

analysis suggests that this is to do with their purposes and the ways that this inflects the 

conceptions of their roles. The men’s enthusiastic identifications with the role of warrior (or 

possibly the role of playing at being a warrior), seems to enable them to access the role of 

dramatist. They have an orientation towards their audience but more significant, in terms of 

their gaze and the way their bodies echo each other’s movements in both the rehearsal and 

performance, their focus is on each other. Through their playful interactions, in and out of 

role, it seems that establishing a shared enjoyment of assuming a warrior role and enacting 

a fight, together, provides significant impetus.  

Bolton points out in analysing the behaviour of students engaging in drama in the 

classroom:  

The actor’s ‘responsibilities’ need to be seen as many-layered, variously 

relating to content, skill, style, audience, attitude and context. At times, it 

would be appropriate to speak of ‘intention’; or ‘disposition’ or ‘colour’ or 

even, ‘burden’ as the defining metaphor, but I hope that my choice of ‘focus 

of responsibilities’ covers all these.  

(Bolton 1998, 270) 

Bolton captures the complex responses to the assumption of different roles in fictional 

contexts, depending on who the audience are for each interaction, how the actors respond 

to them and to the text that they are working on (the content), their particular skills and the 
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context. But there is a dimension that his description of the process misses, to do with the 

ways that students bring their repertoires of cultural knowledge to this active reading of 

texts. In these examples, I have identified that bodily experience matters, whether of dance, 

wrestling, singing or of play. This experience shape students’ physical and vocal responses. 

Shared enthusiasms and interests and social relationships matter very much too, informing 

students’ intentions, motivations or desires, in more subtle ways than Brecht’s (2015, 183) 

‘social function’ necessarily embraces. Of course, the students in this instance, have another 

role, as beginning teachers, which is where this sense of their social functions comes into 

play more vividly. After a month in school, the students’ reflections on the activities, 

change, so that they are commenting on how school students, for whom in some ways they 

are proxies in these activities, might respond to these ways of working. It is notable though, 

that at this relatively early stage in their PGCE course, for the duration of the two-day 

project, most of the discussion is about their personal engagements - their pride in their 

creations and their frustrations. 

Running alongside all of this is the ways that the students learn through this creative 

endeavour; through their summoning up of different readings of the text. After their sharing 

of the fight scenes, they are able to reflect on some of the tensions in the ways that 

Grendel’s Mother’s attack is realised – that it is ‘personal’, ‘calculated’, ‘predatory’ and yet 

‘desperate.’ Through their trying out of this moment, even though a few of them inhabit the 

role of Grendel’s Mother very briefly, (for the length of it time it takes to cry out, in Arthur’s 

case), they are still able to derive some insights into her motivations and responses and how 

this relates to her identity, or the ways she is presented in the poem. Much of this is to do 

with how they choreograph and shape the dramatic action and the modes that they draw 

on to do this: the way that Sophie creeps towards her prey; that Sumaya sings and that the 

men move in unison, for example. My sense is that by offering the students roles that are 

not limited in their conception by props, or too overly prescribed in terms of their 

outcomes, a repertoire of resources can be brought into play. Constraints support the 

creative process but there needs to be space for students to make choices, in terms of 

mode, in order for them to realise their particular intentions through role-play.
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CHAPTER 6 - WRITING IN ROLE 

This chapter focuses on an episode in the Beowulf project that provided a significant 

stimulus for the students involved to develop their engagements in role, in distinctive ways. 

In the previous chapter I wrote about the students’ cultural knowledge and the ways that it 

was expressed through their verbal and bodily interactions. In this chapter I take further 

account of the ways that the students react to a teacher in role and relate it to the ways 

that they translate, transform or transmute their responses into writing. I interpret their 

writing as a dramatic rather than a contemplative act and regard it as an affordance of role 

or role-play. 

As a prelude to my analysis I reference accounts of classroom role-play, performance, 

reading and writing, including Barrs (1987); Heathcote (2015) and Jackson (2007) and draw 

parallels between them in order to understand the ways that engaging in role-play is, or has 

been, recognised as having particular effects, in terms of learning and writing particularly. 

Heathcote (2015, 74) claims that, ‘Role helps them (the students) do, and the teacher helps 

them see’ (her italics). I suggest that it is assuming a role that helps students to see - or that 

foregrounds the visual, bringing it into play in subtle but pervasive ways and in ways that 

have been little acknowledged - an effect of ‘the lack of attention to visual and other non-

linguistic resources’ (Jewitt 2008, 15), in many areas of education. The interactions between 

seeing, viewing, spectating, observing and visualising; between enacting and writing, are 

multilayered. The picture is further complicated by the shift from one medium to another 

(in this case from drama to writing), that is a feature of my research material. I will start by 

explaining the ways that transmedia classroom activities involving sequences of reading, 

writing and drama have been conceptualised and explained.  

READER RESPONSE THEORY 

Rosenblatt’s (1978) ‘transactional’ theory suggests a dynamic, productive relationship 

between the reader and the text, that attends to the social and cultural contexts of readers. 

She (1978, 88) explains that readers draw on their own reading experiences, personal 
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histories and cultural assumptions triggered by the ‘verbal cues’ in the text and the 

invitations to fill textual gaps. Reader response theory rejects the notion of the reader as a 

passive recipient of meaning from the text (or as mediated by the teacher), as envisaged in 

the current version of the English National Curriculum (DfE 2014) with the demand that 

pupils should be taught to ‘appreciate our rich and varied literary heritage’ – (canonical 

literature), at Key Stages 3 and 4 (2014, 13 - 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/381754/S

ECONDARY_national_curriculum.pdf accessed 13.11.7). Rosenblatt’s (1978, 12) proposition 

that the aesthetic literary text itself represents an ‘an event in time’, activated in the 

moment of reading, implies that the text itself is mutable or in process, rather than a fixed 

and stable entity. Her (ibid, 13) use of the language of drama or performance in describing 

reading as a ‘reenactment of the text’ suggests that engagement with a text is on a similar 

trajectory with activities that involve some form of adaptation - creating a live or recorded 

text in the form of creative writing, improvising or making films for example. Her conception 

of the process provides a fitting description for the kinds of classroom activities that were 

central to the Beowulf project (although here, she does not consider a collaborative 

engagement): 

The emphasis should be rather on a creative transaction, a coming-together of 

a human being (with all that implies of past experience and present 

preoccupations) and a text (with all that implies of potentialities for 

participation). 

(Rosenblatt 1978, 143) 

In reflecting on the ways that the text becomes the subject of debate in different contexts 

Rosenblatt (ibid, 146) concludes that, ‘Perhaps we should consider the text as an even more 

general medium of communication among readers’ (her italics). This suggestion of a more 

collaborative orientation has significant implications for the interpretations of classroom 

interactions around texts. Turvey and Yandell (2011) and Yandell (2014) explain the ways 

that learners bring multiple repertoires of cultural knowledge to reading a text in any 

classroom and that meanings of texts are constructed dialogically. According to Jones 

(2010), who writes about Beowulf’s reception across the centuries, a similar process 
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happens through the passing of time, as the Beowulf text and its translations accrue 

different meanings. Jackson’s co-option (2007, 179) of Rosenblatt’s term, ‘transaction’ 

(1978) to describe the processes of participation that characterise educational theatre or 

drama, is also relevant here. In Jackson’s (2007, 182) theory of the ‘creative gaps’ generated 

by participatory theatre, he refers to transaction as a form of ‘co-authorship.’ Like 

Rosenblatt he recognises that an approach that privileges the role of the reader, audience 

or student in the processes of receiving and interpreting text has implications for the power 

dynamic in a classroom or other sites of learning. His emphasis is on: 

the dynamic quality at the heart of real engagement - the possibility that 

things may change as a result of the encounter: for the performer or artist or 

facilitator as much as for the participant. Just as Freire argues for programmes 

of learning in which tutor and pupil can learn from each other rather than 

reinforcing the hierarchies of traditional styles of knowledge transfer. 

(Jackson 2007, 269).  

Dramatic interaction implies a collaborative engagement, which has, as Jackson suggests, 

been interpreted as prefiguring action in or on the world beyond the classroom.  

Our work was particularly influenced by research and practice related to a productive 

intersection between two subject areas, that draws on reader response theory to explain 

the role of drama in English classrooms. In order to understand how the relationship 

between reading, writing and drama (particularly role-play) has been conceptualised, it is 

worth examining a significant example of a piece of research undertaken by Heathcote 

(1980e) and Barrs and informed by the work of Britton (1970).  
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THE SPECTATOR ROLE 

In ‘Drama as a context for talking and writing’ (Heathcote 1980e 47), Heathcote outlines an 

approach to working with texts, Shelley’s (1818) Ozymandias, in this case, that ends in the 

creation of a waxwork museum involving students in small groups, in role as archaeologists. 

The process provides a stimulus for talk and writing in different genres. Heathcote’s analysis 

of the Ozymandias drama and the writing that emerged from it is unusual because of her 

(ibid, 22) recognition of the ways that the drama operates to put specific demands on the 

language resources of the children involved, providing ‘context and purpose for talk’ and for 

writing in role. She (ibid, 22) cites an example of a sequence of written statements that the 

children spoke as the audience looked at the depictions they had made, including, ‘Child 3 

(servant of the King) Oh the agony that I could not save my king.’ She describes this stylised, 

heightened and selective choice of language thus:  

In James Britton’s terms the language is poetic and in the role of the 

spectator. It is in the role of the spectator that reflection on a situation occurs. 

Reflection on action through language, allows for new learnings to take place. 

For in the role of the spectator the child can consciously examine the 

implications of the action. In example 12 the children have the control over 

the situation to be able to operate in the poetic area of the language, because 

they could shape and re-organise the experience. In this way, the opportunity 

to reflect upon the experience was made possible. 

(Heathcote 1980e, 22) 48 

Britton’s spectator role, invoked here, has links with Bolton’s (1986, 57) explanation of the 

way that the ‘act of both contriving and submitting to a metaphorical context’ (his italics) 

engenders awareness of ‘being an audience to oneself’ (Bolton 1998, 266, his italics). 

                                                        

47 Edited by Barrs for the National Association for the Teaching of English. 

48 She had presumably had some contact Britton with because he quotes a transcript from a drama that he 

had observed her leading, reflecting on the compulsion of the children’s involvement in it ‘a point at which the 

situation takes over’ (Britton 1970, 146). 
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Heathcote (1980e, 22) explains the way that children in role as archaeologists are able to 

articulate insights derived from standing outside what has been made but within a dramatic 

role (one that implies attending to the detail). In this mode, the child is still part of the 

narrative or the historical moment summoned up by the Ozymandias fiction but at is as if 

they are in a kind of suspended animation - on pause and able to respond to the richness of 

the work that they have created. In this instance, each of the depictions showed a 

significant moment in the ‘slow fall of the dynasty of Ozymandias’ (Heathcote 1980e, 13). 

Detailed attention to the semiotics of the image created with the resources of bodies and 

sometimes with economically selected props or symbolic pieces of costume, was 

characteristic of Heathcote’s more theatre orientated practice 49. As in most sequences of 

drama and writing, the dramatic action - making depictions with their bodies - comes before 

the words, so that there is a text that informs the reading in the first place. But in this 

example, that is unusual (for Heathcote) because it involves analysis of evidence from a 

specific case study, there is little mention of the ways that the children involved created the 

drama, drawing on the resources of limbs, hands, faces and gaze to make meaning. It is 

interesting that this bodily text is so little regarded in the detailed transcriptions quoted in 

the text, although there is an acknowledgement in Heathcote’s commentary that what the 

children make themselves and see each other making, provides the stimulus for the words. 

In reflecting on capturing an aesthetic response to a text Rosenblatt (1978, 136) 

hypothesises that, ‘probably no work of art can suffice as interpretation of another work. 

Hence in most instances the reader or critic resorts to words as the medium of 

interpretation.’ Similarly, Heathcote (1980e, 17) suggests that the function of language is ‘to 

organize the experience’ that the children have or imagine having, as they speak in role. 

Significantly she (ibid, 17) relates the servant role to a ‘point of view.’ She does not explain 

whether this references the role’s social status or to the imagined physical location from 

which they are privy to dramatic action. In this account, vision, or at least an 

                                                        

49 Like Bolton and O’Neill, Heathcote was explicit about drama in education being an art form. Bolton (1984, 

32) explains that Heathcote positioned her work as drawing on theatrical elements of sound and silence, 

movement and stillness, darkness and light. 
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acknowledgement of an imagined scene, is obviously central to the experience - informing 

the dramatic action and the children’s writing.  

According to Britton (1970, 103-104) the spectator role comes into play when an individual 

is surmising about or ‘contemplating experiences.’ Britton (ibid, 109) makes a clear 

distinction between the role of spectator and participant on the basis that, ‘The spectator, 

then, freed from the necessity to act, to meet the social demands made upon the 

participant, uses his freedom to evaluate more broadly, more amply’ (his italics). Ironically 

the example that he (ibid, 109) quotes from Harding, of a street accident that is witnessed 

by a crowd, does not point to the kind of active role endowed by the responsibility of having 

to attribute blame or reach an understanding about the sequence of events, that Brecht 

(2015, 176-281) envisaged in his seminal article ‘The street scene: a basic model for the epic 

theatre.’ In Britton’s terms the spectator may be prompted to make a judgment about what 

they witness but not necessarily to act in response. Although Heathcote appropriates the 

spectator term, its more contemplative aspects are not necessarily characteristic of much of 

the drama that she initiated (2015). Similarly, O’Neill (1989/2006, 109) regards the 

‘permission to stare, to use Heathcote’s phrase’ initiated by the teacher assuming a role, as 

a challenge to the students ‘to make sense of what they see, to become aware of their own 

responses, and to use these responses as an impetus to action.’ O’Neill’s interpretation of 

the call to action initiated by a teacher assuming a role, provides a particularly apt 

description for the drama that I analyse here, involving students in role as witnesses to a 

significant event. 

ROLE-PLAY ON PAPER 

In Barrs’ (1987) article, ‘Voice and role in reading and writing’ she draws on her experience 

of watching Heathcote in action and the way that Heathcote theorises these activities, to 

propose an account of the reading process closely connected to the assumption of role or 

enactment (echoing Rosenblatt 1978). Barrs (ibid, 8) argues that each time we become lost 

in a book, either reading aloud or silently, ‘in some way we enact, or perform, the text.’ She 

(ibid, 8) suggests that, ‘The fullest reading is that which allows the text to come alive most 
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fully. And when a text does live, it lives through us’ (her italics) - suggesting that without a 

reader to interpret and to make meaning the text remains inert, functionless - its potential 

unrealised. Barrs (1987, 9) credits Heathcote for having alerted her to the possibilities of 

‘‘’Drama on paper” through the ways that ‘children taking part in her dramas were able to 

access linguistic registers that they might not normally be expected to be able to use.’ 

Drawing on Vygotsky’s (1978) proposition that make-believe play represents a significant 

stage in the development of children’s imagination, Barrs (1987) suggests that reading, 

writing, play, drama and games should be regarded as closely related systems of 

representation, all involving the creation of fictional worlds and the assumption of roles. In 

keeping with this conception, Barrs (ibid, 9) claims that writing involves taking on the voice 

of whatever genre the students have encountered and sustaining a role on paper. 

In her article Barrs (1987, 10) draws on examples from Heathcote’s Ozymandias drama. 

Later she and Cork (2001) did their own research in which they demonstrated the way that 

‘drama can provide a strikingly immediate route into a fictional situation’ (Barrs and Cork 

2001, 209). In their account of this important research project, Barrs and Cork make a strong 

case for drama providing a significant inspiration for writing, particularly writing in role, 

suggesting that: 

This finding has implications for the place of drama in the English curriculum, 

and points to the value of enabling children to ‘live through’ fictions by 

involving them in different forms of enactment. 

(Barrs and Cork 2001, 209).  

The authors (2001, 36) quote Iser (1978) as well as Rosenblatt (1978) to explain their 

insights about the ways that ‘’literary texts initiate “performances” of meaning’ – that is, 

their readers are led to create or reenact the text or to picture the text as they read.’ The 

notion of the creation or construction of a tangible, material interpretation or ‘performance 

of meaning’, through role-play emerges with reference to Bruner (1986) who Barrs and Cork 

(2001, 36) claim, argues that as a ‘reader make literary texts their own, they construct a 

“virtual text”’ which is not the actual text, ‘but the text which the reader has constructed 

under its sway.’ That the text has another life in virtual, dramatic, filmic, game or even 
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written form positions the processes described here in a very particular relationship with 

reading and writing. 

In O’Neill and Rogers’ (1994) account of the relationship between drama and reading the 

authors are more inclined to foreground the way that drama fulfils Barthes’ (2000) promise 

of becoming a producer rather than a consumer of text, through their shaping of ‘ideas, 

feelings and attitudes’ in bodily form (O’Neill and Rogers 1994, 51). In a similar vein the 

authors draw on reader response theories to explain the ways that drama heightens the 

active role of the reader in the interpretive process, creating ‘a bridge between the 

abstraction of the written world and the students’ understandings’ (ibid, 51). O’Neill, Rogers 

and Jasinski, (1995/2006) offer more explicit suggestions and examples in a short article 

about a drama based on To kill a mocking bird (Lee 1960), starting, like Heathcote, with a 

tableau of a key moment (O’Neill, Rogers and Jasinski, (1995/2006, 91). The authors draw 

on Iser (1978) and Benton (1992) to theorise the learning that emerges when students are 

offered the possibilities to ‘create multiple worlds and possibilities of meaning not only 

through word but also through gesture, visualisation, and movement’ (O’Neill, Rogers and 

Jasinski 1995/2006, 93). In this conception of the process, there is a recognition of the 

potential for learning about texts through role-play, that takes account of the possibilities in 

meaning-making related to different modes but the authors are concerned with the reading 

and interpretation of words. They do not comment on or develop Barrs’ (1987) radical 

suggestion that writing itself involves inhabiting a role, that is, in part, the inspiration for this 

chapter. 

Central to Barrs’ (1987) argument is her claim that role-play paves the way for writing - that 

the passage between the two media is a smooth one because students remain in role as 

they shift from speaking, watching and moving to writing. She (1987, 9) claims that as long 

as the writer has a clear ‘”sense of a reader”’ (or audience) and that their roles are 

established, children can ‘sustain them just as well on paper.’ The shift from embodied 

enactment to writing is an important feature of the classroom activities in our project. In 

Mills’ (2011a) research she notices students modifying their scripted words; supplementing 

them with accents, and changing the vocabulary and sentence mood, as they perform them. 

She sees evidence of ‘evaluative and generative thinking’ (Mills 2016, 68) in this process. 
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BODIES 

In reflecting on the way that Heathcote used depictions Bolton explains: 

However ‘still’ in reality, there must be for Heathcote a metaphorical 

movement to the depiction, always going beyond itself, ‘a memory activated, 

a future indicated or circumstances reflected upon, considered and 

interrogated.’  

(Bolton 1998, 191, his italics). 

His suggestion that the stillness of the image captures a tension that is suggestive of 

movement through time is startling. But he does not go further to explain the relationship 

between the physical and the metaphorical. He does not interrogate the ways that students 

in drama classrooms are encouraged not only to make, but to look at and to interpret 

images made by their peers. Franks (2015b, 313) draws attention to this absence and 

concludes that such, ‘Neglect of whole person learning in drama, learning that involves 

mind and body, is, then a puzzling omission.’ My question here is about how the subtle 

interactions that I focus on here are coloured by assuming a role that supports students in 

their interactions but also appears to encourage them to read and understand the signs of 

each other’s bodies and facial interactions more readily. Here I put emphasis on what is 

visualised as well as what is seen - on the visual impact of the work that is created, acting as 

a prompt to the imagination and on the ways that students work to translate their insights 

into different media (in this case, writing) - and to make artistic and aesthetic choices about 

how they might do this. 

With this in mind, I interrogate the ways that the communal classroom-based activity that 

we initiated in the Beowulf drama provides a platform for a writing activity with notably 

diverse outcomes. I make a case for a multimodal intervention, involving a teacher in role, 

being key to the transduction of ideas into the spoken words that pre-empt the writing in 

role activity. This ‘orientation towards the bodyliness of human relations’ (Franks 2014, 12) 

derives from a social semiotic multimodal theory of communication that continues to 

provide a frame of reference.  
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TEACHER IN ROLE 

We were concerned that the warrior roles on offer to our largely female cohort of student 

teachers were not necessarily inviting. Morlette’s subtle switch from narrator to a character 

in the story, as she sets up the writing task, following my drama activities, is interesting 

because of the vivid ways that some of the students respond as she appears to switch her 

role and by implication, the gender of the character she assumes. Taking account of the 

combination of Morlette’s precise choice of words and syntax helps to explain the power of 

her artistic intervention in role. More telling than this, possibly, is the way that she uses her 

body and gaze to signal other possibilities. In this analysis, I attend to the combination of 

modes that Morlette draws on to prepare the students for their own encounters with and 

responses to the Beowulf narrative. 

When addressing Beowulf’s followers or ‘ceorlas’ she uses a heightened tone, kneels upright 

and gestures with her hands in a way that seemed reminiscent of medieval depictions of 

religious figures, turning her palms towards the listeners as she speaks: 

You watch the water. You keep watch loyally because you want to see 

Beowulf come back to rise victorious out of the water. And you think, what 

has this hero meant to you? Why are you loyal to this hero?  

[Her hands flat, like a wave, palms open, gesturing to them.]  

(Video FA26.13). 
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Fig. 7 Morlette in role (still from Video FA26.13) 

The lilting tone that she adopts signals that she is now in role as the storyteller, one that she 

had assumed to kick the day’s work off; her language carefully chosen to echo that of the 

Heaney (2000) text. In addressing the students as you, rather than we, she retains some 

distance herself from the role that she endows them with. Her emphasis on loyalty to a 

victorious hero is suggestive of Heathcote’s twilight or ‘shadowy role’ in which ‘she defines 

for herself an interest, an attitude appropriate for the situation and she projects this clearly’ 

(Wagner 1976, 132). This emphasis on their allegiance provides the participants with a focus 

for the ideas that are imminently to be committed to paper. Morlette is emphatic that their 

overwhelming concern is with their leader and his fate. Although she poses questions to the 

students in role as warriors, their acceptance of the hierarchy remains a given. There is no 

hint that Beowulf’s followers might question the Germanic code that defines their status - 

their fidelity to the leader. It is significant that although no one moves as she addresses 

them, she suggests that they do something – that they ‘watch’ and ‘watch loyally.’ From 

their physical responses, it seems as if the students are, indeed, in role, watching, as if they 

are waiting for Beowulf. From their writing, it is clear, that several are open to this 

suggestion. 
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Morlette’s next move sends a frisson around the circle that is reflected in some the 

students’ intense gazes and the ways that they lean in, to hear her words. After reminding 

the assembled ceorlas what might lie in store for their hero Beowulf, she drops the cloth 

that she has been wearing over her shoulders and walks slowly and deliberately to the 

centre of the circle, summoning up a vision of the mere that everyone is supposedly seated 

around, as she does so. She crouches down in a position of vulnerability, without the 

protective covering of the cloth. Briefly she embodies the role of Grendel’s Mother, offering 

through her posture, positioning and expression, an indication of the monster’s perspective, 

awaiting an attack by a man with the strength of thirty in each of his hands (Heaney 2000, 

lines 380-381). This move is unexpected and all the more poignant for that. Until that point 

Morlette has not positioned herself inside the circle, nor made any moves to suggest a 

physical assumption of a role. As she speaks in a low tone, she swivels around quite 

awkwardly, on the spot, reinforcing the sense of the character’s entrapment. She 

deliberately looks several of the students in the eye: 

But deep in the waters is Grendel’s Mother. She has lost her son, he is 

mutilated - here she is in the cold, cold water. Who asked her if she was 

responsible for the death of Cain? No, it wasn't her. It was a man who killed 

him. And yet she has been banished here with the monsters in the deep, dark 

and cold and all she wanted to do was avenge her son. That’s why she 

attacked, that’s why she left the fens and the moors and the water and now 

she’s here, under the water, cradling the arm of her son. She knows that 

someone is come, someone is coming to revenge, she is waiting in the water, 

with the arm of her son.  

(Video FA26.13). 
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Fig. 8 Grendel’s Mother - gaze (still from Video FA26.11) 

As before, she doesn’t speak in the first person but this time her words are clearly 

associated with the role or character that she embodies. From a narratological perspective, 

the external focalisation moves to the character’s focalisation (Bal 2009, 152). When 

kneeling on the edge of the circle her words embrace a group of people with reference to 

their communal concerns and values, implying a shared identity with those sitting around it. 

Now she speaks from the position of an isolated individual and appears to assert the role 

she assumes, as a separate being. Speaking in the third person makes it clear that this 

performance of the text is not a moment of realist mimesis ‘but a reading of it, an 

interpretation by a historical subject who supplements (rather than disappears into) the 

production of meaning’ (Diamond 1988, 90). Morlette’s performance reminds us that the 

monster is female and that her body is subject to viewing in a way that the male warrior’s is 

not, necessarily. Yet despite her subjugation in this position, her words maintain a critical 

distance. This is a definite gest of showing the monster in her abject state, with the 

intention of inviting comment (Brecht 2015, 168). Despite this distance, Morlette’s 

performance is moving; she succeeds in capturing the dialectic that is at the heart of the 
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Brechtian gestus. In her bitter tone and words that are indicative of rejection, ‘banished 

here’, she speaks of the absences in the text as well as the circumstances of the imminent 

attack. A noteworthy aspect of this improvised text is the way that she describes her body 

into an imagined landscape and that this then becomes a feature of the students’ writing. 

She underlines that she is ‘deep in the waters… now she’s here, under the water, cradling 

the arm of her son.’ There is also a fleeting sense of depth called to mind by the way 

Morlette crouches and then fleetingly, appears to look up. 

Woven in with this summoning up of a place and a location within it, there is something else 

about the way that Morlette moves and positions herself that seems to offer the students a 

choice about where their sympathies and identifications might lie. Conroy (2010, 6) in 

writing about theatre and the body offers us a reminder that ‘the spectating body’ should 

not be overlooked in analysing the impact of ‘the performing body.’ If students’ bodies are 

overlooked in classroom drama, their bodies as audience or spectators related to the 

position from which they view and hence interpret the work of other’s, receives even less 

attention. The ways that meanings are made is informed by the particular angle, subject 

position or perspective of the viewer. In this instance Morlette’s positioning, so that she is 

sitting on the same level, possibly a little lower than the students, means that her whole 

crouched body is in their eye line and she can hold their gaze.  
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Fig. 9 Students’ gaze (still from Video FA26.11) 

There is an interesting correlation in this between the role of the camera lens and of the 

human eye. In figure 9, three students are compelled to look back into Morlette’s eyes, so 

that she is able to direct their vision in the way that the technology of the camera and 

editing software directs the gaze of the viewer or audience of the film that is produced. This 

powerful move is something that I will return to in considering the transduction into the 

medium of film. 

Looking straight at the audience is considered an usual move on the part of a performer in 

the Western world, often perceived, culturally, as a challenge to their attitudes, opinions 

and feelings; unless for the specific purposes of capturing a transient audience on the street, 

perhaps. Johnson (2012, 44) draws on Schneider (2000, 26-27) to suggest that the 

‘”blindness” of actors’ encourages the audience not to intervene, creating ‘oddly 

depoliticised variations on social realities outside the theatre.’ Heathcote (1980d/2015, 72) 
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underlines that the role of the teacher in role is to address and question the participants in 

the drama, to draw them into the action. Through Morlette’s intervention she is inviting 

students to respond, although not necessarily through the spoken word.  

WRITING IN ROLE - ANALYSIS 

Morlette does not invite the watching audience to vocalise their responses; her instruction 

is to write them down. Later we ask for volunteers to read what they have written. With an 

unusual shift of the lens on to the physical responses of the students, Barrs (1987, 10) points 

out that, ‘Some residual physical activity, in the form of minute bodily adjustments, seem 

likely to accompany any attempt to take on a role in writing, as in a way of getting physically 

in tune for the performance.’ It is hard to discern whether the frantic way that Arthur drops 

his head and sets to writing before Morlette finishes speaking or that Sophie cradles her 

paper and then sits upright with one hand to her lips, as her pen hovers over her sheet, 

denotes a kind of shift into seeing through the eyes of a character other than themselves; 

somehow channeling how that character might think and feel. They do not articulate the 

words before writing them, as in the example of collaborative writing that Vygostky (2004, 

49) comments on. Now and again I notice Sumaya and Emma, like Sophie, raising their 

heads, pausing and staring into the middle distance. Their gaze does not appear to be taking 

in what is around them in the room. This kind of pause (a look away from others in the 

space), is sometimes seen to denote that a person is thinking; or perhaps it involves a 

summoning up of an imagined landscape. In Vygotsky’s (2004, 68) formulation of the 

creative process he analyses the way that as a child tells a story, he draws on what he sees - 

so that his, ‘imagination reproduced and combined external visual images and made a new 

picture out of them.’ The students’ ready engagement is familiar to me from the many 

occasions that I have set up writing as an extension to a drama activity. The writing that 

emerges from this dramatic interaction, provides evidence of a motivated engagement and 

a compulsion to express an opinion about the narrative through both the form that it takes 

and the content that is expressed. In this case, Morlette’s appeal to the spectators to watch 

and to respond, clearly has an impact on the majority that start with a visual description of 

the place that the monster inhabits. 
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Thus, most of their accounts start with scene-setting, as Morlette did and they then develop 

the character’s stream of consciousness in different ways. Sophie’s writing starts with the, 

‘Icy cavernous depths’ that seem ‘thick with fear’ because of the violence that is about to 

ensue. Arthur writes about the darkness, contrasting it with the ‘brightness’ of the 

monster’s fury. Emma starts: 

On the floor of my home, is it water, is it blood, the blood of my own, 

my own son, I cannot tell. It is dark now, the light that once lit this cave 

extinguished, cradled in my arms, the only source of light left, dripping 

into the sea. And he is coming.  

(Video FA26.19). 

Emma reads quite falteringly at first - she does not look up and fiddles with her pen as she 

speaks. She seems a little uncertain about sharing some of the extreme images that she 

committed to paper. As in Arthur’s writing, the darkness and the light, like the blood that 

she envisages, become metaphorical as her writing develops. There is something elemental 

in both Emma and Arthur’s writing that appears to emerge from their imagining of physical 

elements.  

Lisa reads with intensity: 

My hall’s shining with all the jewels I’ve won from heroes. My son loved 

to play with them - I remember it sharply. Helmets too big and 

emeralds too fine for him but he’d wear them and he’d be a hero king 

and I’d be a dragon or a bride for his game and we’d laugh loads. I wish 

that Cain’s people could stay small and so unformed. I wish we were 

allowed to laugh as adult things.  

(Video FA26.20). 

Describing the objects that adorn the monster’s lair, seems to provide her with an idea 

about a memory involving her son, so that she is able to express the character’s grief at 

what is happening. Her performance of this text is gentle in tone. She sits cross-legged, with 
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her hands folded as she looks down at the note-book in her lap. She rocks slightly, so that 

the text sounds like a dialogue with herself, particularly in the questions that she poses 

towards the end, when her intonation rises with a degree of openness. She draws on what 

may be a recollection of the text and, presumably, the physical embodiment of Grendel’s 

arm in the preceding drama, to describe the ways that Grendel’s Mother might interact with 

this remnant of her son: 

I’ll hug his arm and pretend it’s hugging me back. Shall I kiss it? I’ve not 

kissed my son for years. I miss him. This arm is strong and full of 

muscles that remember so many murders.  

(Video FA26.20). 

Lisa’s reference to the feel of her son’s arm calls to mind the harm it has done, creating a 

compelling tension that runs through this rueful account. At the end Lisa looks up and grins, 

so that her relatively long and personal account has a different impact on us, as listeners. It 

is less angry, less fearful and more accepting of the character’s fate than others. 

For those students that write from the point of view of Beowulf’s followers, visualising 

where they are and what they might be seeing from their particular vantage point, is just as 

significant. Richard starts his graphic account with, ‘Here on the craggily cliff-side, sits the 

head of Aeschere.’ In my narration, I had alerted the students to the disturbing appearance 

of Aeschere’s head; a reminder of Grendel’s Mother’s act of vengeance and a warning about 

what might lie in store for them. In Richard’s account the journey that precedes the next 

episode of violence is significant, emblematic of the challenges the warriors face. In 

narrative terms, the ‘craggily cliff-side’, seems relevant to the genre. It is clear that cultural 

experiences of watching films and computer gaming, for example, provide a significant 

frame of reference that informs the ways that students imagine the action and explain it to 

each other. Richard goes on to describe the impact of Aeschere’s head, experimenting with 

kennings that echo the Old English and Heaney’s (2000) translation. Although his tone is 

considered he seems to relish summoning up this vision: 
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He was a warrior of infinite counsel. Struck down to stare wide-eyed 

through our shield-side. His eyes see the bone-chill slowly settling on 

our captain, piercing his fine-knit mail.  

(Video FA26.17). 

His imagery is suggestive of uncanny things that should be inert but appear alive, in horror 

films. Through Sumaya’s account of the landscape in which the men are trapped she 

captures a sense of collective fear, conveying the way that time passes painfully slowly for 

those who wait in this alien land. Her appeal to God means that her text starts like a prayer 

at the start but it later it takes on a surprisingly personal tone:  

Almighty God, help our brave leader, Beowulf, son of Ecgtheow, 

overcome this evil creature. What are we to do without him? Oh, if only 

we’d never set foot on this doomed land with these roaming man-

eating monsters and swamps that hold secrets of evil misfortunes. 

Every time the bubbles in the water increase, heavy sighs are heard 

among the men, as though they all have the fear I have in my mind: of 

the limp body of courageous Beowulf rising to the surface of the murky 

water. Every second has turned into an hour waiting for what fate holds 

for Beowulf and for us.  

(Video FA26.22). 

She reads it with a quiet confidence and an impassioned and intense tone, offset by her final 

grin, almost a look of defiance as she reaches the end of her performance. Perhaps she 

acknowledges something surprising in the way that she assumes the role of the Christian 

male warrior, signalled in the connection she makes from the description of the ‘heavy sighs 

(that) are heard among the men’ to her own experience - ‘as though they all have the fear I 

have in my mind’ - indicating that she is one of them. Reference to the specifics of the mere 

that they crouch around, positions the warriors as they are in the text; in the thrall of the 

murky water. Sumaya may only have heard it when I read it to her, earlier that day: 

‘Everybody gazed as the hot gore / kept wallowing up’ (Heaney 2000, lines 1422 – 1423). 
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Although there is no room for uncertainty or fear in John’s contribution (or for females, as 

he remarks, rather apologetically), there is the same sense of waiting, with the imagined 

mere as his focus: 

Our hero has leapt to his promise. Our hero thought not to forsake his 

oath that all he does vow is solemn and binding.  I know he will make 

his doom wait until his labours of valour are consummated. He, our 

leader, is true. We, his men, are true to him. We wait by that abyss of 

corruption, the accursed mere, shunned by all of God’s kingdom.  

(Video FA26.21) 

John sits very upright as he reads, holding his paper out in front of him and nodding his head 

slightly, in the manner of a priestly figure, as if intoning a holy text. Listening to this 

assertion of faith and loyalty, other students in the workshop were reminded, they said, of 

Game of Thrones (Benioff and Weiss 2011-2019). In role, John deftly depicts a world of very 

specific beliefs and values, one where men are driven by strong adherence to an ancient 

warrior code. His reading is not necessarily ironic - he clearly derived satisfaction at the 

ways that he was able to capture a tone that echoes the Heaney (2000) text. His is a very 

active interpretation of the choice that Beowulf’s warriors make, to wait for the hero. 

Both John, Richard’s and Sumaya’s accounts situate the drama that the students made 

within a recognisable genre that includes those elements that they identify as significant to 

the telling of a powerful story - in which they have, in some sense, become the active 

protagonists. Western dramatic texts (in the form of play scripts) do not often include the 

voice of the narrator as it features in an epic poem, like Beowulf. Yet Morlette’s narration, in 

role, successfully gestures towards other forms of narrative - TV, films and plays - in ways 

that might be called ‘permeable’ (Dyson 1993, 1997, 2003), so that students are able to 

weave what they know in with that of the character whose perspective or point of view they 

are adopting. Heathcote (2015, 77) explains this affordance of teacher in role, as a 

‘negotiation of role’ that ‘involves delicate linguistics in vocal sign, plus the equally selective 

body and space sign. Both areas of signalling demand that power is passed over to others.’ 

O’Neill (1989/2006, 109) writes about the liminality of the teacher in role, to describe the 
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way that power, responsibility or expertise are shared with the participants. Another aspect 

of this liminality, that has not necessarily been recognised, is the way that a teacher in role 

offers a conduit to forms of narrative that provide a cultural frame of reference for the 

drama that the group make, whether or not the narrative schemata or devices fit the 

medium. What students see and how the see it; how it addresses and positions them, 

prompting them to act, also emerges as significant as what they hear, in this account of a 

creative process involving a move from one medium to another. 

Those students that choose to ‘speak back’ to Morlette, through their writing as Grendel’s 

Mother, are clearly arrested by the way that she disrupts the narrative perspective in her 

brief assumption of this role. For some, it has the effect of unsettling the identification 

proposed in what had come before. In this role, she offers more license than she had 

offered those who take on the mantle of Beowulf’s followers. Grendel’s Mother’s reactions 

are less clearly defined by the prescriptions of the text and by our cultural knowledge of 

what monsters, that are also mothers, do, in such circumstances. 

Cremin et al. (2006, 279) note that powerful writing in role emerges when there is more 

tension in the drama that precedes it. Both followers and the monster are poised in 

anticipation in this moment, making the way that Morlette moves Grendel’s Mother to the 

centre of the dramatic action, both physically and metaphorically, all the more striking. 

Through her framing of the role and this moment, Grendel’s Mother is unusually positioned 

as a protagonist, with a hint at the power she might exert in defence of her mutilated son. 

Here is Sophie’s piece of writing: 

Icy cavernous depths, thick with fear. I clutch him to me, all there is left, 

all I have left. And he is coming to seek me out, even here - I sense him 

and I am afraid. Dark memories blacken the waters around me, stories 

that will never be sung in great halls and echo through time. When he 

takes my life, I will fade into obscurity, a flicker in his memory, a 

footnote in his story. All these years I've had no one upon which to 
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unburden my thoughts and so they linger here, polluting the mere that 

he now wades through. He is coming.  

(Video FA26.16). 

Sophie reads it without looking up and without pausing. The start of her piece is highly 

dramatic, taking the listeners straight to the heart of the monster’s isolation and terror in 

the short phrases, ‘I clutch him to me, all there is left, all I have left…. I sense him and I am 

afraid.’ There is something considered in her intonation - a precision suggesting that each 

word is carefully chosen. Sophie’s emphasis on the word his (as in ‘his story’) suggests that 

she is consciously exploiting the gaps in the Beowulf poem to give sympathetic voice to an 

otherwise voiceless character. She is sensitive to the fact that Grendel’s Mother has no 

name - Beowulf’s deeds form the substantive narrative whilst she is reduced to a footnote 

and, indeed, was famously ignored altogether by Tolkien (1936/2002). In the film that 

Sophie and her friends make later, they call Grendel’s Mother, ‘Grendela’, an ironic nod to 

this insight, that is in keeping with the way that Morlette demonstrates the role. The way 

that Sophie’s text works on different levels, as both narrative and polemic, is acknowledged 

in the looks of the listening audience. A couple nod as they clap and Geoff pierces his lips 

together and widens his eyes, nodding slightly, as if impressed and in agreement with an 

argument expressed through the voice of the character. 

There are others that write about Beowulf’s imminent arrival from Grendel’s Mother’s 

perspective. Emma writes, ‘And he is coming. I can sense his malevolent presence crawling 

closer to me. Beowulf.’ Arthur, (captured looking back at Morlette), also vividly expresses 

Grendel’s Mother’s justification for her violent reaction: 

My son was brash, hateful but he was cursed. I could not sit idly and see 

him paraded like a trophy in their hall, his limbs strewn there, a defiled 

object of victory. That was too much, too much to bear. No one wishes 

that on a loved one - so it had to be avenged, there was no choice. Now 

the deed is done and I await their hero, that impudent creature. I will 

not go meekly but with my final flicker of life I will burn bright with fury. 
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One of us will be extinguished. I await him now in the darkness. I await. 

(Video FA26.15). 

Like Sophie he ends on a cliff hanger, a point of tension and a pause suggestive of a 

recognition of the way the narrative is structured, the suspense mounting as she awaits 

Beowulf ‘in the darkness.’ In the Heaney (2000, lines 1499-1500) text that we shared with 

the students, Grendel’s Mother ‘sensed a human / observing her outlandish lair from 

above.’ We know that she has a long time to await her fate as Beowulf swims downwards 

because the Beowulf poet / Heaney tells us, ‘It was the best part of a day / before he could 

see the solid bottom (ibid, lines 1495-1496). But the tension is not just about time - it is also 

to do with the perspective that the poet introduces in his description of the mere and the 

monster’s lair, meaning that Grendel’s Mother is aware of Beowulf’s position, above her.  

The way that Arthur reads his piece is more intense than Sophie’s performance. He sits 

cross-legged, holding his paper out in front of him, in a slightly rigid way. He doesn’t look up 

throughout the reading and although his tone is even, he emphasises parts of words - curse-

ed (pronouncing the ‘e’) and ‘had’ (in ‘had to be revenged’). This seems appropriate to the 

pronunciation of Old English and suitably (or stereotypically) archaic. It also slows his 

recitation down so that as listeners we dwell on this aspect of the way that the monster 

(Grendel) is perceived by humans. It comes as a shock to hear that he is also ‘a loved one.’ 

At the end Arthur does not look up, he still seems immersed in his writing and he joins in the 

enthusiastic clapping, absent-mindedly, and then shakes his head in an embarrassed way. 

His description of waiting has taken him to the core of the dramatic action. This momentary 

immersion seems to have a significant impact on the work that Arthur goes on to create in 

different media. 

Through this analysis I have come to recognise the ways that role facilitates transmediation, 

enabling students to imagine a particular context, relevant to the narrative, and to develop 

a point of view about the dramatic action and the characters involved that informs their 

writing in vivid ways. The way that the Beowulf text situates the characters within a 

landscape that is highly pertinent to the action and that is echoed in most of the students’ 

writing, points to another aspect of writing in role that is rarely remarked on. We cannot 
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account for the many ways that different individuals imagine the story or drama that they 

engage in. Alex claims that through the dramatic improvisations: 

From Beowulf seeing Grendel’s Mother [making a gesture of seeing, 

involving pulling pretend rays from his eyes.] I could then put myself in, 

really in… in the weirdest way. I was in Beowulf, I was seeing her, then I 

was in her… every activity we’ve participated in, we’ve been reliving it. 

(Video S20.16). 

This sense of seeing through another’s eyes is not necessarily as vivid for all the participants. 

But it is clear that at the point at which the students have to commit their insights or ideas 

to paper, the visualisation of the landscape and the characters within it, delineated by 

Morlette’s economical narration and positioning, acts as a conduit to the character’s 

thoughts - or the ideas that they choose to express in this medium. Although their writing is 

reflective it is also dynamic, active and dramatic. This is role-play on paper that offers an 

outline for action. When the students read it, they are performing their characters’ 

reactions with echoes of Morlette’s powerful gestus; albeit articulated in words. The impact 

of Morlette’s brief feminist and Brechtian enactment and the ways that she addresses her 

audience through her gaze, also has a significant bearing on the work that the students 

continue to produce. Some are prompted to take a stance in ways that are more in keeping 

with Brecht (2015) and Heathcote’s (1980b/1984) recognition of the possibilities and 

orientation of the spectator role than Britton’s (1970).
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CHAPTER 7 - FILMMAKING  

In my previous chapter I reflected on the ways that role-play facilitated a change in medium 

from live drama to writing and I interpreted the writing as forms of role creation. This 

chapter is about what happens in the shift from discussion and annotation to filmmaking. I 

consider how forms of role-play inflect the processes of viewing images, shooting, editing 

and sharing films and reflect on the difference the camera and screen make to the roles that 

the students assume and the drama that they create; to the transitions between media and 

the communication that supports these activities.  

In focusing on how students inhabit, assume or represent their roles, I need to account for 

the ways that a change of media proposes a different set of constraints and possibilities. 

This shift brings what Kress (2005, 12) refers to as ‘gains and losses’, in relation to the 

expressive possibilities that are brought into play. In comparing the differences between 

communicating through words and images Kress contends that: 

Speech and writing tell the world; depiction shows the world. In the one, the 

order of the world is that given by the author; in the other, the order of the 

world is yet to be designed (fully and/or definitively) by the viewer. These are 

not only different positionings in the world and to the world, with different 

epistemological positions and commitments, they also bestow different 

powers on the makers and remakers of representations.  

(Kress 2005, 16) 

Whether or not images are less definitive in their meaning than words, depends on many 

variables. Kress’ (2005) argument points towards an interesting conundrum that I face, as a 

researcher. In interpreting the purposes and impact of the students’ responses and the 

work that they make, I am, of course, translating the meaning into the words that Kress 

assigns the function of telling. My challenge is to do this through attention to the hints that 

that my research subjects provide about their engagements, motivations and purposes. 

Through this focus on students’ creative choices, I try to account for intertextual influences 

and references to familiar genres and their associated conventions, in the activities that 
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students engage in as they analyse images, film and edit and in their final pieces. I am also 

interested in spontaneous and improvisational bodily responses that I cannot account for 

entirely. Burnett and Merchant propose that ‘baroque technique’ is what is needed to 

acknowledge some of this complexity - to signal: 

the affect produced through interactions between body, text, and place as 

they infuse each other through meaning making, intensities that are written 

out of official accounts of literacies.  

(Burnett and Merchant 2016, 276) 

I am interested in these intensities: in the tension of the out-stretched arm, the claw-like 

gesture, the open mouth and the animated gaze, that are suggestive of students responding 

to each other’s bodily presences. Here I interpret this as evidence of students assuming 

different roles as they communicate, make and create and as they perform or represent 

their characters on camera. 

In this project, although we referenced excerpts from Heaney’s (2000) version of the poem 

and even some of the Anglo-Saxon words that might be discerned on the singed manuscript 

housed in the British Library, we paid just as much attention to the transformations of 

Beowulf in film, graphic novels, children’s story books, 3D representations and computer 

games - the ‘varied ways in which creative artists have reimagined or reshaped texts, images 

or ideas from the Anglo-Saxon past since the turn of the twentieth century’ (Clark and 

Perkins 2010, 3). Several of the students that we worked with, particularly Adam and 

Shannon, told us how much they had enjoyed the Zemeckis (2007) film version in their 

youth. They associated this with Lord of the Rings (Tolkien 1968) and its adaptations in the 

form of films and games and Jackson’s (2001, 2002, 2003) film versions and other Medieval 

fantasy TV series and games including Game of Thrones (Benioff and Weiss 2011-2019) and 

The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios 2011-2017), for example. Several 

reported that they had volunteered for the project because they enjoyed these adaptations. 

The change in media relates to a pedagogical shift too. Working in the medium of film or 

video with reference to the approaches associated with media education initiated an 

orientation towards representation, with some acknowledgement of the technical aspects 
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or affordances of different media. According to Hall (1997, 25-26), ‘Representation is a 

practice, a kind of “work”, which uses material objects and effects’, to generate meaning. 

Our planning was informed by a constructivist approach to the forms of representation that 

role-play involves, recognising that: 

It is social actors who use the conceptual systems of their culture and the 

linguistic and other representational systems to create meaning, to make the 

world meaningful and to communicate about that world meaningfully to 

others.  

(Hall 1997, 25).  

ANALYSING / BECOMING IMAGES 

We frame the filmmaking activities with a brief analysis of images of Grendel’s Mother 

drawn from a variety of media, including illustrated literary adaptations for young people 

(Crossley-Holland and Keeping 1982; Morpurgo and Foreman 2007), images of 3D models, a 

graphic novel (Hinds 2007) and film versions (Baker 1999; Zemeckis 2007), with a focus on 

questions of representation and gender in these twentieth and twenty first century 

adaptations. If this were a media class, we might spend more time on the:  

discursive context and origins of the media text or phenomenon: who made 

it? What was their motive? What hierarchies of power shaped its generic and 

stylistic characteristics? And to its design: what modes are employed and to 

what end?  

(Burn 2009, 8-9) 

Jane, who leads this section of the activities, asks the students to describe their image, to 

consider what type of image they are looking at, who its intended audience might be and 

where they might expect to find it. She is less explicit about the ways that the images have 

been designed and what interests might be at play here, although she asks further 

questions about mood and suggestions of gender. Her interest is in the ways that aspects of 

the text have been adapted and developed with different emphases, depending on the 
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context from which these adaptations emerged and their intended audience 50. However, 

questions about design and power emerge from the work that the students go on to make.  

In this analysis I attempt to be specific about individual responses to particular images and 

how these activities inform the work that the students go on to create, together. Our 

approach in planning the Beowulf activities is aligned with a tradition of filmmaking in 

educational contexts referenced in earlier chapters and informed by an understanding that 

‘the development of a critical grasp of the systems of meaning-making which operate in 

media texts is best achieved by making them’ (Burn and Durran 2007, 169). In writing about 

the filmmaking that was a feature of this project in Coles, Bryer and Ferreira (in publication) 

and Coles and Bryer (2018), I assigned a role to the image annotation that implied that it 

was simply a prelude to the creative endeavour. Revisiting some of the dialogue that the 

students engage in - gathered around A1 pieces of paper with marker pens in hand as they 

interrogate the representations of Grendel’s Mother - has prompted me reassess the work 

that images do in classroom contexts, particularly in relation to the spontaneous 

assumption of roles or through processes associated with forms of role-play. In this analysis 

I highlight the ways that the signs that capture the students’ attention are briefly embodied 

and reflect on what this means. 

My video camera is positioned on the floor in front of Sophie, Elsa and Geoff 51. Although, 

later, another camera succeeds in capturing their whole bodies, I find the tight focus on the 

combination of their arms and hands, the large piece of paper that they are scribing their 

                                                        

50 Understanding the text with reference to social, historical and political contexts is cited as an assessment 

objective in most public exams for English in England (AO3 for AQA GCSE and A Level English Literature 

http://www.aqa.org.uk/subjects/english/gcse/english-literature-8702/scheme-of-assessment (accessed 

23.3.18)  

https://www.aqa.org.uk/subjects/english/as-and-a-level/english-literature-a-7711-7712/scheme-of-

assessment (accessed 23.3.18). 

 
51 Video FA26.24. 
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ideas on, their voices and those of my colleague, Jane, very suggestive of the interplay 

between representation and affect: a feeling response that is predominantly evidenced in 

bodily or physical reactions (Hurley 2010, xii) and that Burnett and Merchant (2018a, 66) 

emphasise relates to ‘the feeling generated as people and things come into relation or 

assemble’ (their italics). Jane asks each group to write a description of the image they are 

presented with, on to the paper on which their image is stuck. As this group works 

something happens in the interface between their hands and the image: a kind of 

interpretation of the picture transmuted into a gesture, supported by the words that they 

say and write. At first, the small group are not clear whether their image of Grendel’s 

Mother as a kind of action figure (produced by Mcfarlane Toys 2007 and represented here 

in the form of a print advertisement), is a toy or collector’s item. As instructed, they start by 

finding words to describe the image: 

Sophie: Supernatural, scaleey, a kind of womanleey, [Elongating the 

ees, to give Elsa time to write] alien.  

Geoff: Graceful. 

Sophie: Yeah, graceful, yeah, she is. [She points at the paper for Elsa to 

write.] 

Jane: Just one of you in the group just write that sentence in, maybe at 

the top of the sheet of paper. 

Sophie: Yeah that’s fine. [They had written it below.] 

Sophie: [Points to the page to encourage Elsa to write again.] With big 

kind of claw-like, [Sophie dictates slowly as Elsa writes on the paper, 

pausing to make a clawing gesture, briefly, with the pen sitting between 

her fingers, as Geoff throws his marker pen in the air and catches it] big 

claws.  

Elsa: [Scribes a full stop to gesture she has finished on the page - like a 

nod of agreement to the other two. She adds an ‘A’ at the start of the 

sentence - so that it becomes a sentence rather than a list. She looks at 

the page.] Supernatural, scaly, a kind of graceful, womanly alien with 

big claws; alien. 

Sophie and Elsa: [Laugh.] 
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Sophie: That’s pretty accurate. 

Geoff: I like it, I like it! 

(Transcribed from Video FA26.24). 

 

Fig. 10 The annotated sheet (photograph) 

Though the model that they interrogate cannot necessarily be said to act in a way that 

constitutes gender (Butler 1988, 519), it has been positioned and photographed to suggest 

an awareness of the camera and an audience. There are analogies between the model’s 

gaze and Morlette’s (Chapter 6), demanding a judgment and a response. Its criterial aspects 

(Kress 2010, 70) are suggestive of femininity, albeit embedded in a flesh that is monstrous 

(scaly, for example), so that even before Jane points the students towards questions of 

gender, these attributes privilege the women’s responses. There is a symbiosis in the way 

that Sophie speaks in time with Elsa’s writing and there is something in Geoff’s interventions 

that suggests some kind of deferment to the two women. He flips his pen, rather than 
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writing. The first word that Geoff offers, ‘graceful’, is generous in its appraisal of the figure. 

In response to Jane’s question about features that are suggestive of gender, Elsa notes that 

the monster’s ‘shape’ seems feminine and Geoff that she is ‘skinny.’ Sophie’s response to 

his suggestion is to curl her fingers, in a claw-like way; an action that appears to prompt 

Geoff to suggest, ‘she’s feline.’ Elsa suggests that the claws are ‘quite delicate’ then flexes 

her long fingers before speaking and writing, ‘Also kind of slender fingers.’  

 

Fig. 11 Fingers (still from Video FA26.24) 

Their words provide an adequate summation of the image - so I question why the women 

punctuate what they say with these gestures. It seems unlikely that they are performing for 

the tiny camera-lens, positioned out of their eye line. Significantly these brief embodiments 

appear to move the group a little further in the ways that they interpret what they see, so 

the flat image almost begins to move in a ‘feline’ way. Maybe Elsa is trying out what it feels 

like to have claws and her gesture is suggestive of a sympathetic or affective response, 

implying either an affinity with one of the most monstrous aspects of the female figure or a 

felt disturbance of some kind. She appears to be ‘flickering’ in and out of role, in the playful 

way that Fleer (2014, 126-128) describes young children role-playing fairy tales - 
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experiencing and anticipating the emotional dimensions of the stories through repeated 

retellings. Fleer (2014) draws on Vygotsky’s (1971) recognition of a doubleness of emotion 

in the shift between the real and the imaginary, in order to understand the ways that this 

response supports play. It is notable that it is a fantastical picture of a monster that prompts 

this playful reaction. 

That the most compelling aspects of the image happen to reside in its monstrous yet 

feminine nails or claws and the camera is focused on hands, may colour my reading of this 

moment. Kress’ (2010, 168) suggestion that ‘the gesture is some dynamic forward 

movement made with the hands… a gestural outlining of the “shape” of what that thing not 

yet spoken might be or might look like’, hints at a kind of sub-text captured in hand 

movement; a suggestion or negotiation of some understanding that lies beyond dialogue. In 

this instance, the gestures might be interpreted as a form of communication and 

understanding that emerges through the trying on of the monstrous role, implying that it 

may be significant that Geoff does not do them. There are analogies with the boy that 

Burnett (2015) observed assuming the role of a zombie in ways that enabled him to bring 

his genre-specific interests and those of his peers to the task of creative writing. Burnett 

(2015, 203-204) relates these actions to the children’s identities as writers, as zombie fans 

and as friends. Here Elsa and Sophie’s identities as women with shared enthusiasms (an 

interest in the exploration of alternative pedagogical approaches, for example), may be 

significant. When Jane asks about intended audiences, the women’s jokes about the advert 

appealing to boys and appearing in a ‘man mag’ seem a bit dismissive but their irony does 

not detract from an intense interrogation of the nuance in how the figure is advertised. The 

humorous yet focused way that they make sense of the odd advertisement sets a significant 

tone for the creative work to follow. 

I assume that the dramatic activities that the group engaged in also pattern their responses 

here, in the ways that I notice students will take a cue from whatever physical activity or 

model they are offered, irrespective of any contradictory verbal instructions. Perhaps the 

women are relishing this moment of embodiment, in anticipation of a more overtly 

dramatic assumption of the role. I make this supposition partly because although there is 

something vulnerable in the way that the naked model is isolated in the frame, the tension 
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in her form (particularly her shoulders), is indicative of strength and power. In this 

advertisement her articulated body is offered for sale. The confusion about what is on offer 

when women perform can be traced back to the Greek ‘flute girls’, who were also 

prostitutes, to the Restoration period in England and to nineteenth century Chinese theatre 

(Hurley 2010, 65-66). But this model does not have the obvious attractions of Jolie in the 

role of Grendel’s Mother. She is clearly a monster, making the set-up, strange, working in 

the way that Diamond (1997, 47) claims the A-effect does, so that ‘the spectator is able to 

see what s/he can’t see: a sign system as a sign-system.’ I am reminded of how the disabled 

dancer, Laura Patay, stood still and gazed out us on from the stage at Sadler’s Wells (Double 

Bill, Candoco, 9/3/18), encouraging us to contemplate her female body shape and giving us 

time to register our reactions, before she started to dance. The combination of two women, 

interpreting the image, alongside a man, with the significant invitation of the blank paper 

and marker pens and the guidance of Jane’s questions, appears to have a dynamic effect - 

so that the work that the image does is to provide a platform for thinking about gender, 

difference and power, partly through trying out how femaleness is instantiated in 

monstrous form. The physical enactments prompted by the visual image are an indication of 

the students’ insights about how choices are made in the representation of the female 

figure. 

Of course, I am aware that in ascribing this degree of causality to these moves, I am in 

danger of interpreting what I see from the perspective of a teacher / researcher, as if 

everything that happens in the classroom space bears close relation to the impetus of the 

stimulus we provide and the tasks that we set. Leander and Boldt (2012) contest this kind of 

determinacy, particularly in relation to the New London Group’s (1996) preoccupation with 

text and with the grammar of texts; through their analysis of two boys’ playful reading of 

manga comics. The authors (2012, 42) are keen not to interpret the ways that the children 

are prompted to leap up and fight, too instrumentally. They draw on Deleuze and Guattari 

(1987) in interpreting the boys’ improvisational, spontaneous responses as a ‘production of 

sensation.’ It is worth bearing this in mind in relation to the kinds of textual design that I go 

on to focus on here. I recognise that like all of the students’ responses, the choices that they 

make represent some form of seepage of the outside realm; of identifications, enthusiasms 
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and humour, into the classroom space. Yet key to the humour is the way that it prompts the 

students to try to situate the monstrous figure in a particular cultural realm.  

During the annotation activity all of the students seem to spend more time articulating what 

the images remind them of, than they do when they are in the process of making drama or 

films. Although intertextual associations are central to creative production, in my 

experience, they often remain unspoken as the practical work takes precedence. This is not 

to suggest that practical work does not involve thinking but rather that the attention drawn 

to bodies and their interactions can focus the discussion into a consideration of the specifics 

of the drama that is being made and remade - so that the thought appears to becomes 

action in spontaneous ways. Generalisations and associations may come later, if the teacher 

is interested in exploring these aspects of the work (often they do not see it as relevant). 

In a demonstration of the ways that the most interesting things that happen in classrooms, 

occur in the gaps between what is supposed to be happening (Yandell 2014, 179), as Jane 

gives instructions, my camera just catches a motivated though whispered discussion about 

what the image reminds Sophie, Elsa and Geoff of: 

Elsa: What’s that film with blue? 

Sophie: Avatar - yeah!  

Sophie: There’s that… 

Geoff: I was thinking, NeverEnding story.  

Sophie: I totally don’t know that one. 

Jane: 3,2,1… 

Geoff: [Points at the monster’s face.] 

Elsa: What’s that film beginning with P that’s…? 

Sophie: [Whispers] Pan’s Labyrinth.  

Evie: Yes. 

Sophie: Reminds me of Star Wars as well. 

Jane: What type of image is this? 

Geoff: It’s a toy - World of Warcraft. 

(Transcribed from Video FA26.24) 
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The camera later picks up a discussion between Adam and Lisa, who are annotating an 

image alongside this group and who also start by establishing its cultural associations: 

Adam: It links in with Dungeons and Dragons or the modern World of 

Warcraft; it’s a concept art for a video platform. 

Jane: [Points at the text that Adam has added to the page.] What have 

you just written there? 

Adam: Skyrim. 

(Transcribed from FA26.25) 

In the analysis of the media production, these shared associations (spoken or not) become 

key to the realisation of different roles and of the filmed dramatic action, as Dyson (1993, 

1997, 2003) recognises it is to children’s creative writing. It is not immediately obvious how 

this happens and the associations are often over-looked. Jane and I have never played The 

Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim, (Bethesda Games Studios 2011-2017), for example, although we later 

learnt that it had influenced de Paula and Drew in their development of MissionMaker 

(MAGiCAL Projects 2014-2020). This situated and embodied discourse around text that 

Taylor (2006, 2012, 2014) refers to as ‘postural intertexuality’ and that I recognise as forms 

of role-play, emerges as key to the development of students’ shared understanding. 

IN ROLE AS A CAMERA 

Another significant aspect of the, students’ interactions is the move towards an active 

framing of the images, although, again, this is not articulated in precise ways. I suggest that 

Sophie, Elsa and Geoff are prompted to interpret the image from the perspective or in the 

role of filmmakers with Jane’s question about the mood of the image. 

Elsa: What did we say, clinical as well… 

Sophie: But then also like, it’s kind of serene there. [She puts her right 

palm, flat down on the bottom half of the image, so that only the top 

half of the monster’s torso and face is visible and then, she moves her 

hand back over the top half of the monster’s body, revealing its bottom 
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half.] But then it’s quite sinister - the claws, isn’t it, yeah? [She takes her 

hand off and makes a circle gesture over the claws.] 

Elsa: But I don’t like the light on it. [Elsa hovers her hand over the 

image, holding her pen like a torch, which somehow gives it authority.] 

Geoff: That’s what the clinical thing is… It’s a display. 

Sophie: You think it’s clinical – what do you think? 

Sophie: A golden light. 

Elsa: Yeah, I dunno, I think it’s quite warm light. 

Sophie: Yeah. 

Geoff: She’s almost smiling. 

Sophie: Yeah. 

Elsa: Somehow, she’s shining down like she’s in a theatre or she’s - 

she’s kind of quite beautiful isn’t she, if you think like the body… 

Sophie: Yeah, yeah – it’s quite…. 

Elsa: [Puts her palm flat over the left side of the creature’s body and 

then the other hand over the other side.] 

Elsa: If you think like the body… 

Sophie: Yeah, yeah, it’s quite beautiful. 

(Transcribed from FA26.24) 

This sophisticated analysis of the ways that lighting, colour and pose are integrated to 

address an audience in very particular ways, is enhanced by the dissection of the monster’s 

body, enacted by Sophie and Elsa’s hands that assume the role of a camera, moving into a 

close up. The way that hands provide the focus of a lens seems appropriate, given the 

group’s interpretation of the monster in ‘display’ mode. Whether or not the monster’s 

apparently female attributes are an encouragement to segment her body is unclear. The 

group also relate the lighting effects to the ways that the body is performed or presented so 

that it is that body that appears to be the site of the drama.  

Lisa’s reaction to the illustration from Crossley-Holland and Keeping’s version of Beowulf 

(1982, reproduced in my opening chapter), suggests an unusual willingness to be moved by 

a 2D image. She says that she finds the picture of Grendel’s Mother ‘scary’ and then moves 
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very close to it, zooming in, to view it in close-up, as if she wants to realise its affective 

power by acting as a camera. She says, ‘I can almost imagine the noise that might be coming 

out of her mouth.’ Adam reacts by saying, then writing - ‘love and hate’ - as if these two 

extreme emotions, conjoined, were an expression of the monster’s anguish and with some 

suggestion of his knowledge of the narrative. Later Lisa expresses insights about the way 

that a particular point of view or perspective, is invited by the image of Beowulf’s face, an 

insight that I see enacted in her bodily response. Adam agrees that it is as if ‘we’re forced 

into his imaginings’, a comment that is particularly resonant in the light of the film that his 

group go on to create. 

MAINTAINING THE DRAMATIC FRAME 

The students are invited to consider the extraordinary variety of ways that Grendel’s 

Mother has been represented from the graphic novel (Hinds 2007) depiction of a screaming 

harpy-like, older woman, with messy hair, wrinkles, a pot-belly and fangs, to Jolie’s air-

brushed appearance (Zemeckis 2007). And through their interrogation of these images, a 

range of insights about their filmic associations are brought into play, realised through the 

students’ verbal interactions but also, in more haphazard and less neatly defined ways, as 

they appear to try on roles of the creatures before them or to assume the role of the 

camera. This form of enactment offers possibilities in terms of understanding that happens 

through the transduction from paper, to speech and then into an emphatic form of writing, 

on a big sheet with a big pen. In this analysis, it is clearly not just the words that the group 

write that work to open up the polysemy of the images (Barthes 1977, 39). A sensitivity to 

the signs that the they read into the representation of Grendel’s Mother is apparent in their 

gestures; gestures that point towards the more overt assumption of roles to come but that 

are motivated and have their own effects too. 

These dramatic responses to the strange and fantastical images that we share with the 

students create waves of excitement that reach Jane, the teacher, as she sums up the 

activity with the group. She shows two images of a motion-captured Jolie emerging from 

the water (Zemeckis 2007), as if Grendel’s Mother were encased in smooth gold, naked but 
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with no visible marks of nipples, tucks or wrinkles and wearing a pair of very high heels that 

appear as an extension of her legs. Jane describes Jolie’s entrance as she climbs out of the 

water, rather than showing an excerpt from the film to the group - but through her words 

she is able to capture the drama in the reveal - hinting at a convention that is familiar to the 

genre of horror. I note that my intervention acts as a spoiler but this does not put her off: 

Jane: Eyes just above the water and what I love is the tail just appearing 

as well…. Slightly weird nipple-less breasts. She is completely naked. 

Theo: She’s got those stilettos. 

Jane: And the reason I picked that because with this weird sort of gilt, 

sort of gold paint dropping off her but er when you see the full length of 

her, you realise that [a beat, as she gazes at the group] she’s wearing 

stilettos as well. 

(Transcribed from Video FC26.1) 

The ‘shadowy role’ (Moore 2013; Wagner 1976, 132) that Jane assumes, with echoes of a 

narrator or storytelling voice, enables her to continue to enthrall the group - communicating 

her excitement about both the narrative and the extraordinary ways in which it is has been 

adapted. It is significant that in signing our appreciation of the variety of readings of the 

text, we give the students license to interpret extracts that describe Beowulf’s encounter 

with Grendel’s Mother. Jane directs the students to the brief descriptions of the monster in 

the Heaney version (2000, lines 1347-1519) on a PowerPoint slide that has written on it: 

Two creatures / prowling the moors  

Huge marauders / from some other world  

One.../ as far as anyone ever can discern / looks like a woman 

Troll-dam 

Brutal grip...Savage talons...grim embrace 

Wolfish swimmer 

Swamp-thing from hell 

Tarn-hag 
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As teachers we continue to be emphatic that the students should take liberties with the 

text. The instructions here, echo the relative freedom we gave for the writing task: 

Jane - That is all the description we are given about her and it’s from 

that very bare description that it’s up to your imaginations to fill in 

those gaps and imagine, you know, try and create, Grendel’s Mother in 

your own mind and it’s those gaps, I think, that lead the various artists 

and filmmakers to create the images that you’ve got in front of you. 

(Transcribed from Video FC26.2) 

Although the students are not positioned in the story here, in quite the same immediate 

way that they are by Morlette’s role-play, Jane’s invitation to picture the ‘creative gaps’ 

(Jackson 2007, 179) seems a prompt to the imagination in itself; sustaining the narrative or 

dramatic frame. I argue that this represents an affordance of role; that once the storytelling 

mode is opened up, the invitation to inhabit a role, albeit briefly, supports interrogation of a 

text. My evidence suggests that the visual image clearly supports this process. 

ASSUMING ROLES ON THE SHOOT 

The variety of representations of the female monster that we offer, are suggestive of the 

degree of criticality that we expect students to exercise in their own creative choices, 

through the roles that they assume. In the analysis that follows I attempt to reach an 

understanding about how the students’ work is inflected or patterned by the assumption of 

a variety of roles; the difference that this makes to the students’ insights about this section 

of the text and how these affordances involve repositioning the text so that it provides a 

platform for experimentation, debate and criticality. The poem itself has assumed 

something of a background role in some of this analysis, yet we were taken aback by how 

readily it facilitated a process of creative adaptation, that included shifting perspectives and 

points of view. In Tolkien’s (1936/2002, 126) acclaimed lecture on Beowulf, he compares the 

fragmented structure of the poem to a ‘sculpture or painting’ calling it ‘a composition not a 

tune.’ Renoir (1968, 161), a cameraman turned academic, (son of the filmmaker, Jean 
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Renoir), uses the language of the cinematographer to describe the visual ‘evocation’ of the 

build-up to Beowulf’s fight with Grendel. Haydock (2013, 36) develops this analogy with a 

focus on the poem’s ‘visual perspectives’ in his analysis of the fight with Grendel’s Mother 

(Heaney 2000, lines 1492-1631). Drawing on technical film terminology, Haydock (2013, 36) 

uses the metaphor of a shot list,	with a particular emphasis on the mix of subjective and 

objective camerawork, to explain how the Beowulf poet conjures up the action. He (ibid, 38) 

analyses the significant shift from Beowulf’s perspective as he swims for a day, searching for 

the bottom, to Grendel’s Mother below, on the look-out, (Heaney 2000, lines 1495-1500). 

This aspect of the text suits an approach loosely inspired by Heathcote’s (1980d/2015, 76) 

conception of role as a form of frame, involving different degrees of involvement in the 

dramatic action and shifts from protagonist to spectator or witness. In much of the drama 

that we do, the students assume shadowy or generalised roles as warriors, inhabitants of 

Heorot or followers of Hrothgar or Beowulf, witnessing or commenting on the action. It is 

notable that the emphasis in filming seems to be on representations of the action, so that 

the student actors take on protagonist roles and it is the directors or camera-persons that 

assume the role of witnesses to the action.  

The students do not have motion capture technology, costumes or stage make-up at their 

disposal, other than a few bits of coloured cloth. But of course, like the other activities the 

students engage in, the constraints that they have to negotiate in presenting the 

protagonists and the dramatic action, are key to the creative process. In the image critiquing 

activity, Elsa was looking at a finely crafted and subtly lit model and a slick motion-captured 

image of Jolie as Grendel’s Mother, in a fully-realised location (Zemeckis 2007). She had 

been reminded of Avatar (Cameron 2009) and Pan’s Labyrinth (del Toro 2006) - fantasy 

films that involve complex make up and computer-generated images. She and her group 

have two pieces of cloth and a stick and about twenty minutes to film, yet they do not 

appear daunted by the demands of the task or frustrated that what they make can only 

approximate how they might envisage a final product. I am interested in the ways that the 

critical reflection and role-play around images informs the filmmaking. A significant aspect 

of this approach lies in the students’ playful orientation towards each other; the ways that 

they appraise, respond and build on each other’s contributions, in and out of role and that 

they insert themselves, their bodies and their ideas, into the narrative, through the process. 
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Although none of them attempt to mimic or mirror the versions of Grendel’s Mother that 

they have been looking at, their films might be construed as a response to those images and 

their cultural associations and, in some cases, a witty critique of the ways that Grendel’s 

Mother has been represented in more recent adaptations.  

Most of the short sequences that the students make portray a violent encounter. We had 

explored role-play that involved enacting confrontations between hero and monsters 

through drama, requiring of both the makers and spectators a degree of ‘theoretical 

abstraction and empathetic imagination’ (Nevitt 2013, 6) in their conceptualisation of this 

most extreme of physical interactions. In Chapter 5, I consider the students’ satisfactions in 

making the violent dramatic action appear real; generating a felt response in reaction to a 

sequence of actions and a sound effect of a head smashing onto the table. The more 

symbolic representations of violence may be less shocking but they enable the 

contemplation of its effects in no-less affecting ways through degrees of stylisation. Thus, 

introducing cameras makes very particular demands on students to articulate the violence 

and its ensuing pain and suffering in ways that are appropriate to the medium. Again, this 

includes generating a felt reaction, in some way. That they aspire to do is a bold claim to 

make for these diminutive film sentences but my analysis suggests that the roles that the 

students assume at different stages of the process enable them to experiment with 

possibilities and to do so in ways that are both reflective and subversive. There is also 

something more seamless in this activity than the terms transmediation or transduction 

suggest. The introduction of technology in the form of an iPad does imply a reorientation - 

ushering in a particular set of teacherly instructions and emphases. But the shifts of gear or 

changes in the ways that the students address each other or move, that are apparently 

instigated by ways of working associated with the medium of film, are not marked. These 

moves do not signal an obvious disruption to the playful, collaborative approach initiated by 

the drama. I suggest that this facility is related to the conduit provided by role-play - an 

argument that I return to. 
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THE PERFORMANCE OF STILL IMAGES ON SCREEN 

One of the most significant features of the ways that the filmmaking differs from the 

creation of live action, is that we encourage the students to omit dialogue and to add music 

and sound effects in the edit. Sound is always an issue with cheap cameras - one of the ways 

that the technology has shaped the evolution of a particular genre in classroom filmmaking 

(Potter and Bryer 2017). Another interesting evolution in a particular way of working is the 

use of still as well as moving images. My interest in the possibilities of sequencing still 

images, is partly derived from changes in both the computer and cultural layers (Manovich 

2001), or the interactions between the two. In the first decade of the millennium there was 

free software available for the sequencing of photographs into forms of narrative, Photo 

Story (Microsoft Corporation, 2006), for example. Having experimented with animation, I, 

like other practitioners (McGeoch and Hughes 2009), found this form interesting because it 

encourages users to consider the meaning and impact of particular moments, presented for 

contemplation in an accessible way; exerting a discipline in the choices that they make. 

Drama teachers appreciate the convention of the still image because it enables them to 

draw students’ attention to the semiotic potential of bodies, faces, hands, gestures and use 

of space, (often referred to as ‘levels’). This intensity and specificity are prompts to students 

to recognise the impact of their physical selves, in a way that dancers working in mirrored 

studios are trained to do. There is a lot of movement implied in the stillness of what the 

theatre practitioner, Gaulier, refers to as, ‘the fixed point’ (Murray and Keefe 2016, 184). 

The stillness encourages a more emphatic gesture and heightened acting style, in a form 

that facilitates close analysis. This performative assumption of role and the affordances that 

are brought into play, is my focus here. 

There are analogies between the ways that the spaces for dramatic action in film and on 

stage, have been conceptualised. Hurley (2010, 23) claims that theatre offers ‘super-stimuli’, 

in the way that ‘it concentrates and amplifies the world’s natural sensory effects.’ Boal 

(1998, 72) describes the aesthetic space for drama as ‘five-dimensional.’ He (1995, 28) 

claims that the stage space becomes ‘telemicroscopic’, enabling those involved to see things 

that might otherwise ‘escape our gaze.’ There are similar claims made for film. Nelmes 

(2003, 242) suggests that images in film are, ‘concentrated, symbolic and highly charged; 
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they have a super-charged meaning.’ However, In his interrogation of the language of the 

cinema, Metz notes that: 

The rule of the ‘story’ is so powerful that the image, which is said to be 

the major constituent of film, vanishes behind the plot it has woven - if 

we are to believe some analyses - so that the cinema is only in theory 

the art of images. 

(Metz 1974, 45) 

According to Metz’s logic, working with still images in the form of photographs, encourages 

students to focus on the constituent parts of the filmic sequence that might otherwise be 

overlooked. The editor, Murch, recounts how he chose still images from the rushes to 

capture a distinctive aspect of each scene: 

In choosing a representative frame, what you’re looking for is an image 

that distills the essence of the thousands of frames that make up the 

shot in question, what Cartier Bresson - referring to still photography - 

called the ‘decisive moment.’  

(Murch 1995/2001, 41) 

Murch (ibid, 41) describes how the ‘decisive moment’ helped him to recognise different 

editing possibilities and it was often these images that he would position just before a cut.  

REALISING THE ROLES - SUBJECTIVITIES AND REPRESENTATION 

The similarities and differences between the shot or frame, the moment in live theatre and 

the moment in improvised drama are interesting because they exert an influence on the 

ways that students are able to shape their work, as they assume particular roles through the 

processes of creation and sharing. Diamond’s (1996) questions about the historical 

specificity of moments of theatrical representation seem just as relevant to an interrogation 

of the students’ role-play as it emerges in the form of the still and moving images that they 

produce and through the ways that they sequence them: 
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questions of subjectivity (who is speaking/acting?), location (in what 

sites/spaces?), audience (who is watching?), commodification (who is in 

control?), conventionality (how are meanings produced?), politics (what 

ideological or social positions are being reinforced or contested?) - are 

embedded in the bodies and acts of performers. 

(Diamond 1996, 4). 

These questions frame the following reflections on the realisation of the role of Grendel’s 

Mother through her encounter with Beowulf. The Zemeckis film (2007) emphasises the 

female monster’s reproductive powers through a particular shift in the narrative. The 

adaptation underlines Grendel’s Mother’s sexiness as part of her armoury, so that Beowulf, 

like Hrothgar before him (in this version), cannot resist her. The creature’s savage sexuality 

is not particularly a feature of the translation that we were drawing on (Heaney 2000). In 

this version, Grendel’s Mother’s power derives from her strength or physicality, rather than 

magic or sexuality or a conjunction of them both - unlike many mythological female 

monsters or witches, Medusa, for example. Heaney (2000 line 1,502) describes Grendel’s 

Mother as having a capacity for a ‘brutal grip.’ With this particular focus and an approach 

that involves a form of montage or collage rather than continuity editing, the students find 

ways to disrupt a version of the ‘male-gaze’ (Mulvey 1975) as inscribed in the Zemeckis 

(2007) film, to differing degrees.  

In quoting Mulvey (1975), I do not necessarily subscribe to a psychoanalytic interpretation 

of film construction and viewing but I recognise that, culturally, Mulvey’s theory has come 

to stand for an understanding of the ways in women are presented on screen as objects of 

heterosexual male desire, implying roles for the camera-operator, characters and spectator 

that assume a similar male, heterosexual identity. Berger identifies an analogous effect in 

the representation of women in Western art:  

men act and women appear. Men look at women. Women watch 

themselves being looked at…. The surveyor of woman in herself is male: 

the surveyed female. Thus she turns herself into an object - and most 

particularly an object of vision: a sight.  
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(Berger 1972/1987, 47).  

Conroy (2010, 33) explains how ‘gender can be regarded as a regulatory abstraction’ with 

reference to the ways that judgements are made about women who perform. In the 

Restoration era, female actors were referred to as simply appearing, rather than acting 

(ibid, 39); it was their bodily presence that was the focus of attention. 

According to Mulvey (1975), assuming the male gaze implicated in a film (or work of art) 

involves a form of narcissism. Of the various critiques of this theory, bell hooks’ (2003, 94) 

suggestion that black women develop an ‘oppositional gaze’ is suggestive of the possibilities 

for resistance in the viewing, if not creation, of films. For the actor assuming the role of a 

female monster, the strangeness of a monstrous being that is specifically female is a prompt 

to wonder about the question that Jane asked - what aspects of her body suggest gender? 

Or what aspects of her gendered body suggests monstrousness? The focus on dramatic 

action shifts this locus of attention from her body to the ways that she engages in combat. It 

may be ambitious to suggest that through the enactment involved in the process of making 

these short films, there was some form of, ‘contestation, a struggle for meaning and a 

struggle for control of the way that the body is placed into its context and the way that it is 

read’ (Conroy 2010, 73). I will try to make sense of this contestation, realised through role-

play, considering the ways students place their bodies within a specific location and in 

relation to quite tightly defined dramatic action, captured largely in the form of still images. 

It is worth referencing Jolie’s (2007) performance in order to understand the choices that 

students make about how they play the role, or specifically, how they show this unusually 

strong female monster in the act of almost overpowering the man with the strength of 

thirty in each of his hands (Heaney 2000, lines 380-381). For some groups, the focus seems 

to shift both from the objectification of Grendel’s Mother and from engendering some 

sympathy for the archetypal mother / monster (Creed 1993), to the question of how to 

enact or render the battle in ways that foreground aspects of the monster’s strength and 

control.  
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Diving into the deep - the monster’s perspective 

I start by comparing two films that involve students making particular choices about the 

monster and the combat that she engages in. The influence of Morlette’s powerful scene- 

setting, is in evidence in this striking photograph that was the first in a 46 second sequence 

made by three student teachers, including Elsa in role as Grendel’s Mother, that they call 

Diving into the deep. It shows Grendel’s Mother, below, as she awaits Beowulf, situated 

above, preparing to attack.  

 

Fig. 12 Diving into the deep - opening photograph 

From a survey of the shots and photographs that the group take, it is clear that Elsa is 

experimenting with ways of expressing Grendel’s Mother’s monstrous aspects and 

particularly, her power. She uses her purple cloak to conceal her body so that what is 

underneath is left to the imagination, although, obviously, the face that is revealed on 

camera is all too human. She appears slight, like the model / toy, yet she finds ways of 
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orchestrating a physical dominance through her gaze, some baring of her teeth and above 

all, the things that she does with her hands. The intensity of the gaze between the two 

characters, Elsa’s open-mouthed expression and ambiguous fist-like gesture, provide a 

central focus for their impending engagement, capturing the defiance that is a feature of 

the model that her group examined.  

The photograph, above, ends up appearing twice on their timeline, once with a focus on 

Beowulf, as he peers down and the second time, with a focus on Grendel’s Mother. Elsa 

chooses to sit on the ground so that the short cloth covers her body entirely, making her 

shape appear quite angular and strange. She fills the frame for an instant and then the 

camera appears to pull out so that as viewers we follow her gaze, upwards. In this way the 

group use the Ken Burns effect (creating the impression of a camera panning over the 

images, that the iMovie editing software automatically adds in the edit), to generate some 

closeness to the monster’s point of view. As Beowulf approaches, there is a surprising 

photograph that foregrounds Elsa’s finger, pointing at Beowulf, with her thumb, stretched 

backwards. The associations are of a child making a gun shape (although conventionally this 

involves two fingers).  

 

Fig. 13 Diving into the deep, Beowulf descends (photograph) 
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I notice that in one of the two shots that the group take of the moment when Beowulf 

jumps over the wall to confront her, Grendel’s Mother appears to be on the attack, poised 

with her hand, pointing (as in the photograph, above). When editing the group reject and 

use another shot in which Elsa seems to have lost something of the attacking impetus, 

because her arm is now at her side. Later in the sequence an over-the shoulder shot of 

Beowulf’s angry face with his sword (the stick), held aloft, brings us closer to her experience 

of a confrontation with the warrior.  

 

Fig. 14 Diving into the deep - Beowulf attacks (photograph) 

Through this shifting perspective the film echoes the construction of the text. By the end of 

Diving into the deep, it is clear that Grendel’s Mother’s strength is not a match for 

Beowulf’s. All too quickly she is obliterated with a poignant final photograph of her face just 

visible behind the blue gauze cloth, with her eyes closed, as if drowning.  
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Beowulf vs. Grendela - identity and power 

Another film, made by Hope, Sophie and Sumaya, called Beowulf vs. Grendela, based on the 

same section of text, suggests a different outcome for the fight 52. The instructions and text 

that we give this group hint at an ambiguous outcome: 

Make a sequence of still images and one or two bits of moving image that 

shows this moment of the fight in a modern-day setting (corridor / stairwell).  

How can you show the ‘grim embrace’? 

 

Then the prince of War-Geats, warming to this fight 

with Grendel’s mother, gripped her shoulder 

and laid about him in a battle frenzy: 

he pitched his killer opponent to the floor                      

but she rose quickly and retaliated, 

grappled him tightly in her grim embrace. 

(Heaney 2000, lines 1537-1542) 

The women’s powerful film is made up of six photographs or still images and three short 

shots or moving images, capturing a fight on the stairs between Beowulf, sporting the 

wooden sword and Grendel’s Mother or ‘Grendela’ as the group characterises her, wrapped 

in red, gauzy cloth. In this analysis I focus on the affordances of role or role-play in relation 

to dramatic action, particularly still images, ‘caught’ on camera. My interest lies in the ways 

that engaging in a form of drama for the screen points the students towards considerations 

of the kinds of questions that Diamond proposes (1996, 4). My argument is that this kind of 

interrogation of identity and power, in relation to a classic text, happens through the 

                                                        

52 I am able to analyse the way that this sequence came together in more detail because I have footage of the 

students editing their work Video S26.15, as well as the shots and stills that they took. I also interviewed them 

the following day: Videos S27.12, S27.13, S27.18. 
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students’ creative work because of the demands made on them by assuming or creating the 

roles of hero, monster and, of course, camera-operator / director. 

In her role as camera-operator, Sumaya uses the iPad camera to capture the action from a 

series of angles. She is constrained by the narrowness of the stairwell so that she tends to 

position herself above or below the action, which seems appropriate to a fight that happens 

in a volume of water. A particularly significant choice that Sumaya makes, is to include the 

whole of the women’s bodies in every shot; there are no close ups on hands or faces. The 

film starts with Sophie, as Beowulf, grimacing and brandishing her sword and as Grendela 

gets the upper hand, Hope stretches her arms high and wide. They experiment with slow 

motion movement and a more naturalistic and faster-paced shot that seems a bit like play-

fighting. The latter involves more physical contact between the actors, in a tighter 

formation. In the edit, the group opt for the former, more in keeping with the style 

established by the still photographs. The photograph that becomes the second in the 

sequence is a low angle shot, with Hope’s particularly emphatic hand gesture at the centre 

of the action. A compelling tautness of the bodies is captured in Hope’s circular movement 

that emanates from the low angle of the camera. Her hand / claw is clearly a match for 

Beowulf’s sword.  
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Fig. 15 Beowulf vs. Grendela - Grendela attacks (photograph) 

The sequence of three photographs that succeeds this, shows Beowulf being suffocated at 

the height of the battle. Grendela’s movement up the stairs emphasises her surge in 

strength - with outstretched arms, a determined stance and a physical suggestion of the 

‘grim embrace’ (Heaney 2000, line 1542) accentuated by the blood red gauze in which both 

actors are wrapped. Again, the monster’s talons, are central to the action.  
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Fig. 16 Beowulf vs. Grendela - sequence of three high angle photographs 

The over-the-shoulder shots and sequence of shot / reverse shots, that animate the latter 

half of Diving into the deep, follow a pattern that is familiar to continuity editing. In Beowulf 

vs. Grendela, however, Sumaya situates the camera at quite unusual angles to the action, so 

that we are invited to appraise the drama from a distance and the story of the monster’s 

demise is, somehow, turned on its head. Like the child that Cannon (2018, 144) noticed 

shooting from the perspective of a monster, standing on a table, Sumaya’s elevated 

position, affords her a similar degree of power in her role as witness. Sophie (like Adam) 

knows that stage combat relies on the responses of the actor that is attacked. Her acting, 

foregrounded through the low and high angle shots that position Beowulf’s face at the 

centre of frame, means that the audience is privy to Beowulf’s anguish, proof of the 

monster’s capacity to inflict pain. The way that Hope, bares her teeth, as Elsa did, differs 

from Sophie’s open-mouthed expression - we understand one as aggression and one as 

suffering but there are interesting parallels between the two. Although Sumaya suggests 
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that the group did not explicitly address the ambiguity of the ‘grim embrace’, there are, 

possibly, sexual associations in their open mouths. This is an aspect of the sophisticated way 

that the group layer their work, prompted by the earlier interrogation of images and the 

enactments that this brought into play. 

Diamond’s (1996, 4) questions about the ways that meanings are produced with reference 

to particular conventions or frames of reference are helpful in making sense of what the 

women are able to do through their role-play, supported by Sumaya’s powerful 

camerawork. Their actions are not deliberately gestic, according to Brecht’s (2015, 168) 

definition of the social gest but there is something surprising about the ways that they 

construct Grendela as a powerful female; strong and yet graceful. I am reminded of the 

deliberate, precise and exaggerated gestures that characterise Bausch’s work, that have 

been interpreted as both feminist and Brechtian (Murray and Keefe 2016, 90). Naming the 

monster, Grendela, signals the group’s witty intention to carve out a more significant role 

for the second of the creatures that Beowulf encounters, providing me with some 

justification for this reading. The style of this film also recalls Hurley’s (2010, 43) description 

of melodramatic characters who, ‘wear their thoughts and emotions all over their bodies in 

the form of significant postures, gestures, and vocal intonations.’ Every gesture that the two 

characters make in this compact sequence is suggestive of extreme physical tension, 

determination, anger and pain. Recalling Leander and Boldt’s (2012) analysis of Lee and 

Hunter’s play fighting, I wonder whether trying out what it feels like to fight in a more 

spontaneous way has a role to play in fueling the students’ engagement in the process; a 

kind of warm up that helps them to carve out a more deliberately choreographed sequence. 

As I reflect earlier, students animated and playful response is rarely legitimised in drama 

classrooms. Teachers find ways to limit this activity with injunctions to create still images, 

use slow motion or show the tension that precedes or follows the violence (see Chapter 5). 

Leander and Boldt (2012, 42) suggest that Lee and Hunter’s play fighting is about ‘the 

vividness of being and experiencing being’ but there is also an intensity in the trying out 

representations of being - a significant prompt to the imagination that is often overlooked. 

Like violence itself, it is hard to control and messy to watch, until it is spliced up more 

precisely in the edit. The women recognise the messiness and note that their smiles suggest 

a lack of seriousness and they choose, instead, to express the violence through the exertions 
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of a series of heightened gestures including a swooping movement. They have not yet 

encountered the Ken Burns effect that is a feature of the editing software, so it may be 

fortuitous that this movement is echoed in the way that camera appears to pan across the 

photographs, once they become part of a film. The graphic style, a mix of the ways that they 

move and that they edit their movements, is reminiscent of the bold, heightened physicality 

of the fantastical creatures in Avatar (Cameron, 2009) and Pan’s Labyrinth (del Toro, 2006). 

In summoning up the combat there are echoes of Hinds’ (2007) graphic novel, that Sophie’s 

group looked at briefly before filming. These forms of intertextuality infuse the work, 

through the motivated actions of the bodies that recall them.  

MOTIFS, CASTING, POSES AND POINTS OF VIEW 

One of the aspects of the films that I analyse, is the appearance of particular motifs -

culturally resonant bodily signs or expressions that are developed by different actors, in 

different films, so that they begin to assume a pattern through their repetition. I recognise 

these as indicative of the ideological and social positions that are being contested through 

challenges to conventionality that are, in part, a reflection of the genre of classroom 

filmmaking that they represent and the role-play that is integral to it. There are two 

examples in which women playing Beowulf hold a sword aloft, with a triumphant gesture 

(apparently with less of the awkwardness of engaging in combat that Sumaya experienced). 
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Fig. 17 0229 and Beowulf vs. Grendela - women and swords (photographs)  

There is a distinct irony in the way that the women play the hero, communicated in their 

facial expressions (a smile and an open mouth) and a playful yet physically committed 

assumption of the role. That is not to suggest that their sole impetus for this move lies in a 

knowing performance of a gendered trope. Conroy (2010, 33) suggests that there is a ‘vastly 

flexible and readable use of representation and imitation in theatre’ that involves 

challenging audience anticipations of ‘the context, style and manifest intentions of a 

performance’ (ibid, 35). None of the casting decisions were remarked on by the teachers 

(us) or students that we worked with, during the course of the project. In the established 

theatre and on small and large screens, cross-casting is a deliberate move that is still 

considered worthy of comment. Churchill’s (1979) Cloud 9 and Werternbaker’s (1988) Our 

country’s good use cross-casting to make explicit political statements about colonialism and 

the power of theatre. Recent casting in Star Wars: the force awakens (Abrams 2015) and 

The last Jedi (Johnson 2017): roles played by Fisher, Ridley and Boyega, for example, has 

served to broaden the films’ appeal. Drama in education follows in this radical tradition, 

albeit making a virtue of necessity. But even in the classroom, casting decisions become 

more significant or worthy of comment with the introduction of the camera because of the 

ways in which the photograph foregrounds the body as ‘motivated sign’ (Kress 2010, 62) 

and because whatever constraints are exerted by the limited pool that a small group might 
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have to draw on to cast a particular role, there are always choices to be made and questions 

that these raise. Why does Sophie play the role of the hero? Why does Sumaya stay behind 

the camera? The students’ cultural heritages, histories and social relationships may provide 

some answers but these cannot be definitive. Sophie’s history of dance training and 

Sumaya’s discomfort during the drama activities may have influenced these decisions but 

there is more to say about how the flexibility involved in the assumption and blurring of 

roles at different stages of the filming and editing, offers further opportunities for all three 

of the students to make creative and informed choices. 

Diamond’s (1996, 4) questions about subjectivity and commodification ‘(who is in control?)’ 

and what social positions are being contested, help to reveal the multiplicity of meanings 

that we might read into an image of a woman brandishing a sword in a concrete stairwell. 

The three women making Beowulf vs. Grendela exert a significant degree of control over the 

ways that two of them are represented engaging in mortal combat. The low angle shot of 

Beowulf presents the hero as a brash and dominant figure but this is reversed in the shift of 

angle later in the sequence. Sophie uses her body to show us how much she relishes the 

role, with an irony that does not undermine the affective power of the image and the whole 

sequence. The ambiguity of the Anglo-Saxon word ‘aglæca’ (Gillam 1961), used to describe 

both Beowulf and Grendel’s Mother and translated with variations of both hero and 

monster in the Heaney text (2000) (e.g. ‘ides aglæcwif’ becoming ‘monstrous hell bride’ in 

line 1260 of his translation), provides an interesting background to the gender-bending 

assumption of the roles of both hero and monster.  

 

Although Beowulf vs. Grendela is stylised, almost a form of animation, part of its success, 

like Adam’s group’s film, Shadows, lies in the spontaneous and momentary ways that the 

actors assume their roles so that movement captured with each press of the camera button, 

appears quite naturalistic. Despite Sumaya’s command to ‘freeze!’ (caught on camera, to 

her dismay, until she realises she can edit it out), the actors do not appear to freeze for 

more than a second in front of the camera. Even their photographs are not studied still 

images but spontaneous role-play, sometimes rendered in slow motion, captured in the 

form of digital freeze frame. Although drama draws on the signs that we use to make 

meaning in our everyday interactions with other humans or social actors, through gesture, 
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words, movement and positioning, for example, and its meaning arises with reference ‘the 

corporeal, the intellectual, and the affective domains of our lives’ (Franks 2000, 66), it does 

so in a way that is selective. These selections may be arrived at in ways that often appear 

quite spontaneous, haphazard even, but once fixed on a timeline such nuanced and minute 

choices are made more visible, available for debate, further revisions and enhancements.  

In Barthes’ poignant analysis of the relationship between photography, theatre, history and 

death, he identifies that: 

what founds the nature of Photography is the pose. The physical 

duration of this pose is of little consequence... I inevitably include in my 

scrutiny the thought of that instant, however brief, in which a real thing 

happened to be motionless in front of the eye. I project the present 

photograph’s immobility upon the past shot, and it is this arrest which 

constitutes the pose.... in the Photograph, something has posed in front 

of the tiny hole and has remained there forever (that is my feeling). 

(Barthes 1980, 78, his italics) 

Barthes’ reflections help to explain the ways that the iPads that the students use to create 

the film support a reflective pause; a point at which a small group might view the single 

photograph or shot, critique their ‘poses’, the ‘arrest’ or embodiments of the roles and plan 

their next photograph or shot in response (see also, Bryer, Lindsay, Wilson 2014; Potter and 

Bryer 2017). The technology that we use facilitates this reflective pause, opening up 

possibilities for criticality and review, enabling identifications with a variety of roles in ways 

that allow for a significant degree of control and agency in relation to the dramatic action. 

Sumaya expresses her satisfaction in being able to do this in a more private arena than the 

drama space: 

You were able to kind of look and go, oh that’s really good, do that 

again or pose like that [gesturing with her arm in air] and we’ll take a 

picture. You know we had that control or when we were doing, we 
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were not only thinking about other people around you, you’ve got to 

use your body to kind of create the story. 

(Transcription from Video S27.13) 

The link that Sumaya makes between the body and the narrative is key to the way that the 

group choose to tell their story through a sequence of still and moving images that 

foreground the female monster’s power. In her written evaluation Sumaya echoes the ways 

that she understands the role of filmmaker, ‘students can create their own images so they 

become the story tellers.’ 

Another significant motif or sign emerges in the final two shots of Beowulf vs. Grendela. 

Both actors’ mouths are wide open and the film ends with a ferocious growl somewhat 

ambiguously, suggesting that Grendela may be the victor, since Beowulf’s facial expression 

denotes a scream of pain. In a longer film (61 seconds) called Shadows, the audience are 

invited to assume that despite the lack of an embodied monster, her presence or essence is 

causing Beowulf pain, through a juxtaposition of three close ups of Adam’s similarly 

contorted face next to a sequined blue cloth, shifting in the light. There are echoes in this 

powerful close up of Adam’s suggestion that, ‘We’re forced into his imaginings’ that he 

gleaned from looking at the images of Grendel’s Mother. In his reflection on the project 

Adam spoke about how much he appreciated the way that our approach ‘engaged the 

senses’ because it echoed his own intense relationship with the text, and those that he 

associated with it, like Skyrim (Bethesda Game Studios 2011-2017). In this photograph he is 

clearly representing the hero’s anguish but somehow basking in it at the same time, as 

Vygotsky (2016, 15) notes in his observation that, ‘The child weeps in play as a patient, but 

revels as a player.’ It is notable that it is a combination of the role that he assumes and the 

camera that provides Adam with the means to communicate his passion for the text to his 

teachers and peers, through the disarming intimacy of this image. His enthusiasm for 

Beowulf, a passion that I see evoked in this expressive pose, changed my own relationship 

with the text. His role-play, as recorded on camera, had powerful effects. 
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Fig. 18 Shadows - Beowulf attacked (photograph) 

The motif of the open mouth also appears in a film called Flashbacks but with different 

intentions and effects - in one photograph as Grendel’s Mother is shown reaching out to her 

son’s mangled arm and another where she cradles his head. In this case the facial 

expression is indicative of monster’s grief, rather than her anger or ferocity. This group had 

a different remit, to develop a kind of cut-scene or flashback, for the computer game 

making activity the following day:  

Make a sequence of still images and one or two bits of moving image that 

show what flashes through Grendel’s Mother’s mind as she is being killed by 

Beowulf. This might include memories of her son and his arrival without an 

arm, to die in their watery lair. 

 

the monster 

in his resting place, war-weary and wrecked, 

a lifeless corpse, a casualty 
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of the battle in Heorot. 

(Heaney 2000, 1585-1588) 

 

So the Shieldings’ hero, hard-pressed and enraged, 

took a firm hold of the hilt and swung 

the blade in an arc, a resolute blow 

that bit into her neck-bone 

and severed it entirely, toppling the doomed 

house of her flesh; she fell to the floor. 

(Heaney 2000, 1563-1569) 

In giving the group this direction, we were emphasising maternal grief as a justification for 

the mother’s monstrousness; apparently in keeping with the Beowulf poet and Heaney’s 

(2000) fleeting sympathy for her plight. This is how Heaney describes her in a prelude to the 

attack on the mead hall: 

But now his mother 

had sallied forth on a savage journey, 

grief-racked and ravenous, desperate for revenge. 

(Heaney 2000, lines, 1277-1279) 

The description of her attack hints that her instincts are more animal than human: ‘The hell-

dam was in panic, desperate to get out’ (Heaney 2000, line, 1293). Yet our suggestion was 

that the students focus on the monster’s memories and motivations. The ‘heavy hero’, as 

Ong (1982, 68) characterises him, solves problems through physical rather than 

psychological efforts (Burn 2011, 119). In demanding that the group focus on the hint of 

character motivation that might be read into the text, we assign the female character a 

subsidiary role in the violent action that defines the narrative. One of the students notes in 

their written evaluation, that the way we refer to the character underlines this defining 

characteristic: ‘found it interesting that “mother” made us automatically sympathise with 

her and seen through emotive eyes…. A cultural stereotype.’ What might be interpreted as a 

coherent classic realist (Belsey 2002, 18) interpretation, denies the group the exploration of 

a more radical representation of monstrousness in female form. There is something of the 
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abject, archetypal mother trope in the positioning of the son and grieving monster mother - 

a trope that informs Creed’s (1993) conception of the ‘monstrous-feminine’, derived from 

Kristeva’s (1982/2010) notion of ‘abjection’ and Freud’s (2002) of the ‘primal scene.’ In 

Freeland’s (2000, 60) critique of Creed’s theory, she points out that the distinctive feature of 

the abject, archaic mother is that she ‘is driven by “the generative procreative principle”’, as 

the Jolie-inspired monster is, in the Zemeckis (2007) film. Freeland (2000, 63) points out that 

the concept is far too abstract, ignoring the specific cinematic components that generate 

meaning in a film like Alien (Scott 1979), particularly in narrative terms. Somehow the 

students in this group are nudged down a route that is predetermined - a style of narrative 

that in spelling out an assumed subtext leaves no room for nuance or ambiguity, particularly 

in terms of the representation of character. The resulting images are reminiscent of female 

engagement in rituals of mourning across the world, including Greek tragedy (Dué 2006) or 

the pietà - with the black gauze and fixed facial expression and a hand over the mouth, in 

the first image and open mouth in the second 53.  

 

                                                        

53 As represented in Toye’s art work for Artangel, for example, 2018 https://www.artangel.org.uk/project/an-

occupation-of-loss/ (accessed 28.4.2018). 
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Figs. 19 Flashbacks - Grendel’s Mother grieves over Grendel’s body (photographs) 

These are, undeniably, stark and powerful images. The red silk symbolising Grendel’s arm, 

the over-head lighting and shadows are strange and fantastical. But introducing the 

convention of a flashback limits the ways that the students might interpret the action 
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relating to Grendel’s Mother’s death, despite our injunction that they take liberties with the 

text.  

In some cases (most notably, Shadows), the fractured narrative lends itself to a remaking 

that appears to reference a particular genre of Hollywood action and war films - Saving 

Private Ryan (Spielberg, 1998) and Dunkirk (Nolan, 2017), for example - in their rendering of 

a fight sequence as experienced from different points of view and varying degrees of 

closeness to the action. The pace at which we press the students to shoot and our 

encouragement to work spontaneously, rather than to storyboard, may be a factor in the 

expressive withhold and reveal of the action, including: blurry shots, characters caught off-

centre, shifting narrative foci and suggestions of struggle and confusion in a couple of the 

films. This involves a de-centring of the subject that is also suggestive of the territory of 

avant-garde and feminist filmmaking (Mulvey 1978). One group uses translucent blue cloth 

to transform the stairwell so that it becomes suggestive of the watery depths. An image of a 

face glimpsed through the cloth appears fleetingly in a long transition, a crossfade that 

captures a sensation of movement downwards. There is an ambiguity in the actor’s dazed 

expression, looming towards the viewer. This sequence is unusual in that it attempts to 

capture glimpses of Beowulf from Grendel’s Mother's point of view as she, ‘sensed a human 

/ observing her outlandish lair from above’ (Heaney 2000, 1499-1500). 

Figure 20 from Shadows, shows Adam, as Beowulf, in a position of vulnerability, defending 

himself from what appears as a reflection of Grendel’s Mother’s shiny, scaly body as she 

might perceive him through the watery gloom. Again, this might be interpreted as a shot 

from the monster’s point of view. 
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Fig. 20 Shadows - Beowulf attacked (still) 

The specificity of this medium offers the makers of this form of dramatic narrative a 

particularly powerful tool to direct the gaze of their audience so that both audience and 

characters’ perspective on the action: their sympathies, interests and engagements are 

influenced by, ‘the angle of the camera, the depth of field, the distance from the object and 

so on’ (Jackson 2007, 162). Some of these choices are more or less considered in this fast-

paced process. The makers of Diving into the deep, Shadows, Flashbacks and Beowulf vs. 

Grendela frame and sequence their shots carefully, starting with visually arresting 

establishing shots. The makers of some of the other films tend to play out the action in front 

of the hand-held iPad camera; a more haphazard and spontaneous process, that captures 

something of the energy and enthusiasm with which students engage in the role-play. There 

is more to say about further choices made that are integral to the shoot and what happens 

when students become editors of this kind of material. 

THE ROLE OF THE LOCATION 

Diamond (1996, 4) is concerned not only about, ‘questions of subjectivity (who is 

speaking/acting?)’ but also about ‘location (in what sites/spaces?).’ Lisa and Adam write, 



 

229 

‘Where is it?’ on their piece of paper as they examine Keeping’s (1982) picture of Grendel’s 

Mother. ‘There’s no background’, Lisa says. The transduction into the medium of film means 

that the background becomes an issue, bringing a specific location into focus in significant 

ways. In Jane’s instructions to the group, she encourages them to ‘create Grendel’s Mother.’ 

I am surprised in revisiting my footage that when I set up the filmmaking task, I do not 

reiterate that we are interested in the representation of the characters but instead point 

out the constraints and possibilities of the environment that the students are working in. I 

explain that although there are no obvious natural sources of water, the building’s stairwells 

and lifts offer opportunities for a suggestion of the depths of the uncanny mere. What I do 

not say but do anticipate is that representing familiar, institutional spaces in new ways can 

surprise and delight an audience that are likely to recognise the transformations being 

wrought (as reported in Bryer, Lindsay and Wilson 2014). In keeping with a socio-cultural 

view of learning that informs this thesis, this analysis of the ways that space plays a role in 

the students’ work, is informed by an understanding that space or spaces are not fixed 

entities but are shaped by social interaction, by what the people that inhabit them do with 

them (Lefebvre 1991), recognising that the identity of particular spaces is ‘a product of 

inter-relationships’ continually renegotiated through our actions (Massey 2005, 9). The 

connection with my research question lies in the ways that when students assume roles 

(particularly when cameras are involved), a familiar background begins to play a part. Here I 

focus on an affordance of role that involves co-opting space and familiar objects into the 

narrative frame. 

Multimodal social semiotics point to the significance of the orchestration of meaning 

through the specifics of particular contexts or environments for learning (Franks 2015a; 

Franks and Jewitt 2001; Kress et al. 1995). Franks (2015a, 229) draws on Vygotsky’s account 

of the psychology of actor training to consider how ‘the materiality of socio-spatial 

environments frames, mediates and affects learning.’ He points out the analogy between 

theatre and learning spaces to make his case:  

the situation of drama - its settings, costume, lighting effects and so 

forth contribute to the making of dramatic meaning. So, environment 
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as physical setting is likely to have its part in the patterns and processes 

of dramatic learning.  

(Franks 2015a, 231) 

The impact of the environment on drama activities is often significant; the quality of the 

acoustics and lighting can generate a sense of intimacy, for example. The carpet in the room 

we worked in for this project may have encouraged students to do more floor work. The 

introduction of cameras marks a shift because of the way in which the location or 

background became a setting and thus salient to the meaning-making process. Boal writes 

about the transformations that occur to spaces when drama happens: 

A battered old chair will be a king’s throne, a cross becomes a 

cathedral, the branch of a tree a forest, and time flows as easily 

forwards as backwards… Time and space can be condensed or stretched 

at will, and the same flexibility operates with people and objects, which 

can coalesce or dissolve, divide and multiply. 

(Boal 1995, 20) 

Manipulating time and space happens differently in filmmaking; it is not as fluid as it is in 

improvisational drama (as Boal describes). But there are still opportunities to co-opt the 

unexpected so that, ‘this extreme plasticity [that] allows and encourages total creativity’ 

(ibid, 20) manifests itself in different ways and with different effects. In iPad filmmaking the 

‘aesthetic space’ (ibid. 21) of the stage becomes the aesthetic space of the screen. Burn 

notes the ways in which in the edit:  

The mental act of spectating becomes concrete in the digital frame and 

sequence; the plasticity and provisionality of the digital timeline begin 

to measure up to the ultimate plasticity of the mental image act.  

(Burn 2009, 40) 
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The role of the imagination to transform what is captured by the camera into a narrative 

sequence that we recognise as a film, is key to this process, facilitated by the assumption of 

the roles of actor, director and editor. 

Metz (1982, 67) points out that because of the way that we experience fiction in film, as 

compared to the theatre, ‘the signifier, already imaginary in its own way, is less palpably so, 

it plays more into the hands of the diegesis, it tends more to be swallowed up by it’; that is 

to say, that we expect that everything that appears in the frame, to have been placed there 

with intent, to be mediated and therefore meaningful. Thus, what Merleau-Ponty (1962, xix) 

describes as ‘inexhaustible’ in the visual field, is brought into focus. Burn and Parker (2003, 

24) refer to these as ‘the “found” semiotic material.’ I (Bryer, Lindsay and Wilson 2014, 245) 

wrote about the way that a group of teenage boys reinterpreted the narrative of their film, 

based on the appearance of a discarded magazine, that happened to be lying next to the 

boy who was pretending to be dead. The boys found it funny that as audience to their own 

film, they attributed some authorial intent to the positioning of the magazine, after the 

event. This speaks to the creative way that we interpret film and visual images but also to a 

pleasing aspect of this approach to filmmaking, that involves an incorporation of the 

random elements that constitute our everyday environment into a re-imagining that 

includes a role for objects, people and the spaces that they inhabit. Berger’s (1972/1987, 9) 

claim that ‘we never look just at one thing; we are always looking at the relation between 

things and ourselves’ is suggestive of the ways that role and location are entwined. The 

students’ assumption of roles against a familiar institutional backdrop becomes integral to 

their representations of the dramatic action because they are doing it on camera.  

I had set the groups the challenge of finding locations that might represent a sense of 

travelling for a day, underwater. The establishing shot in Diving into the deep, is an example 

of how Elsa’s group emphasise the distance that Beowulf has to travel to contact the 

monster lurking in the shadows at the bottom of the mere, through their choice of setting. 

There is a hint of the hero’s potential reversal of fortune in the way that his passage 

downwards is delineated by the line of the concrete stairwell and the blue cloth. The ways 

that Richard found to move through the location (Beowulf’s journey down the stairs, waving 

his arms as if swimming, for example) are integral to this plan. The students cannot have 
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planned the bright autumn light and the looming shadow at the bottom of the stairwell 

(with all its symbolic associations), may be a chance occurrence. Elsa wondered later 

whether the sun shine was too cheerful. She commented, ‘the wind that day I felt brought 

the moment on film alive!’ - catching at her cloak so that it follows the line of the stairwell. 

Even more extraordinary is the way that Elsa’s back is lit, so that she is ‘shining’, in the way 

that she described the model. The students’ choice of location is certainly deliberate - the 

sparseness of the concrete and the undifferentiated blue of the sky, lends dramatic intensity 

to the two figures - and they are carefully positioned so that the architecture can plays its 

part in the drama. The ways that Beowulf moves, in role, is also a direct response to the 

stairwell. Richard is clearly aware of how his arm might look, appearing above the strip of 

concrete bordering the stairs, checking the impact of his movement as soon as they have 

taken the shot 54.  

There is a degree of sympathy for the creature in her watery lair in the couple of films that 

situate Grendel’s Mother at the bottom of the stairwell, and a 23-second long sequence, 

Grendel’s Mother waits, that show her anticipating an attack, positioned near the door of 

the women’s toilets, in the basement. 

                                                        

54 The unfortunate inclusion of an IT technician having a cigarette does not detract from the power of Elsa’s 

expression in the penultimate ‘reverse’ photograph, although when I look at the image, it reminds me of how 

difficult it is to control all elements of the context. (Or perhaps I read into it the callousness or carelessness of 

those that witness abuse and yet do not respond!) 
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Fig. 21 0374 - Grendel’s Mother with Grendel’s arm (photograph) 

The sinks and rows of mirrors frame the monster’s body, caught in the light emanating from 

the world outside the toilet. Her positioning characterises the space that is foregrounded as 

her and her son Grendel’s lair or ‘hellish turn-hole’ (Heaney 2000, line, 1513). The 

photograph also features Grendel’s hand and arm, emblematic of Beowulf’s victory over her 

son, again, providing a maternal justification for her act of vengeance. In this photograph, 

the actor’s gaze and the hunched angle of her body make the monster appear wary and 

vulnerable. Her location in what is recognisably the women’s toilets might be construed as a 

comment on her ambiguous presence in the poem, although there is also an ironic whiff of 

glamour in her sparkling cloak, reminiscent of Jolie’s gleaming. The blue cloth is muted here 

because the students make the photograph black and white in the edit, so that, with its 

canted angle, there are resonances of film noir. One of the students that authored this 

sequence had studied film and it is not fanciful to infer that the characterisation of the 

monster as a strange, femme-fatale appears to have informed their interpretation. In this 

instance, the backdrop and the ways that it is represented hint at and may have informed 

these associations, including the sewers of The Third Man (Reed 1949), perhaps. 
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In Shadows, the group are as inspired by the gloom in corners of the basement, using lights 

from their phones to generate the kind of confusion that seems relevant to a battle under 

water. In Beowulf vs. Grendela and other films, the concrete walls provide a muted, 

satisfyingly barren, rock-like setting, so that the group do not need to concern themselves 

with distracting background features that might be more redolent of the office or classroom 

than ‘the heaving / depths of the lake’ (Heaney 2000, lines 1494-95). This affords them 

space to foreground the actors and their bodies particularly effectively, as Keeping (1982) 

does in the image that Lisa notes tells us little about the location. 

In Descent of Beowulf, the group focus their energies on a symbolic reinterpretation of the 

watery depths, starting with a shot of water disappearing down a plug hole, juxtaposed with 

a high angle shot of heavy green and yellow cloth slowly falling down the gap between the 

bannisters in the stairwell. It takes 15 long seconds for the cloth to hit the bottom. These 

are arresting shots - a poetic response to the excerpt that we offered the group: 

without more ado, he dived into the heaving 

depths of the lake. It was the best part of a day 

before he could see the solid bottom. 

(Heaney 2000, 1494-1496) 

In this film in which Grendel’s Mother’s appearance is hinted at, rather than embodied, the 

enrolment of our everyday environment into a significant aspect of the narrative, enables 

the students to highlight an aspect of our shared experience. This inventive sequence might 

be construed as a comment on the institutional harshness and bleak aesthetic of the 

environment that we teach and learn in. This is an interesting instance of the affordances of 

role extending beyond the corporeal, but the implication of the corporeal being behind this 

form of extremely shadowy enactment, still provides a significant stimulus. 

A fortuitous aspect of the filming of Beowulf vs. Grendela is the appearance of the red stair 

rails mirroring the red gauze that Grendel’s Mother wraps around Beowulf and Hope’s red 

nails. There is a simplicity and coherence of these three elements foregrounded against the 

white and bare concrete backdrop that is suggestive of a graphic novel or animation. When I 
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query the students about this, they do not take any credit for it, although it is one of the 

aspects that may have influenced their choice of shots in the edit, so that they tend towards 

a more heightened style. Like the boys that I interviewed (Bryer, Lindsay and Wilson 2014), 

who reworked their narrative to incorporate a discarded magazine and the teenage boys 

that Burn and Parker (2003, 26) observed co-opting a chance confrontation with an old man 

into their documentary about skate boarding, the women became ‘improvisatory re-

makers’ in their roles as editors. Making judgments about the serendipitous elements that 

are caught in the frame and become signs, is a significant and generative part of the 

process. 

The particularities of the building aside, one of the most significant aspects of the ways that 

the camera coerces the context to assume a role within the drama, is what this means for 

the filmmakers. For the women in a familiar stairwell, indulging in some ‘serious play’ 

(Vygotsky 2016, 20) with a sword and some cloth creates a platform for them to take up 

more space than they might normally, as they assume that most potent of roles, those of 

hero and monster. There are analogies here with Mills, Comber and Kelly (2013) and 

Potter’s (2010, 2012) research - and the ways in which they identify that the children 

involved used the cameras to frame themselves in a specific and significant relationship with 

their environments and to develop narratives for their films around this placing, referencing 

shared histories and identities. The narrative complicates the process but the effect of 

producing images of themselves, in a familiar context - being assertive and acting in ways 

that are not necessarily sanctioned (i.e. fighting) - is not insignificant. Several of the students 

comment that this was what they most enjoyed about the filmmaking; ‘the freedom we had 

to discover our own space around the building’, as one expressed it in her written 

evaluation. Of the palette of resources that the students had at their disposal for the 

purposes of creative production, the co-option of Denys Lasdun’s concrete proves a 

surprisingly resonant feature of several of the adaptations of this Anglo-Saxon text. From a 

space where a certain kind of ‘Higher’ Education happens in all its various manifestations in 

the knowledge economy, the corridors become a space that the actors inhabit in playful, 

inventive and transgressive ways. And the echoes of the activity remain so that the spaces 

themselves remind us on a daily basis that things can happen differently, that roles can be 

recast and culture be remade through the process.  
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ROLES IN THE EDITING PROCESS 

I have always enjoyed teaching people to edit - observing the excitement of children and 

adults at the possibilities of shaping their representations of characters, dramatic action, 

space and atmosphere, as their stories emerge. Editing has the potential to offer more 

control over students’ transformations than live enactment, bringing Diamond’s questions 

into focus:  

commodification (who is in control?), conventionality (how are 

meanings produced?), politics (what ideological or social positions are 

being reinforced or contested?)  

(Diamond 1996, 4) 

Initially it seems there is little to be gleaned from the transcript of the verbal interactions of 

the editors of Beowulf versus Grendela 55. Choices are made through interactions that 

involve a tap, scroll and pinch of fingers, placing, sequencing, cutting images and then 

watching - reaching agreements accompanied by the briefest ‘yes’, ‘no’, smile or shake of a 

head, that is then enacted by fingers on the screen. In relation to other groups that I video, 

the three women seem relaxed and remarkably in tune with each other as they edit. They 

are clearly immersed in their work and are rarely distracted by noise around them. Their 

gaze is on the screen in front of them. Sumaya occasionally tries to catch Sophie and Hope’s 

eyes and when they don’t return her gaze, they respond with a sound, word or move of the 

finger. The women’s affinity with the work that they are making is expressed through their 

own affective responses to the dramatic action, expressed in ways that are redolent of the 

roles embodied on screen.  

The group are able to choose to discard moments that they do not want to share with 

others. Hope doesn’t like her glance into the camera, for example. Through the process they 

                                                        

55 Video S26.15. 
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make judgements about the ways that the dramatic action meets the expectations of a 

particular genre but not about their appearances, particularly. There is clearly some sense of 

pride in the way that their bodies take up space in the stairwell and on screen. When they 

view themselves on the iPad screen, they recognise how successfully (or not) they have 

fulfilled the roles. Writing about replaying scenes in forum theatre, Boal (1995, 24) explains 

that, ‘In living the scene, she is trying to concretise a desire; in reliving it, she is reifying it’ 

(his italics). He implies the that dramatisation involves a kind of surgery; a re-articulation of 

the motivations that inform an interaction. The students are able to dissect the action 

through sequencing it, underlining aspects of their physicality so that they are making 

meaning with their bodies, on screen. This has the effect of amplifying the powerful 

affordances of assuming a role in live drama. 

Though most of the sequence involves stills, their juxtaposition on a timeline and the Ken 

Burns effect, generate a sense of movement; a considered and effective animation of the 

battle. Heathcote (1980d/1984, 168) favoured approaches to role that, ‘Unlike television 

with its fast moving action/image… function more like slides or stills, causing infinitesimal 

decisions to be made by the children.’ In this instance, taking still as well as moving images 

and editing them together to create an impression of animation, facilitates the slowing 

down of time and the potential for a closer interrogation of the stages in this violent 

encounter. It also enables those making the film to render the battle in a way that feels 

convincing for the audience - stylised, aestheticised and emotionally powerful - in large part 

because of Sophie’s reactions. This is enhanced by a section early on in the film, where they 

deliberately slow a shot down. 

Slow motion 

A particular affordance of the editing software enables the students to create the effect that 

we recognise as slow motion, so that they appear to move, in role, in a distinctive way. This 

has particular effects in terms of the students’ representation of themselves (or their 

characters) in role. Obviously, there are many precedents for slow motion in the TV and 

films that the students are familiar with. Slow motion or action replay in sports coverage 

mean that spectators can relive the excitements of a goal, high jump or sprint and examine 
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whether rules are respected or transgressed, after the event. In action film, filmmakers like 

Woo and the Wachowski siblings use slow motion to articulate the spectacular aspects of 

violence, to render it fantastical and to amaze. Neo’s ability to dodge bullets in The Matrix 

(Wachowski siblings 1999) is famously shown in slow motion, for example. Slow motion is 

used to punctuate or layer the action or to suggest a particular point of view, like Charlie 

watching Johnny Boy’s entrance in Mean Streets (Scorsese 1973). In the slow motion fight 

scene in Sauve qui peut (Godard 1980), or Slow motion, as it was called in the UK, Godard 

used a technique that he called ‘decomposition’, decelerating the action so that it advances 

frame by frame, to show the mixed emotions that emerge in a violent physical encounter 

(Carvalho 2018). Sophie’s group are not necessarily working in this theoretical realm but all 

three recognise that slow motion highlights the way that material and flesh react to violence 

or aestheticises a splatter of blood, as in, The Hurt Locker (Bigelow 2008), Troy (Petersen 

2004) and Django Unchained (Tarantino 2012). Slow motion is often synonymous with a 

death scene; a way of heightening the impact of a particular moment, rendering it epic or 

operatic, as in Dumbledore’s death scene in Harry Potter and the Half Blood Prince (Yates 

2009) or Boromir’s death in Lord of the Rings: the fellowship of the ring (Jackson 2001). 

Godard was working with analogue film, composed of a number of frames per second. 

Although digital editing software enables the editor to splice the moment, the pixels of 

digital video are continuous so that there are no intervals between frames. Using 

photographs is a prompt to attend to the frame or at least the notion of the frame. But 

foregrounding the still image does more than encourage the students to edit in ways that 

echo particular conventions of action and even avant-garde films. The photographs 

foreground the role of the body in the action, through the demands that they place on the 

students to compose themselves as actors in a particular pose and because they give the 

audience longer to focus on what is in the frame. There are comparisons here with the 

‘expressive amplification’ (Bordwell 2008, 407) of Hong Kong actions films of the 1980s and 

1990s. Bordwell (ibid, 403) explains the way that Woo and Jackie Chan, for example, place 

the body as well as the face at the centre of the action, with ‘diagrammatic clarity’ and that 

the actor communicates their attitude or feelings about the action through gesture and the 

whole body as well as facial expressions (the latter favoured by the Hollywood action 

movie). This is enhanced by a process of editing that Bordwell (ibid, 404) calls ‘pause-burst-

pause’ in which, ‘Moments of near-stillness alternate with bursts of smooth, rapid-fire 
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activity.’ This approach is derived from martial arts and the ‘Beijing Opera tradition of liang 

hsiang (“bright appearance”), which presents a frozen pose assumed for an instant after an 

acrobatic feat’ (ibid, 406). Bordwell sees analogies in liang hsiang with Kabuki theatre, that 

impressed Eisenstein (Wollen 1996). Brecht’s first use of the term ‘verfremdung’ appeared 

in his essay, ‘Verfremdung effects in Chinese acting’ (2015, 151-158, translator’s italics), 

after seeing Mei Lan-fang perform in Moscow, 1935. What Brecht interpreted as ‘quoting 

the character played’ emerges from the series of gestures that denote a character in this 

style of Chinese theatre (ibid 2015, 153). According to Brecht (2015, 152), this enables the 

actor to use ‘his countenance as a blank sheet, to be inscribed by the gestus of the body.’ 

Bordwell (2008, 408) celebrates the way that Woo and other Hong Kong directors, trace ‘the 

geometry of the body’s trajectory’ in the action sequences in films like The Killer (Woo 1989) 

and Hard Boiled (Woo 1992), in a far more vivid and precise way than the impressionistic 

approach that is characteristic of Hollywood action films like Lethal Weapon (Donner 1987) 

and Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom (Spielberg 1984). I might hypothesise about 

director, Sumaya’s familiarity with Nigerian or Nollywood films, perhaps, but cannot 

conclude how this influences her in terms of a particularly Melodramatic style or portrayal 

of violence. There are too many genres of Nollywood films (Haynes 2016) to support this 

generalisation and I did not find out enough about the films that Sumaya watches and 

enjoys. But it is worth acknowledging that there is potentially a variety of filmic traditions 

that this small group might be drawing on. The film’s aesthetic does appear cartoon-like and 

the associations with the graphic novel in Beowulf vs. Grendela may be more than 

incidental. We emphasised the gestural qualities of the students’ responses to the text 

through the drama and through our instruction to start with photographs and to interrogate 

them as a prompt to plan the next shot. Sophie’s dance training may be a factor in the way 

that she and Hope emphasise each move, punctuating each stage in the action. They may 

never have seen films by Woo or Chan nor do they share their knowledge of the ways that 

editors and directors use slow motion in films like Harry Potter and the Half-Blood prince 

(Yates 2009), that they may be familiar with. But the women’s understanding of the power 

of slow motion and the fixed point, liang hsiang or gestus, is implicit in their production and 

in the audience’s approbation, nurtured by our injunctions to work in a particular way. It is 

role that enables participants and spectators to dwell in a moment and to interrogate the 

interaction between actors. In terms of my research question, a particular affordance that 
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emerges from this analysis is the powerful effect associated with gestures and movements 

that are rendered in slow motion on video, as a feature of the dramatic action.  

Sound and other modes 

The pace of their cutting of the still and moving images and the choices that they make 

about music and sound effects are suggestive of how finely tuned the three students are to 

the sorts of film action that their tiny film sentence references. One of the impressive 

decisions that they make is to layer two pieces of music - drum and bass that build the 

action and a haunting piano that is suggestive of an eerie melancholy. The ways that they 

agree about every nuance of gesture on screen; each cut and beat of the drum or dynamic 

of a growl, seems miraculous, as if their film were just waiting to be revealed, fully formed, 

rather than created from scratch. The same symbiosis sometimes occurs as students refine 

drama together but it is far harder to exert this attention to detail with moments of live 

action. Of course, it is not miraculous that the students recognise what works; the whole 

process relies on a degree of shared cultural references. This is not to claim that all three 

consume the same media necessarily, or that the conventions that they draw on are so very 

predictable. What is notable in this instance is the women’s pleasure in flouting convention 

and contesting social positions, through the casting and physical commitment to their roles 

and Sumaya’s camera angles. They are not tempted to make a joke of the oddness of their 

bodily interactions, on screen, as another group do by adding jaunty music to their fight 

scene. The women recognise that it is more effective to fulfil the expectations of the genre; 

to play the roles of man and monster with conviction, despite their lack of make-up, 

costume and green screen. Having identified the echoes of film genres and conventions that 

emerge from Beowulf versus Grendela, I need to emphasise that it is role-play that brings 

this palette of options or ‘funds of knowledge’ (Moll et al. 1992) into play; as if the motifs 

were waiting in their bodies, ready to be tapped into. It is also clear that there is a 

relationship between the physical enactment of the roles of the protagonists and the 

creative choices made by the students in the roles of director and editor. 
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REANIMATION 

In considering how they make the most of their resources or raw materials, I note that as 

the women edit, they have recourse to the kinds of fleeting assumption of roles that I 

identified in the image annotation activity. The technology that enables the group to review 

their work transforms Sophie and Hope’s committed gestures so that they become a kind of 

currency passed between them as they determine how to sequence and edit shots and 

decide on the music that will complement or accentuate the action on screen. During the 

processes of editing they share their pleasure in and appreciation of each other’s movement 

and gestures in role. In figure 23, Sophie demonstrates the power of Hope’s claw gesture. 

 

Fig. 23 Sophie mirror’s Hope’s claw action, as the Beowulf vs. Grendela filmmakers edit 

(still from Video S26.15) 

On several occasions Sumaya, the director and camera-person, conjures up the action that 

they are viewing:  
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Sumaya - Oh I love it! [She bangs the table.] I like the way the end… 

[She moves her hands in a circle and wraps them together, miming the 

movement of the red gauze that, on screen, Hope, as Grendel’s Mother, 

wraps around Sophie, as Beowulf.] 

Sophie - [Mirror the actions in response.] 

Hope – [Cups her hand.]  

[All three smile with satisfaction.] 

Hope – [Smiles as she looks at herself on screen, seeming to 

acknowledge her peers’ enthusiastic responses.] 

(Transcribed from Video S26.15) 

 

Fig. 24 Wrapping gestures as the Beowulf vs. Grendela filmmakers edit (still from Video S26.15) 

In doing this, they all appear, momentarily, to assume the roles of the characters, or to 

replay the action, as if testing out the power of the gesture from the perspective of the 

audience or possibly to explore or recall something of how it feels. Hurley (2010, 36) claims 

that, ‘The feeling body is theatre’s focus: theatre requires a perceiving person in order to be’ 

(her italics). In becoming such an animated audience to their own dramatic action, the 

students confirm its affective power. Here they appear to be quoting themselves in role - a 
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slightly different emphasis from Taylor’s ‘postural intertexuality’ (2006, 20212, 2014). I am 

reminded of the gestures that the performance artist Jonas echoed live, as they played on a 

screen behind her, from a video she made many years previously (Joan Jonas with Jason 

Moran, BMW Tate live exhibition, 17/3/18). The layering draws our attention to a distinctive 

moment - so that as an audience we are startled by their power. This ‘Reanimation’ as Jonas 

(2015) called a recent work, serves most powerfully to amplify the body of the performer - 

so that, in this instance a tiny, older woman fills the stage 56. In Sumaya’s case too, the way 

that she relishes the action is startling. The locus of attention shifts to her as she does it, as 

if she is fueled by her peers’ expressive dramatic action or by their shared responsibility for 

realising a dramatic moment, on the screen in front of them. As they determine which music 

to use, Sumaya makes an enthusiastic sword gesture in response to the drum sound, 

appearing to test out how they complement each other. There is something in the way that 

she does this that suggests she is not only showing approval for Sophie’s role-play and the 

accompanying music but also claiming a part of the exuberant on-screen action, that she 

appeared to have been distanced from, behind the camera - and even reclaiming the sword 

action that had made her feel awkward. 

                                                        

56 (Tate Etc. http://www.tate.org.uk/tate-etc/issue-42-spring-2018/joan-jonas-rachel-rose-the-performer 

accessed 19.3.18) 
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Fig. 25 Sumaya and the sword (still from Video S26.15) 

This marked shift from her response to the live drama is suggestive of the part that 

technology plays in assigning students a role, as Burnett et al. (2019, 693) recognise. 

Vygotsky’s (2004) recognition that etching might compensate for a young person’s 

frustration at being able to produce technically proficient drawing is indicative of the ways 

that the tool provides a form of distraction from the learner’s awareness of a lack of 

expertise. Boal writes about an instance in which he noted the way that students who were 

determined to do nothing, acted in response to a stick - a prop that they recognised as 

standing in for a camera: 

The principle was simple: with a camera in hand, real or pretend, the 

individual became a protagonist, an active subject, not an object. Taking 

hold of a camera, even a pretend camera, meant deciding on an action.  

(Boal 1995, 50) 

For Sumaya ‘taking hold of a camera’ and editing provide her with roles that bring her closer 

to the expressive action, so that she becomes a protagonist. There are parallels in her 

response with the reaction of a student camera-person quoted by Anderson and Jefferson 
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(2009 83): ‘Behind the camera I discovered how we are just as much as part of the scene as 

the actors we were shooting - the same intentions are felt.’ I infer that much of the 

students’ satisfaction in their work relates to the ways that their playful responses are 

transformed in the green blobs 57 of photograph and moving image on screen and the blue 

lines of the layered sound track that complete their film sentence. Sumaya talks with 

enthusiasm about the process the day after: 

Do you remember we just took pictures and we were wrapping [again, 

she motions wrapping] and then, yeah, in the red. So, when we came 

we had to form a narrative using what we had, so it was like raw and 

then we had videos [she makes a cupping hand gesture that suggest the 

blobs on the screen] put together and then we were like, how are we 

going to end?  

(Transcribed from Video S27.12) 

A notable feature of the ways that the women work together is their echoing of each 

other’s words, as they make sense of what they are doing. None of them have edited like 

this before and they follow the instructions quite carefully, taken aback that their images 

flow together in the way that they appear to. I have the impression that they describe their 

actions, in order to help understand the process and this involves them establishing a 

vocabulary between them, serving to fix them in their new role as editors.   

Sophie: Cos are they supposed to be, are they supposed to be 

‘interspersed’ with photos, Jane? 

Sumaya: Yeah, the photos are supposed to be interspersed. 

(Transcribed from Video S26.15) 

‘Interspersed’ is a useful word to explain a system for sequencing still and moving image in 

the ways that the students think fits the brief that we gave them. Though they soon work 

                                                        

57 In iMovie, the shots and photos appear as green shapes with rounded edges, on the timeline.  
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out that it is up to them to decide on the order, they continue to use this term to describe 

the sequencing of their shots and photographs. 

THE ROLE OF THE IPAD  

Burnett and Merchant’s (2018b, 4) recognition of the significance of the ‘more-than-human’ 

as an aspect of ‘the fluidity, affect, and emergence generated by people and things as they 

come into relation’ is a prompt to consider one of the constant material presences in the 

interactions that I analyse below. In each of the photos reproduced above (figures 23, 24 

and 25), it is clear that the black rectangle of the iPad screen, provides a central focus. 

Hands, fingers, gaze and torsos acknowledge this through the ways that they orientate 

towards and interact with the multimodal affordances of the camera and editing apps and 

the materiality of the tablet itself (Daniels 2017). The haptic quality of editing on iPads 

supports the group in making sense of their task because of the symbiosis between working 

with the touch-screen, or ‘finger flowment’ as a student described it to me (Potter and Bryer 

2017) and the gestures that are integral to the storytelling. Somehow the whole process; 

the reminder of the power of their physical selves in role, evidenced on-screen and the 

touch-screen technology, expands the resources available to the three women. Murch 

(1995/2001, 44) recalls that analogue editing was a process that involved physical exertion 

and actual cutting. Now we rely on the scissor graphic to make sense of the processes 

involved in shortening a shot. But there is a degree of physicality in the ways that sensitive 

finger tips engage with the screen and the actions for cutting and sequencing shots are 

more distinctive than the clicks of a traditional mouse. The following transcript illustrates 

the ways that words, gestures, motivations and intentions flow between them: 

Sumaya: We can make them shorter [she demos with her fingers – a 

squeezing motion.] Four seconds, shorten that – so it looks like a freeze 

frame… 

Sophie: Freeze frame, yeah. 

Hope: [Makes a chopping gesture, denoting editing.] We can have the 

video, then the images. 
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Sumaya - That’s yeah, really good [Nodding.] All come together. That’s 

almost like telling the story. [She points at the screen.] 

Sophie: [Nods]. 

(Transcribed from Video S26.15) 

It is interesting that Sophie works with a shifting understanding of the term ‘freeze frame.’ 

When doing the drama there had been mention of still images and freeze frames, as if the 

terms were interchangeable. Here she hints at a technical use of the term - the frame of the 

film shot - which appears on the timeline for far less time than the photographs 

(programmed to last a long four seconds by the iMovie software). She is edging into the role 

of the expert editor. Sumaya’s squeezing and Hope’s chopping gestures denotes their 

growing understanding of the processes involved too, so that they become the editors as 

they edit.  

In previous projects I have been struck by the ways that students respond to tiny flip 

cameras or phones, although they do not look like traditional cameras, with respect for, ‘the 

signifying systems, cultural frameworks and social production processes’ associated with the 

histories of film and TV production (Burn 2007, 520). I notice the ways that this knowledge 

informs students’ attempts to refine their material and to create moving image texts that 

have some legitimacy in and beyond the classroom. I have reflected here on the affordances 

of the iPad: the size of the screen, the touch-screen technology, its combination of camera 

and editing apps and its mobility. As Burnett and Merchant (2017, 239), drawing on Rowsell 

et al. (2013), point out: ‘Tablets are always placed resources that get taken up in particular 

ways as they enter particular kinds of relationships with people and other things.’ Like the 

flip cameras, the iPads the students use are devices that we introduce into the classroom 

space. Unlike flip cameras, I have to assert that students use the institutional iPads, rather 

than their own (so that we do not lose track of the work they create). We assume familiarity 

with the touch-screen and that most will have experience of taking a photo on this or a 

similar device. Burnett (2017, 24) refers to ‘The Fluid Materiality of the “Tablet Multiple”’ 

with reference to the differing roles that the iPad plays as ‘schooled device; familiar 

plaything; community artefact; material object’ (ibid, 25, her italics) and how this 

complicates the diverse ways that the device may be involved in re-working classroom 
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practices (ibid, 27). I assume that students’ experience is likely to guide their fingers and 

their aesthetic responses, in the same way that I anticipate they know how to act in front of 

a camera lens. Does this mean that some of the students respond particularly playfully or 

spontaneously and that this is a significant support for the overarching dramatic frame? I 

am certainly struck by most of the students’ readiness to experiment with editing under 

pressure; to create something that they recognise as provisional, willing to explore different 

possibilities in the process. 

The resulting sequences hint at degrees of sympathy in their representation of figures 

engaged in prolonged and bloody combat; dwelling particularly on the characters’ reactions 

to the violence, in the context of an unusually evocative institutional backdrop. The 

students take inspiration from the ambiguities of characterisation, action and motivation 

that emerge from their readings of the text but these are also interpretations that suit the 

dramatisation of an epic fight in the medium of film, albeit in an abbreviated form. The 

embodiments of the powerful female antagonist reflect cultural associations that are 

suggestive of the way the poem has reverberated through time, including the terrifying and 

powerful female monster in Cameron’s (1986) Aliens, as well as the more obviously 

gendered and sexualised Jolie incarnation (Zemeckis 2007).  

When I observed nine and ten-year-old children making films in their primary classroom 

(Bryer 2013), I concluded that it was the anticipation of sharing their work with their peers 

and their teacher that provided a coherent frame, integrating the children’s actions and 

shaping their work in a providential way. There was a ‘flow’ (Csíkszentmihályi 1997) in their 

approach that I recognise here too and that manifests in the ways that different elements 

seem to combine in the creation of a particular aesthetic. In this instance there is a similar 

imperative; I infer that this community are keen to impress each other. I judge from their 

intense expressions and half smiles that the Beowulf vs. Grendela group are alert to the 

possibilities of the impact of the violence on their audience, for example. Many seem keen 

to generate the laughter that confirms that they have found the right tone - accommodating 

teacherly demands and yet finding space for their own shared interests and humour. I am 

not necessarily surprised how pervasive this impetus is, despite their future orientation as 
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teachers - although there are also moments when we tried to project forward - to bring the 

young people hovering on the horizons of their imaginations into closer focus.   

Beowulf vs. Grendela proves successful because of the way that the women embrace a form 

of ‘expressive amplification’ (Bordwell 2008, 407), providing a platform for the traces of a 

dramatic approach that has resonances of liang hsiang, Brecht, montage and Hong Kong 

action films and supported by Sophie, Hope and Sumaya’s confident uses of their bodies to 

tell their story in digital form. Through analysing this film, particularly, I have reached an 

understanding of how the technology opens up possibilities in a collaborative way of 

working - offering Sumaya roles that include a surprising degree of emotional engagement 

and embodiment, as an aspect of her direction, camera work and editing. Assuming these 

roles in a site that has particular shared associations offers further possibilities for 

disruption and comment that many of the groups embrace, supporting Franks’ (1996, 113) 

assertion that students’ representation of their social location, in dramatic form, is ‘always 

bound to be reflexive, possibly critical and perhaps even transgressive or subversive of 

“cultural norms”.’  

The move from live to recorded drama plays its part in sustaining the flow of work by 

presenting the students’ improvisatory work back to them; offering them further 

possibilities for revision and transformation in the way that Mills (2016, 68) describes - 

prompting ‘evaluative and generative thinking’ through the process. This reflexivity seems 

key to the students’ motivations and the ways that they assume different roles - of the 

actor, hero and female monster and of directors, camera-operators and editors. In this kind 

of classroom context, students are editors for as long as they have their fingers on the iPads 

and are editing. Attention to the screen as they are filming, encourages this blurring of 

boundaries and movement between enactment and direction. The touch-screen technology 

and its affordances and the cultural associations associated with the iPad that I touch on 

here, play their part in encouraging a degree of flexibility. Of course, although digital 

technologies and environments provide opportunities to enable people to engage in 

collaborative and ‘distributed’ learning (Davies and Merchant 2009; Lankshear and Knobel 

2011), the impact of a particular device on making, creating and learning is complex and 

contingent on many factors. This conjunction of drama and film is productive because of the 
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ways that the playful and spontaneous dramatic response becomes a potent image, 

available to support communication and understanding and open to further manipulation.  

Here I interpret the intensities (Burnett and Merchant 2016, 276) of students’ interactions 

as evidence of their responses to each other’s bodily presences; assuming different roles as 

they work together. Yandell (2014, 74) explains the work of a class reading and remaking 

Julius Caesar in similar terms, drawing on Vološinov (1986, 23) to explain the way that the 

sign ‘maintains its vitality and dynamism and the capacity for further development.’ I want 

to put emphasis on the trajectory of the sign, through the sequences of drama, writing, 

image analysis, filmmaking and game-play. I have indicated how questioning the various 

representations of the female monster prompts physical responses, a form of ‘thinking 

through the body’ (Springgay 2005), associated with the particularities of a gendered role. 

During the editing the students’ reflexive viewing of themselves in role, seems key to their 

motivated responses to the signs made by the body or bodies on screen and to the flexible 

way that they shift between enactment, direction and editing. The touch-screen technology 

and its affordances and the cultural associations associated with the iPad may play their 

part in encouraging this degree of plasticity. Key to the ‘flow’ (Csíkszentmihályi 1997) of the 

processes the students engage in, is a foregrounding of particular signs, motifs and gestures 

that speak back to them from the images on paper and screen and that are amplified by 

their own bodies, underlining ‘the relations among text and bodies in activity’ (Leander and 

Boldt 2012, 34). There is a lively affective dimension at play here that relates to the 

spontaneity of the students’ interactions. The visual stimulus emerges as a kind of focal 

point or locus for the students’ emotional engagements, orientations and imaginations, 

expressed in the animated responses that I observed. This research finding is distinctive; the 

stimulus of these bodily signs is rarely recognised as evidence of learning, despite its 

generative and reanimating potential. 
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CHAPTER 8 

REANIMATION AROUND A COMPUTER GAME 

On the second day (October 27, 2015) of the Beowulf project, the students make computer 

games. They use a computer game-authoring software tool called MissionMaker (MAGiCAL 

Projects 2014-2020), originally created by Immersive Education and developed in the Unity 

engine by de Paula and Drew, at the UCL Knowledge Lab. A significant aspect of the research 

associated with this project was related to questioning what it might mean to ‘code’ 

Beowulf (Burn, Bryer and Coles 2016, 63). Creating computer games using this tool entails 

making choices from a palette of different locations, objects and avatars and programming 

script which involves users applying ‘Boolean operators (if, then, or, and, not) to determine 

events in the game’ (ibid, 64). Burn’s (ibid, 64) interest in bringing together the grammars of 

narrative and programming is not necessarily within the scope of this thesis but it provides 

significant context for the activities that I analyse here.  

The narrative possibilities and perspectives on offer in the game-play are different from 

those associated with the kind of drama, creative writing and short filmmaking that the 

students have been involved in thus far but there are significant connections too, that 

emerge from my analysis. For some of the students accommodating the particular 

constraints of this medium proves generative, particularly those familiar with the rule-based 

commands that constitute the grammar of programming. I realise that the problems that I 

encounter are more to do with the cultural than the computer layers associated with the 

medium (Manovich 2001, 46). I have not had enough experience of the way the narrative 

sequences associated with game-play are piled together rather than organised hierarchically 

and do not know what the outcome of a computer game is likely to be. Referencing the 

Beowulf narrative within this system poses an imaginative leap for experienced gamers but 

one that is facilitated by the locations, objects and avatars on offer that have been selected 

by the makers of the software, with suggestions of an appropriate aesthetic. Burn (Burn, 

Bryer and Coles 2016, 68) argues that the Beowulf narrative is a perfect fit ‘for the three-

level horror game, with end-of-level boss monsters of increasing power.’ The function of 
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role in role playing games (or RPGs) is a complex area that has associations with process 

drama, as Carroll, Anderson and Cameron (2006, 8) identify. They (ibid, 55) make the case 

that this approach to role-play draws on the same establishment of a sense of community 

through immersive, collaborative engagement in a set of problems or tasks as in process 

drama; ‘the only difference is it is being played upon another stage.’ The stage of the 

computer game is not the focus of my research, nor are the parallel forms of organisation in 

online and social worlds (Burn 2013, 243). But the game that Arthur creates and that Adam 

plays is a significant aspect of the assemblage between social actors, the material and digital 

technology at their disposal and the context in which it happens 58. The way that the game 

plays out, or that Adam plays it, invites both students to assume a series of roles that 

provide a unique perspective on an aspect of the Beowulf story. A frame for some of the 

analysis in this chapter is provided by Carroll’s (2002, 136) early article on digital drama. 

Carroll (2002, 136) questions Darley’s (2000, 173) critique of computer games as 

‘semantically compromised’ in their interactive form by the constraints of the kinds of 

sequential or casual narratives that are common to procedural computer games. Carroll 

(2002, 136) focuses on the work that players, like readers, do - recognising possibilities in 

the ‘alternative / negotiated readings of computer games’ that players enact, through the 

roles that they assume and the ways that they interact with each other through their game-

play.  

ROLE-PLAY AROUND THE SCREEN 

The role-play that emerges as Adam plays Arthur’s game, is relevant to my interrogation of 

role, to its appearances, motivations, purposes and possibilities. The reanimation of Arthur’s 

game in its first playing and the performance that accompanies the students’ interactions 

                                                        

58 Video S27.27.  



 

253 

around the text and the screen on which it appears, seem to touch on many of the 

preoccupations and interests that I grapple with in this thesis.  

Most of the student teachers make games that position the players as Beowulf - the obvious 

protagonist or ‘heavy hero’ (Ong 1982, 68), in the tradition of both role-playing games and 

oral narratives. Arthur’s bold choice to frame the action from the point of view of Grendel’s 

Mother informs the ways that the two men respond to the game-play on screen. In some 

senses this is the content that the two men comment on through their lively verbal 

exchange - often in tangential and sometimes in more direct ways. Holding the camera for 

research purposes, I am audience to this playful yet intense dramatic exchange, so that it 

feels like a performance. Arthur has chosen a cave and then a river bed, joined by a tunnel 

lit by torches as the context for the action, from the palette of ‘rooms’ provided. The action 

within the frame is very dark and hard to discern. There is a picture of a small grey object in 

the centre (a rune), with the player’s green hand icon on it. A knapsack icon in the bottom 

left and three bars in the top left, remain there throughout the game-play. The top red bar 

represents the player’s health and it is nearly spent. I have clearly missed a fight between 

Grendel’s Mother and some foe that she encountered earlier in the game.  

 

Fig. 26 Adam, knapsack, hand and rune (still from Video S27.27) 
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For the first minute of the video Adam negotiates his way down a river, picking up runes. He 

asks whether there is likely to be ‘interesting character development’, an initial nod to the 

exploration of point of view through different media that we had proposed as a focus for 

the project. Adam recognises that he needs to communicate his ‘thought processes’, to 

reassure Arthur that the choices that he makes to lead the player through this level imply 

some kind of narrative coherence. Of course, I don’t know whether there was this level of 

commentary before the arrival of the camera. Adam announces his first move into 

vocalising the role of Grendel’s Mother, in order to tease Arthur about a discrepancy 

between the grammar or architecture of the game and the narrative that the Beowulf poem 

represents: 

Adam: [He uses his left hand to click on the keyboard. A small scroll 

appears on screen.] Another little note for us. [He clicks on the scroll, 

with the mouse and reads the text:] Find the spear-rune to open this 

gate. [He nods.] Right, OK. I just er - as Grendel’s Mother I’d like to pose 

a question aloud to the cave, the almighty cave that I’m in, er who left 

these? [He turns and smiles at Arthur, gesturing at the screen, with his 

right hand, palm up.] 

Arthur: [Tries to interrupt] Yeah well, the thing about Grendel… [His 

right hand reaching out, palm down, as if pleading his case.]  

Adam: Who’s left these runes? [He screws his eyes up.] 

Arthur: [Leaning forward, grinning.] The thing about Grendel’s is, she’s 

got selective amnesia.  

Adam: [Turns, smiling, flinging his right hand out briefly towards 

Arthur.] Ah, I see, OK. 

Arthur: So, she needs to help herself get out of her own house. 

(Transcription from Video S27.27) 

By attributing his remark about the scrolls, to the character’s perspective - ‘as Grendel’s 

Mother’ - Adam is able to comment on our question about what adaptation across different 

media entails, while maintaining his focus on the game. The scrolls are necessary to 

maintain the character’s progress through the game but this causal, rule-based activity is 
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not a reflection of the monster’s motivation, in dramatic or Stanislavskian (1937/1986) 

terms. For the players, this game provides more than the sensation that Darley (2000, 164) 

identifies as characteristic of players’ engagement in ‘surface play.’ There are clearly strong 

impetuses informing Adam and Arthur’s interactions. Adam’s playful tone is in keeping with 

an approach to the creative work established when he and Arthur rolled around on the floor 

in role as Beowulf’s warriors in the drama activities. We had given them license to act in this 

way in initiating the drama but they needed affirmation from each other too, that this was 

an appropriate way of carrying on. Yandell (2014, 171) explains the delights of being 

‘enabled to play with other identities, to experience the power and the pleasure of being 

someone else.’ In this instance, Adam and Arthur have license to bring their powerful 

identities as young men, who play Skyrim (Bethesda Games Studios 2011-2017) and enjoyed 

the Zemeckis (2007) Beowulf as teenagers, to the task of learning how to be a teacher. 

There is something delightfully transgressive about this proposition - no wonder the two 

giggle and grin their way through this seven-minute interaction. Alex’s enjoyment of 

Arthur’s inventive response implies a shared appreciation of their particular ‘ruling passions’ 

(Barton and Hamilton 1998). The game-play that happens between the social actors on the 

margins of my camera frame becomes more elaborate as Adam manages to weave in 

further references to Grendel’s Mother’s ‘selective amnesia’ and Arthur compliments him - 

or rather the choices made by the role that he has assumed - and in the process celebrates 

his own rationale for the ways that he cast the poem as game. 

Adam: [Giggles] My selective amnesia has prevented me from 

remembering. [Giggling. He clicks on a rune with the mouse, reads:] 

This will lead you towards the flame, the spear-rune.  Ah, now I 

remember why I left the other note for myself. 

Arthur: Yeah, it was very, it was yeah, it was intelligent of you to do 

that, to allow yourself to get out of your own house… 

(Transcription from Video S27.27) 

Like the images and videos that the students respond to, the two men are prompted to 

generate drama around the game-play that brings it off the screen and into the space 

around them. As in earlier activities, a visual stimulus (in the form of animated images and 
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code in this instance), implies some kind of open-ended exploration of a moment from the 

narrative. This provisionality means that the role-play goes beyond providing the game 

maker with insights into how the game is received; the drama that it generates serves other 

purposes too. In the classroom that Doecke and McClenaghan (2011, 73-74) describe, in 

which a student crime story is avidly received by an audience of her peers, it is ‘sociability’ 

that ‘completes’ Katie’s crime story and that is at the heart of an interaction involving her 

reading her story aloud in class and publishing it in a blog (ibid, 77). Doecke and 

McClenaghan (ibid, 77) make a case for forms of creativity that exist within the institution of 

school, even as they ‘affirm the potential of the students’ creativity to challenge the 

conventional practices and assumptions that obtain in those settings.’ Katie’s game is 

completed only momentarily at the point at which she shares it because it is still work in 

progress. Presumably the students’ responses influence how she goes on to write the next 

chapter - and their awareness of the part that they have to play piques the audience’s 

engagement. Similarly, as Adam and Arthur generate dramatic interaction that opens up a 

space for comment and criticality, the game becomes a shared endeavour; a collaborative 

exploration of Beowulf. The ‘re-creativity’ proposed by McCallum (2012, 54) as a way 

forward for English classrooms, as in ‘the self-conscious manipulation of source material to 

bring something new into being’, is apparent in some of the work that the students create 

for this project. But the creativity or re-creativity that emerges through the spontaneous 

and embodied responses, often expressed through an assumption of a role, is of a different 

order - it is less clear what the outcome might be.  

Assuming a role is suggestive of the kind of playful response that Burnett (2015, 206) refers 

to as ‘the concealment track’ or ‘subordinate channels of activity’ - drawing on Goffman’s 

(1974) frame theory to understand the ways that the complex interactions of the classroom 

can be read from different perspectives. Its apparent subversion lies partly in the co-option 

of references to popular culture, as Simmons (2014) suggests in her ethnography of 

children’s sociodramatic play in the classroom, drawing on Bakhtin’s (1968) theory of 

carnival to understand the purposes and the orientation of this kind of activity. Both 

Simmons and Burnett acknowledge the significance of the kinds of activities that I identify 

adults engaging in here, suggesting that such subversions are not necessarily welcomed in 

classrooms. In our project we endeavour to harness these responses, as drama teachers 
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tend to do (see Burnett et al. 2019), for the purposes of further creative work - to bleed into 

writing, filmmaking, discussion and debate. There is a lively affective dimension at play here, 

sometimes recognised as engagement, that relates to the spontaneity of the interactions 

stimulated by the combination of minds, bodies and technology in a particular time and 

place (Addison 2018). As in the editing process, the visual stimulus emerges as key to the 

students’ engagement and the creative responses that they express verbally and gesturally. 

There are parallels in the opportunistic spontaneity, liveliness and imaginative responses 

that I interpret as role-play, with an example that Burnett and Merchant (2018b, 4) use to 

explain ‘literacy-as-event.’ The ‘four-year-old Niamh’ initiates a moment of role-play with 

Merchant, involving a doll, a handbag, an iPad and a phone. Burnett and Merchant (ibid, 4) 

attend to all aspects of this interaction recognising the ‘ephemeral literacy moments as part 

of an ongoing flow of activity.’ Although young children’s activities may appear more 

haphazard than those of grown men around a computer, both child and adults use role-play 

in a similarly motivated and subtle way - to engage with someone else and to play with 

ideas. The friendly alliance that Adam and Arthur formed through the drama activity clearly 

permeates their interaction, as they address each other through the roles that they assume. 

Inhabiting this series of roles, albeit fleetingly, enables them to cement their alliance, based 

in large part on an appreciation for the text, while meeting the demands of the project, of 

my camera and their teacher education course.  

 

Fig. 27 Adam and Arthur’s alliance (still from Video S27.27) 
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This is an accommodation that they will have learnt to make during their own school days 

and even earlier. The students’ ironic tone becomes a kind of signal that their words work 

on different levels - suggestive of how conscious they are of manipulating aspects of the 

medium to both inhabit and narrate the story of the poem. At this stage in the project they 

are clearly enjoying this sense of mastery and of the ways that it enables them to 

reinterpret the text with a degree of authority. The following exchange exemplifies the 

different layers of interaction and criticality that the two manage through the combination 

of action on-screen and their dialogue, off-screen. As Adam attempts to open a door, on 

screen, Arthur hints that he should shift his focus by addressing him in role, as both player 

and Grendel’s Mother. The implication is that the door is not relevant to the game-play and 

that in narrative terms, there is also an implied threat to the character: 

Adam: [Trying to activate a rune, to open a door, on screen] And now it 

should - oh now, that just doesn’t like me, that door. 

Arthur: You don’t want, that’s just, you don’t want to go there. 

Adam: It’s not even a door, it’s a window really. 

Arthur: Exactly! Into your - into your soul. 

Adam: [Giggles, pause, still looking at the screen and the green hand 

icon on a small grey object that represents a rune.] I wonder if Beowulf 

thought that, as he stared into the eyes of my child as he killed him. 

(Transcription from Video S27.27) 

Arthur’s suggestion that the window is symbolic is offered as a kind of provocation to Adam 

- who pauses and then summons up a complicated image of Beowulf, recognising that 

Grendel’s Mother’s monstrous child, may have had a soul. This reading of the encounter 

between protagonist and foe echoes the way that the Beowulf poet shifts the focus of the 

after-effects of the battle between Grendel and Beowulf on to the monster rather than the 

hero. Grendel’s awareness of his impending death (Heaney 2000, line 822) is suggestive of a 

consciousness and as his life is ‘drowned out’ (ibid, line 850), there is mention of his 

‘heathen soul’ (ibid, line 851) in Heaney’s translation. Darley (2000) may contest that games 

provide space to explore narratives in depth but Arthur and Adam’s performance extends 

the dramatic action, endowing it with an emotional hinterland. There is a case to be made 
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about their own position as men that love texts that are recognised as having a particular 

masculine appeal. As their tutor I had expressed an interest in Beowulf as a text about 

violence that I found disturbing, in some respects, and Jane, Morlette and I had all 

expressed some sympathy and interest in the nameless female monster. Here Adam 

reclaims the Grendelkin, suggesting that both have some humanity, as a green hand icon 

that he controls, clicks on a non-descript grey icon. There is an impressive imaginative leap 

proposed in this reading of the text that points towards different audiences, captured in a 

commentary that accompanies actions on screen that mean very little to me, as a non-

gamer. As both their tutor and a researcher, I am an important audience for Adam’s quite 

profound interpretation of the emotional resonances associated with what might be 

regarded as a representation of mindless violence. But the men are both a significant 

audience for each other too and they are both keen that the game should work, on the 

different levels hinted at here. 

It makes a difference that Adam and Arthur are experienced gamers, so that Adam 

recognises the semiotic load of the rune and door. Burn (2013, 246) ponders how the 

limited keystrokes and clicks that control an avatar leading to a similarly limited range of on-

screen action, can provide players with ‘such satisfying dramatic experiences.’ He suggests 

that it is the: 

rich set of signs on-screen, depicting landscapes and characters, make it feel 

as if we’re teetering, or rushing, or tiptoeing, or climbing, or swinging or 

swimming. Though the interface actions are limited, the semiotic amplification 

is unlimited. 

(Burn 2013, 246) 

In this case the ‘semiotic amplification’ that takes place cannot wholly be attributed to the 

signs on screen, although they are undoubtedly the origin of the narrative that emerges. 

Adam and Arthur are working very hard to make the game-play flow in the dramatically 

satisfying way that they might associate with playing a commercially made game. I am 

reminded of the boy whom Potter and I (Bryer and Potter, in Wyse et al. 2014), observed 

working with Scratch (Resnick 2002-2019), who was completely confounded by the 

accommodation that he was expected to make between playing his favourite car racing 
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game, Need for Speed (Ghost Games 1994-2018) and making a game in software with far 

less evocative graphics than those offered by MissionMaker (MAGiCAL Projects 2014-2020). 

Kress (2010, 70) explains that, ‘All representation is always partial. What the sign-maker 

takes as criterial determines what he or she will represent about that entity’ (his italics). In 

Yasin’s case the way that the virtual camera moved around the racing cars as they lined up 

to race was criterial and he could find no way of translating that into the Scratch (Resnick 

2002-2019) software, so that it approximated the game that he loved. Arthur is frustrated 

because he could not include as many written pointers for the player, that were supposed 

to appear at each flaming torch. He had written them all but they slowed the game-play 

down and he had had to remove them. One of the ways that Arthur compensates for this is 

by voicing the game itself - his slightly heightened form of address echoing his written 

guidelines on occasion, with prompts such as ‘keep following the flames.’ On one occasion, 

he says, ‘where do I go now?’, appearing to be voicing Adam / Grendel’s Mother’s thoughts; 

to focus him / her on the choices that the sequence of game-play rests on. There is a hint 

here of the kinds of suppositions that student teachers make when creating pieces of 

Theatre in Education (at the end of their English with Drama PGCE course); having to 

consider the many possible responses that they might encounter from an audience of 

school students. Making interactive theatre or games requires the maker to think about 

every decision from the perspective of someone else - a huge empathetic leap. Arthur’s 

note-taking and requests that Adam articulate his thought processes are suggestive of how 

seriously he takes his responsibility towards his audience. He uses role to enact these 

responsibilities. 

As Morlette had shifted from the third to the first person, through her physicality, so Adam 

begins to voice the character as he comes under serious threat and moves closer to battle in 

the game, encouraged by Arthur’s second person address. Carroll and Cameron’s (2005) 

identification of the significance of these shifts in perspective and immersion in the game 

underlines the sophistication in the players’ responses; the way that they make the 

narrative flow around them, directing the action through their voicing of the role, making 

the same aesthetic choices as a filmmaker, writer or dramatist. Adam’s identification with 

Grendel’s Mother and with the narrative reaches an appropriate climax at the end of the 



 

261 

game-play, when a ghastly figure suddenly appears out of the gloom, on screen, to the 

consternation of those of us that are witness to it. 

 

Fig. 28 Beowulf appears (still from Video S27.27) 

[A dark figure with a skull-like face, representing Beowulf, suddenly 

looms into view on screen.] 

Adam: Oh god! 

Theo: It’s good!  

Adam: Oh Jesus. Ah, no run! 

Arthur: Oh god. 

Theo: Are you running? Yeah, yeah that’s great! [Rising excitement, 

reflected in some camera movement.] 

Arthur: Ah no. 

Adam: Ah, oh no! [Grendel’s Mother moving rapidly down the corridor, 

on screen.] 

Arthur: It’s a dead end.  

Theo: [Intake of breath] 
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Adam: Ah Mr Beowulf, please - I don’t want to hurt you, I’m really sorry 

about what my son - Oh god. Oh no, no, no! 

[The Beowulf figure is approaching down the corridor towards the 

player, becoming bigger.] 

Theo: Oh, this is scary, this bit. 

Arthur: Ah no! 

Adam: Don’t trip on the flames, I’m a really nice person, I don’t want 

you to get hurt. [Laughs.] 

[The figure appears to run out of the frame towards the player. The red 

bar icon representing Grendel’s Mother’s health suddenly drops to 

zero, so that it is clear she is finished.]  

Adam: [Spreads his hands and drops his head.] Ooh. 

[The camera wobbles. The screen goes white.] 

Arthur: Ooh. 

Theo: Ooh, that was great! 

Adam: [Smiles. Looks sideways at Arthur, slightly accusingly?] 

 (Transcription from Video S27.27) 

For Arthur, Adam’s response is a triumph. The panic that Adam expresses through the rapid 

movement on screen, heightened by the voicing of his character, particularly the pleading 

that precedes his character’s extinction, is indicative of a satisfying degree of surrender to 

the game-play. I express shock at the sudden appearance of Beowulf. Adam may have 

known it was coming but he also responds with an appropriate degree of surprise, ‘Oh god. 

Oh no, no, no.’ Arthur’s echoing of his words, joining him momentarily in the role, seems 

designed to amplify the experience - to offer Adam the intensity that he might feel playing 

Skyrim (Bethesda Games Studios 2011-2017). My interjections help to build the general 

sense of excitement. I am surprised that the game addresses me, as an observer, in this way 

and partly relieved as the events of the poem and the game begin to mesh more explicitly. 

Afterwards Adam claims that he felt ‘genuinely afraid’ at Beowulf’s sudden appearance. Our 

exclamations and gestures suggest that all three of us feel something of the effects of the 

representation of this violent action and a sense of some injustice at the violation of 

Grendel’s Mother, in her lair. It is notable that there is no fighting represented on-screen - 
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no waving of fists at this juncture - as there are in other games. The sense of threat, the 

invitation to engage and our knowledge of the narrative is enough. Adam’s head drops in 

response to the red bar disappearing and the screen going blank. We do not need a head 

smashing on a table and its accompanied sound effect, the vision of bodies locked in combat 

or pained facial expressions. This is not to say that all that had gone before does not inform 

our imaginations in the moment of blankness. This is an instance of dramatic play prompting 

‘active and imaginative meaning making beyond the relatively limited narrative’ (Carroll 

2002, 136), apparently offered by the form that this hastily-made game takes. The role-play 

around the game brings us to a considered and intense recognition of what the violence 

means for the characters, the narrative and our reception of the text in the twenty first 

century. Arthur’s final banner on-screen provides a fitting moment of reflection after all the 

excitement. 

Arthur: An unfortunate - ah there. [Arthur notices words appear on 

screen and gestures at them with his right hand, palm up.] 

Adam: [Gestures with both hands, palms up, acknowledging the words 

on screen.] Ah excellent. 

[On screen there is a banner that reads: 

Grendel’s Mother suffered her inexorable fate at the hands of her 

tormenter. She was accepting of her fate, showing the qualities 

attributed to true heroines. Beowulf went back to Heorot with tales of 

valour. Tales that he himself would tell.] 

Adam: [Reads the words aloud, finding ‘inexorable’ hard to pronounce 

and then he assumes a heightened tone that seems to echo Arthur’s. 

He claps.] 

Arthur: Ooh, Beowulf, ooh. 

(Transcription from Video S27.27) 
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Fig. 29 Hands and banner (still from Video S27.27)  

THE AUTHOR’S RESPONSIBILTY 

When they talk afterwards Arthur takes on the role of the contrite author of this reading of 

the fight, reflecting on, ‘How sad it was… in her own house, in her own story.’ Arthur 

recognises that stories position characters and roles in particular ways - as heroes, victims, 

protagonists and minor players. Through the words of his banner he makes it clear that in 

the poem, it is Beowulf’s take on the fight, in the mead hall, afterwards, that reasserts his 

heroic credentials (Heaney 2000 lines, 2115-2141) and that Grendel’s Mother has no such 

audience. Thus, through this playful re-enactment of the moment in which they project 

feelings on to the action as it is summoned up on screen in the sketchiest form (Harig 2012, 

207), the two find space to comment on the ethical dimensions of the Beowulf narrative. 

They recognise the possibilities for criticality through what Adam refers to as authorship - 

‘that in turn just gave your view into what had happened but also the game character’s 

point of view’ as he puts it, acknowledging the insights derived from different perspectives. 

The student teachers are able to reflect on what it means for them and for the students that 

might encounter it in 2015, as it jostles alongside the many texts and the media that they 
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move through in their daily lives. In this instance slipping in and out of roles of game-player, 

the character in the game, the game itself, the mentor, the game author and literary critic, 

enables Adam and Arthur to discuss aspects of the text that became the source of debate 

over the two-day project, providing another example of the ways that, ‘words precede 

action, accompany action and proceed from action’ (Franks 1997, 140, his italics), facilitated 

by this creative process.  
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CHAPTER 9 - CONCLUSION  

WHAT ARE THE AFFORDANCES OF ROLE IN LEARNING THROUGH 

TRANSMEDIA FORMS OF PEDAGOGY? 

In this thesis I consider how taking on or creating a role informs and supports learning. In 

analysing what happened around an interesting assemblage of people, things and texts of 

various kinds, in a particular institutional environment, I have declared an interest, above 

all, in the nuances of role and role-play as they emerged in a variety of ways. This frame 

provides insights into the ways that the students involved were placed, ‘in a quite specific 

relationship with the action’ (Heathcote, 1980d/2015, 77) at different stages in our 

transmedia project; when the students were invited to represent violence in a variety of 

media and when Morlette positioned the students as witnesses to Grendel’s Mother’s fate, 

for example. The specific roles of camera-person and editor, game-author and game-player, 

that were supported by the technology of the camera lens, software platform and screen, 

had other effects that I explain here, as they facilitated the students’ movements in the field 

of meaning (Vygotsky 2016, 17). The narratives that inform the moments of drama that 

became my evidence, have ushered in further questions related to gender and power. 

In this thesis I have outlined the sequence of activities that we initiated and explored the 

ways that students responded. As teachers we deliberately planned activities that opened 

up space for role-play to happen. Heathcote’s (1980d/2015, 75) understanding of the ways 

that assuming or creating a role involves ‘significantly behaving, giving and accepting 

responses’ and Bolton’s (1998, 250) of the ‘generalising, communicating and focusing 

features commonly associated with acting’ are suggestive of the artistic work that we do as 

teachers, alongside our students. Moreno’s emphasis on the active, agentive response 

involved in role creation (O’Neill 1995, 79) underlines that this is a process of making. What 

surprises me is that in providing a stimulus for a particular intensity of interaction - a 

prompt for individuals to draw on all the resources of their bodies to communicate - I 

identified role-play happening as students worked on activities familiar to English 
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classrooms that are not obviously dramatic. We did not require that the students enter a 

fiction (Bolton, 1998, 250) when we asked them to look at images or to edit, yet I witnessed 

students assuming roles to support the processes of creation and reflection, as they were 

talking, writing, editing and playing each other’s games. Although proceeding with 

appropriate caution in generalising from this small-scale case study (Cohen, Manion and 

Morrison 2018, 378), I surmise that the students’ responses were associated with the 

creative activity or fiction-making associated with role-play, that framed the activities over 

two days. 

In my opening chapter I explain the development of my ideas about role and the evolution 

of forms of pedagogy that accommodated them, including an orientation towards media 

production. My reflections on the merman drama are a reminder that being inside a story is 

highly memorable. Feeling part of an imagined community that shares this involvement, 

finding a narrative that is defined by a role and the particular perspective it offers, wrestling 

to voice an idea or point of view as the class summons and dismisses monsters together, 

contribute uniquely to the interpellation of a group of learners as a community - thereby 

mobilising the powerful resources associated with collective action. Finding a merman left a 

residue in my mind that helped to define my identity as a teacher and guided me; framing 

my practice in working with different media, particularly video, as well as forms of drama in 

education. What emerges strongly for me from this research project is the inclusive way 

that role opens up possibilities for learners - something that I did not appreciate thirty years 

ago. 

INCLUSIVITY - AN AFFORDANCE OF ROLE 

The evidence points to a significant affordance of role - that it offers a powerful yet 

economical conduit, enabling those involved to inhabit a playful realm that exerts a strong 

pull on students’ cultural knowledge, insights and skills. Franks (2014, 12) expresses this as 

‘the potential for encompassing difference whilst suggesting a clear dynamic of purpose.’ I 

suggest that the ‘difference’ is more foundational than this: the frame foregrounds 
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individual responses as it foregrounds the bodies of those involved but in ways that 

emphasise a shared concern. 

At the outset of the Beowulf project I asked students to assume roles in deliberately 

performative ways. The activities that I initiated signalled something of how I expected 

them to respond - throwing my arms in the air, assuming an epic tone in my choice of 

register, volume and intonation and beating a drum as a signal for them to assemble the still 

images that represented the Beowulf narrative. The cloths and swords provided further 

prompts to support the students in their sign-making. Like Morlette’s shift into a defensive 

position, as Grendel’s Mother, these signals might be acknowledged as opening moves in 

the game of adaptation. They provided the cue for Sophie to draw on her experience and 

skills in a performative mode and for Arthur, Adam, Martin and Richard to act in ways that I 

have interpreted as being less stylised and more playful embodiments of roles that they 

appeared to have some affinity with. The men’s orientation towards each other enabled 

them to summon up a collaborative vision of warriors, confirming their shared appreciation 

of particular elements of Beowulf. Sophie and Sumaya negotiated their engagements with 

the poem so that their work took on a different texture. In my analysis, the students’ 

responses are indicative of the ways that they drew on a repertoire of ‘acting behaviours’ 

(Bolton 1998) in reaction to the tasks that they we set. Their personal interests, ‘funds of 

knowledge’ (Moll et al., 1992) and particular skills were central to the acts of creation, as 

were the ways that they initiated and developed relationships, familiar to me from other 

such projects. What emerges most strongly is how they were able to negotiate individual 

accommodations with both form and content of the dramatic expectations of this section of 

the workshop and to build on each other’s responses. They accepted the premise of the 

community established by the suggestion of the shared threat. They also accepted the epic 

tone or genre that we signalled through our teacherly interactions in role. But their 

responses were surprisingly varied. The role-playing that I analyse was characterised by a 

determined effort to find forms of expression that enabled each role-player to feel that they 

were contributing, on their own terms. Sarah and Gary engaged in stage fighting, Arthur and 

his friends played at warriors, Sophie danced and Sumaya sang - a montage of performance 

modes that were ‘congruent’ (Bolton 1977, 8; O’Neill 1978/2006, 68) and readily 

‘incorporated into the whole action’ (O’Neill 1978/2006, 68). Role-play opened up space so 
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that the students varied contributions played their part in shaping the work in progress. The 

ways that the small group performance tasks, addressed the students’ allegiances, interests, 

enthusiasms and particular skills, is suggestive of the motivations that are brought into play 

through these creative endeavours. Vygotsky (2004, 71) might recognise these motivations 

as the syncretic force exerted by the drama, opening up an inclusive space. 

ATTENTION TO THE VISUAL IMAGE - AN AFFORDANCE OF ROLE 

Heathcote’s (1980d/ 2015, 71) definition of the art of role-play is one that I have returned to 

throughout this thesis: it involves a ‘meticulously selective and complete signing system as 

our means of communication’ as a way of giving power to the class, in part through building 

trust in what she calls ‘the virtual world’ (ibid, 74) of drama. Heathcote understood the 

significance of the visual prompt. Of the thirty-three role conventions that she developed 

(1980d/2015, 75-76), those that involve the role as effigy (three and four), as portrait (five, 

six and seven) and as picture (eight) come before those that involve verbal interaction - a 

conversation overheard, for example (convention twenty-seven). She (1985/2015, 80) was 

interested in the ‘movement into the symbolical’ that the role as image initiates because, 

‘Students are not asked to interact with the actual person but with the meaning of the 

person’ (ibid, 81, her italics). There is a level of generalisation hinted at here that relates to 

Vygotsky’s (2016) understanding of the relationship between play and abstract thought. 

Jackson’s (2007, 179) understanding of the ‘creative gaps’ that generate space for 

participants to bring their own ideas to a drama provides a way of understanding the 

interactions between Morlette in role, the hints of a narrative perspective in the images and 

in the game assets. Heathcote’s (1980d/2015, 1980e) argument that framing the dramatic 

action positions students in role, in ways that offer them a critical perspective (echoed in 

Barrs 1987), is the inspiration for Chapters 6 and 8.  

In Chapter 6 I shift the emphasis to the significance of a visual prompt, as a stimulus for 

writing. I take account of the students’ postures as Morlette held their gaze, in ‘the 

response position’ (Heathcote 1980d/2015, 74), as evidence that they accepted the call to 

action. The students assumed the role of the spectator as a prelude to becoming the ‘spect-
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actor’ (Boal 1995), as they put pen to paper, in role. Williams (1975, 15) regards 

dramatisation as an aspect of our ‘active living relationships… our ways of seeing and 

knowing.’ Heathcote (1980d/2015, 74) recognises that the powerful aspects of the artist’s 

role involves doing allied with seeing. Taking on the role of the actor assumes action, as 

Bolton (1998) identifies - and it is these moves, that facilitated our transmedia work around 

a text that is centred on violent acts.  

The notion of a lens that the role-play brings to the interpretation of an event is 

metaphorical but I argue that being able to see the embodiment of a significant 

interpretation of the narrative, supported the development of the kinds of judgements and 

criticality that Sophie, Arthur, Emma and Lisa expressed in their writing. The variety in the 

students’ responses is suggestive of the ways that the process enabled them to develop 

their own attitudes or opinions about the action that they viewed and that they were 

implicated in. Through this process, the roles that they assumed enabled them to widen 

their perspective (Heathcote 1980a/1984, 106), to develop different interpretations of the 

events that constitute the Beowulf narrative: interpretations that were relevant to their 

personal identities and concerns and that contest conventional readings of the text.  

EXPRESSIONS OF INTERTEXTUALITY - AN AFFORDANCE OF ROLE 

In the subsequent activity, the ways that the students responded to the images that we 

shared with them is an outcome of this research that is surprising. Taylor’s (2006, 2012, 

2014) identification of a form of ‘postural intertexuality’ is suggestive of the power of the 

kinds of fleeting assumption of roles that occurred as the students engaged with the images. 

Taylor (2016, 95) makes the case that ‘the poetry and prosody of our language in engaged 

interaction can be matched by the poetry and prosody of our gaze and postures.’ I recognise 

these embodied responses as meaningful because they are suggestive of the narrative and 

cultural implications of the work that the students engaged with as they generated their 

own readings. Of course, the gestures and expressions that the role-play entailed did more 

than inform the students’ understanding through shared cultural references; they also 

enabled students to orchestrate their ideas so that they could shape a collaborative 
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response. It is notable that like the men’s warrior scene, much of this intense cultural 

production happened without verbal interaction, so that the images that the students 

engaged with seemed to pass through the medium of their bodies at different stages. Kress 

(2010, 76) makes the point that we imitate gestures ‘in order to “feel” their meaning.’ I 

argue that these are behaviours that relate to role creation because they are gestures that 

are historicised (Brecht 2015; Butler 1988; Diamond 1996, 1997), representing a blend of a 

canonical text and aspects of the students’ identities: they included the signs of their 

‘socially organised and enculturated bodies’ (Franks 2015b, 312) and the particular texture 

of the modes that they drew on to communicate. These signs are also grounded in a 

narrative, so that they did more than punctuate the debate. The role-play or forms of 

enactment that encompassed these signs initiated a heightened form of interaction that 

referenced all that had gone before in dramatic terms and helped support further 

exploration of what was at stake for the protagonists. On and off screen the students 

expressed their affinity with the material through their heightened gestures and postures. In 

this unusual form of ‘postural intertexuality’ (Taylor 2006, 2012, 2014), the students 

appeared to quote themselves, drawing on their own co-constructed texts as inspiration. 

ASSUMING EXPERTISE - AN AFFORDANCE OF ROLE 

The introduction of the tools of camera and editing software provided further opportunities 

to create texts that foregrounded the body as a sign to be read within a very particular 

social and imagined context, offering the means to interpret the signs more readily. The 

students indicated that they were in role as camera-person or editor in their responses to 

the camera lens and the editing software or ‘multimodal mixing-desk’ (Burn and Parker 

2003, 23). Sumaya chose to film from a specific angle and Sophie, Sumaya and Hope edited 

their mix of still and moving images with increasingly confident swiping motions (Merchant 

2014, 2015b). In these instances, specific aspects of the technology supported students in 

their assumption of a ‘mantle’ of expertise (Heathcote 1984, 1985; Heathcote and Bolton 

1995), as Vygotsky (2004, 85) recognises that etching tools encouraged young people in 

their artistic endeavours. 
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Mills (2010) is interested in the ways that hands become technical. I noted a shift in the 

language that the students used as they settled into their editing role. I extend the 

argument to consider the role of the environment and how the presence of the camera 

focused students’ powers of observation in the ways that Lowdnes (1968) identifies. As the 

director Varda (2019) claims, looking at something through a camera lens changes what is 

seen. The students orchestrated aspects of the familiar location so that they became 

integral to the processes of meaning-making and were thus transformed for those involved 

(Dewdney and Lister 1988, 141).  

The imaginative frame delineated by the assumption of the powerful roles of hero and 

monster demanded that the makers paid particular attention to the visual impact of the 

work that they created. The combination of iPad camera and screen and our 

encouragement to focus on the still image provided a further platform for a heightened 

performance style, offering rich material for the actor/editors to manipulate and transform. 

Some of the women became protagonists rather than witnesses to the dramatic action 

through this process. This confidence seemed to extend to the roles of camera-operator and 

editor, as the students revelled in the effects of this form of enactment. The iPad, its camera 

and the editing software were more than simply ‘mediating tools’ in this dramatic 

endeavour (Mills 2016, 69). The camera offered possibilities in terms of the representation 

of the characters, in ways that the students recognised. The Ken Burns effect that the 

students encountered as a pre-set in the iMovie app, added a form of movement to the still 

images that animated the violent encounter. The application of slow motion added further 

intensity to some of their shots. Each mode offered different choices that became integral 

to the meaning and impact of the final piece. Creating a role provided the impetus, enabling 

students to orchestrate and to test out their ideas with a degree of provisionality and in 

spaces that they felt safe in. Assuming a role gave credence to the students’ creative 

decisions and their associated expertise as actor, director or editor. 

The students’ responses to the iPad screen added a layer of reflexivity, conflating the roles 

of spectator and actor in specific ways and introducing a critical dimension that is allied with 

the creative impetus. Framing the students as image makers, camera-operators and editors 

had the effect of shifting the focus of our work on Beowulf to questions of representation; 
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as the immediacy and spontaneity of live drama was reflected back for the students to 

appraise.  

AWARENESS AND FLEXIBILITY - AFFORDANCES OF ROLE / FICTION-MAKING 

I was surprised by the many instances that I observed of students assuming different roles 

for different purposes, albeit fleetingly, in response to still and moving images. Franks 

(2014, 9) emphasises the way that meanings are made and understood derives from 

relevant ‘texts, images and forms circulating in wider culture.’ Sometimes it is hard to 

pinpoint which images (that may also be derived from written texts, in different ways), 

students are explicitly drawing on. In our Beowulf drama, students were able to embody 

and to make work that that clearly drew on shared points of reference and enthusiasms and 

to do so, often, without much spoken negotiation. Mackey (2002/2004, 245) attributes 

what she calls this ‘plasticity of attention’ to ‘a contemporary ecology where an alert 

flexibility is a hallmark of successful literacies.’ I suggest that assuming a role: performing a 

response so that it is visible to others, clearly facilitates this attentiveness. 

Identifying the multimodal resources that students drew on to make meaning and to 

‘contextually understood micro-instantiations of classroom interaction’ (Taylor 2016, 87) - 

has led me to reassess what constitutes taking on a role. Bolton’s argument that the 

‘defining nucleus for all acting behaviours’ is what he calls ‘fiction-making’ (1998, 278) is a 

reminder that taking on a role implies the evolution of a make-believe world or narrative. I 

have suggested that some of the role-play that I witnessed was not necessarily initiated by 

entry into a fiction. But thinking about acting or role-play as a process of generating a 

narrative suggests that there is not as clear cut a distinction between the roles that are 

central to the dramatic action (the protagonist or witness, for example) and those that are 

indicative of particular responsibilities in the crafting of the fiction (the camera-operator, 

director or editor). All of these roles involve a shift into a more attuned way of seeing, 

heightened by the responsibility for making artistic choices. The ways that Hope, Sophie and 

Sumaya tried on roles as they viewed themselves acting on screen, might be recognised as 

form of immersion in the narrative - of ‘story-dwelling as much as story-telling’ - as Cannon 
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(2018, 144) puts it. Burn and Parker’s analysis of the editing act seems apt, particularly the 

way that the process of filmmaking in school contexts depends on: 

a witty and stylish combination of dramatic event, text, speech and location. 

But it also demonstrates how making the moving image is itself a kind of 

drama, where the burden of representation shifts between participants in the 

process of making the film.  

(Burn and Parker 2003, 26) 

The drama that Burn and Parker refer to involved the co-opting of unplanned ‘real life 

performance’ (Burn and Parker 2003, 18) around an incident that occurred as the students 

were filming their skateboarding documentary. This blurring of boundaries between the 

spontaneous and planned performances heightened Burn and Parker’s (2003, 26) 

awareness of the ways that the students fashioned their text from the resources available to 

them, reshaping the events that played out in front of their camera lens in the process. 

Because they were endowed with the role of filmmakers the students began to frame the 

everyday world in specific and meaningful ways; as Sumaya, Sophie and Hope did as they 

generated combat in an institutional corridor. Burn and Parker (2003) recognise the drama 

in this act as one that extends beyond the shoot, to the edit.  

I observed the same heightened attention that seemed to be triggered by the casting of a 

dramatic net over the editors as they watched themselves on screen and by Arthur and 

Adam, as Adam played the computer game. The roles of camera-operators, editors, 

directors, game-authors and players seemed to be infused by the roles of monster and hero 

in a way that opened up possibilities, specifically related to the body (Butler 1988). 

According to Jefferson and Anderson (2009, 195), in group work, ‘Editing choices are made 

by an empathy with and involvement in the “magic if” of the drama both as percipient and 

participant.’ Jefferson and Anderson (2009) do not go on to interrogate what this ‘magic if’ 

means. My evidence suggests that the role-play involved a shift into a heightened 

awareness of what is observed and its significance.  

Jefferson and Anderson (2009) seem to be gesturing towards the argument that self-

spectatorship is, as Bolton (1998, 278) puts it, ‘the definitive outcome’ of the fiction-making 
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associated with assuming a role, or acting. In this research I recognise in the students’ role-

play a form of orientation towards each other, identified as significant by Mead (1934/2000) 

and Goffman (1956), that facilitates the processes of making. In a development of this tenet 

of the learning theory associated with drama in education, I suggest that self-spectatorship 

became a collective endeavour, as the screen reflected back what the students had created 

and what it meant or might have been made to mean, during the editing and game-play. 

The process seemed to inject a kind of dynamic doubling of the framing and meaning-

making that happened around the screen. After the men’s playful engagement with the 

warrior roles they did not analyse their responses but as Adam played Arthur’s computer 

game, and they were both focused on the roles as they were represented on screen, a 

reflective space opened up. The visual resource of the screen was significant in prompting 

the form of reanimation of role that happened around the game.  

FACILITATING THE TRAJECTORY OF THE SIGN - AN AFFORDANCE OF ROLE 

I have identified that central to the creative processes that this research entailed is the 

trajectory of the sign across different media and the ways in which role facilitates the 

potential for meaning-making through bodyliness, the spoken and written word and the still 

and moving image. Through each stage of this project, from the twisted bodies, head-

slamming and motivated gaze of the drama, the poignant and powerful words on paper, the 

open mouths and claw gestures captured on camera and the tiny hand icon in the game, the 

series of identifications with an embattled monster and those implicated in her narrative led 

to an intense exploration of the representation of violence and the action that it involved. 

There were opportunities to consider what it feels like to be powerful through assuming the 

roles of a gendered hero and monster, of a camera-operator and game-author. The camera 

lens and screen invited students to make choices about how to represent their role-play and 

how to communicate an intensity of strength and emotion through different media, with 

particular effects. Through the process they generated readings of the text that were 

pertinent to their own experiences, their enthusiasms and their cultural insights and 

criticality. Their twenty first century versions are varied but faithful to aspects of the multi-

layered structure and tone of Heaney’s (2000) and the Anglo-Saxon text (Chance 
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1980/2002; Haydock 2013; Renoir 1968) and to its many iterations in different media. Our 

questions about violence that students responded to in dramatic form, Morlette’s role-play 

and the analysis of the images on paper, prompted a degree of criticality expressed in 

Sophie’s writing in role, in the powerful representations of Grendel’s Mother in different 

media and in the dramatic dialogue associated with Arthur’s game. As Richard put it, ‘By the 

mere fact of working creatively with the text, taking on roles, moving parts of the text 

around, or chopping them… you are immediately deciding how you view the story.’ I 

attribute this to our invitation to engage in an embodied analysis of the text - highlighting 

questions of power and social relations, with a view to rewriting the script. The affordances 

of role associated with this invitation included forms of ‘expressive amplification’ (Bordwell 

2008, 407) prompted by the ‘semiotic amplification’ (Burn 2013, 246) associated with 

inhabiting a narrative.  

 When I consider the texts that students generated through their interactions with each 

other around the screen, which are captured on my camera, I am particularly struck by the 

ways that the images that the students made seemed to speak back to them - and where 

the generative dynamic of their embodied responses took the makers, in terms of their 

understanding of the power of a particular kind of representation, in a particular kind of 

institutional space. I have identified the ways that the activities that preceded the 

filmmaking informed a shift in focus. The camera and its cultural load are so central to a 

particular way of seeing that when I observed students looking at images drawn from film, I 

interpreted them assuming the role of a lens, zooming in, in order to lift them off the page 

and into their imaginations. The ways that they responded to the invitation to focus the 

camera on each other are not routinely recognised as evidence of learning or understanding 

because, as Franks (2015b, 312) complains, there is ‘a tendency to see right through the 

bodily presence of the students to get at the learning.’ I recognise Sophie’s reading of the 

text was as powerfully expressed through her movement, gestures and the way that she 

edited them, as in her writing. Facilitating the trajectory of the sign as part of the meaning-

making process that students engaged in, emerges as a key affordance of role. 
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GENERATIVE REANIMATION - AN AFFORDANCE OF ROLE 

Looking at images and editing and the ways that activities cohered around the screen, 

brought the body to the fore in ways that supported the kinds of reflective insights recorded 

here. In terms of the acts of meaning-making that I focus on, I am interested in how the 

bodies, words and images interacted and supported each other and that they provide 

evidence of thought and learning related to the ways of seeing that emerged from the 

framing associated with role-play. This subtle interaction was facilitated, or coloured by the 

assumption of the roles of actor, director, camera-person, editor and game-author so that 

the students seemed to read and understand the signs of each other’s bodies, gestures and 

facial expressions more readily or vividly, as Heathcote recognises (1980d/2015). It is 

particularly striking that this extended to the sketchy signs of bodies or suggestions of 

bodies in the game. 

If assuming a role involves finding a focus for the action through these collaborative 

endeavours, in this project the introduction of the camera and screen seemed to 

complement the process. There are parallels in the perspectives that emerged through 

Morlette’s gaze and the writing that it informed and the high camera angle that revealed 

the power of the female monster at the bottom of a stairwell / mere or the low angle that 

showed her vulnerability at the door to the toilet / mere. The focusing effect of role-play 

happened particularly powerfully when the actual frame (the camera lens or iPad screen) 

was brought into play. And the cultural associations related to Diamond’s (1996, 4) 

questions about representation made critical demands on the students, most vividly, when 

they were able to see themselves in role. 

Burnett and Merchant’s (2018b, 8) suggestion that, ‘in all literacy encounters, multiple 

potentialities exist and meanings may be felt or sensed as well as cognitively realised’ 

validates the kinds of spontaneous and lively responses that I identify as significant in these 

encounters with Beowulf. As an understanding of the ways that people, technologies and 

things (cloths, iPads, big pieces of paper) interact, in particular spaces, Burnett and 

Merchant’s (2018a, 2018b) insights help me to recognise role-play as a generative quality - a 

facilitating link between the students’ work in different media that enabled them to make 
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imaginative leaps and to articulate and to realise their creative purposes. This research 

finding is distinctive. It might be conceived of as a development of Barrs’ (1987) 

understanding of the way that role supports the move from drama to writing. It emerges in 

my analysis of the students’ writing, their responses to the images of Grendel’s Mother and 

enactments of the battle and of Adam and Arthur’s reactions to the game-play. My 

suggestion is that the ways of seeing that are brought into play through the frame of a 

particular role offers students more resources to draw on, as they bring their understanding 

to the text that they are reading or recreating. Introducing the lens and frame of a camera 

and screen heightens the self-spectatorship (Bolton 1998) or percipience (Fleming 2012) 

associated with learning through drama: it offers the potential for a collaborative and 

generative response. These processes create space for questions of representation, which 

are more often associated with Media Studies than Drama, to come into play.  

In this project the flexibility and inventiveness offered by a surprising spectrum of role-

taking acted as both a catalyst and a safe space to experiment: to reflect, to feel and to 

communicate and to subvert and contest. The collaborative viewing of still and some 

moving images off and on screen proved particularly powerful; the representation of a 

particular kind of being or a physical exertion that prompted a surprising conjunction of an 

embodied and intellectual response - a form of generative reanimation that is attributable 

to the role-playing behaviours identified in Chapters 7 and 8 particularly.  

My thesis offers a more flexible understanding of the affordances of role and the ways that 

the narrative and technical aspects of role creation, combine, than Bolton’s (1998), 

Neelands (2010) or Heathcote’s (2015). My appreciation of the part that technology plays in 

role creation and generative reanimation extends further than Carroll, Anderson and 

Cameron (2006) recognise. I make a clearer case for the fusing of the practical pedagogical 

traditions of Drama, Media and English. Although Carroll (2002) extolls the possibilities of 

‘digital drama’, he did not have the benefits of working with students with tablets - 

combining camera, editing software and a touch-screen that can be used for viewing. 

Cameron, Anderson and Wotzko (2017) focus on ‘intermedia’ but are less attentive to role-

play that happens on the margins and that is not necessarily part of the teacher’s design for 

learning. I interpret assuming a role as an inclusive process, particularly when students are 
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offered different modes to express their engagements with the processes of fiction-making. 

Role-play heightens awareness of signs that become emblematic as they are passed 

between bodies, throughout the time of working with a text. Nurturing this lively, affective 

and playful response facilitates the shift in media; from drama to writing; filmmaking to 

computer game-play. My recognition of the ways that students assume roles, as an aspect 

of becoming an audience to their own work (in the form of still and moving images and even 

computer game icons), offers a distinctive shift in understanding the possibilities of learning 

through dramatic interaction. I recognise the way that the learning that emerges from 

students’ creative engagement is often powerfully expressed in role - in the form of the 

gestures, postures and gaze that constitute dramatic action, of jokes and other interjections, 

as well as writing.  

IMPLICATIONS 

This was a small project, involving a class of twenty-five student teachers and three 

lecturers. There were many other parties to the larger AHRC funded project whose work I 

have not had the space to consider here, including the teachers that contributed to our 

article (Burn, Bryer and Coles 2016) for Teaching English. We tried out all aspects of this 

project with classes of young people in school and at the Institute of Education and I had 

intended to draw on this evidence for this research, in the early stages of my PhD journey. 

Instead this thesis offers an interpretation of our student teachers’ work over the space of 

two days. These were highly motivated student teachers, who had elected to take part in 

this special project. I have plenty of material to draw on here but in the claims that I make, I 

recognise that this was a small-scale case study, undertaken in what felt like a relatively safe 

environment. The pedagogies that I interrogate relate to secondary English, Drama and 

Media as school subjects and the animating effects of the incidences of role-play identified 

here were not arrived at through overly-ambitious classroom activities. We experimented 

with similar activities in London secondary classrooms in the course of this project and other 

teachers and student teachers who had been involved in the project developed schemes of 

work that included drama, writing in role and media production, but these outcomes are 

not the focus of my thesis.  
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Whilst readily adapting to the shifting roles of audience, player, producer, filmmaker and 

storyteller our students were also conscious of their own emergent identities as teachers 

and how their own students or young people in general, might respond to this invitation to 

transform the Beowulf narrative. This awareness played its part in shaping the stories they 

told us and each other. Taylor (2014, 418) suggests that if teachers are to value and make 

space for the kind of multimodal responses and semiotic work that she and I attend to in 

students’ interactions, ‘they need first to be aware of its instantiations.’ We were 

endeavouring to make our student teachers aware of the significance of the instantiations 

that form much of the evidence that I interrogate here.  

The significance of this research is the identification of moments of role-play that inform 

students’ interactions and learning and the economy and dynamism that is an aspect of 

these exchanges. I observed the way that a shift into the imaginative realm happens with a 

moment’s invitation into a story dwelling mode, with the effects of a heightened awareness 

of the kinds of meanings that students draw on in multimodal ways. One of the most 

significant affordances of role-play is its inclusivity, as evidenced by the students’ ready 

engagement and the diversity in their responses. In this project assuming or creating a role 

involved adopting a critical stance or attitude towards the text that was expressed by 

students drawing on the semiotic resources available to them in a variety of ways. This has 

important implications for learning in English, Drama and Media classrooms particularly - 

making a case for a blurring of subject boundaries. Where feasible, students should have 

access to cameras and editing software 59 in Drama classrooms so that they can see what 

they make and edit their own work. I would like to see more role-play to support writing 

and interpretation of texts in English, with more opportunities to attend to visual images 

and to make meaning with bodies and with hands and faces, even when students are 

behind desks. Burnett et al.’s (2014) nine principles of their Charter for twenty-first century 

literacies (2014) are apt, although they are orientated towards primary rather than 

                                                        

59 On any digital device available, including smart phones. 
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secondary classrooms. The following principles seem particularly relevant to my research 

findings:  

Recognise the affective, embodied and material dimensions of meaning 

making  

Encourage improvisation and experimentation 

Use playful pedagogies 

Create opportunities to work with the provisionality of digital media 

Provide contexts that facilitate criticality  

Promote collaboration around and through texts in negotiating meaning 

(Burnett and Merchant 2018a, 135) 

To add to this, I suggest that invitations to engage in a fiction should be offered more often 

as an aspect of teaching and learning about texts in English, Media and Drama classrooms. 

Heathcote puts the point powerfully:  

I am constantly amazed by the miracle of the way thinking about a dramatic 

idea can in an instant become that of carrying it into action. There is a world 

of difference between someone in a class saying, ‘Well, they would take all 

their belongings with them’, and saying, ‘Let’s pack up and leave.’  

(Heathcote 2015, 72, her italics) 

Assuming a role implies action. Being actively engaged and invited to develop an individual 

critical response is central to a ‘culturally inclusive pedagogy where transmedia remakings 

of a canonical text open up productive spaces that enable learners to make critical 

connections between the world of the text and that of their own lives’ (Coles and Bryer 

2018). Recognising the many ways in which students’ insights are expressed bodily and 

fleetingly - through gestures, asides and split-second decisions about which modes to draw 

on to complement their fiction-making and where to situate the action - offers an expanded 

vision of what learning looks like. The affordances of role and the possibilities in the forms 

of enactment that I identify here have the potential to support the reading, adaptation and 

interpretation of texts across different media in ways that are compelling, inclusive, 

generative and surprising. 
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX 1: BEOWULF PLAN FOR 26/10/2015 

MORNING SESSION 

10.00 Storytelling and pipe playing    ML and AB  
  

10.35  INTRODUCTION       JC   

Intro. to the text and to the way in which it offers different POVs / perspectives.  

a) TODAY’S WORKSHOP 

Two questions – our research question / focus: 

Adaptations and explorations in different media. What do they bring to our 
understanding and our approaches to teaching a classic text? 

A learning question that might frame a short SOW: 

What is the role of the female in heroic literature? 

Outline for the day 

b) INTRO. TO BEOWULF       JC 

10.45 BEOWULF IN TEN QUOTES      TB  

Count-down (a couple of minutes to make images, fast sharing) 

11  DRAMA         TB  

WHOLE GROUP          

Narration– So in Hrothgar’s Hall the men and women feasted and shared their tales 
of heroism as they celebrated Beowulf’s victory over the monstrous Grendel. 
Grendel’s arm and his talon strung up in the eaves reassured them that the 
harrowing was over. As the embers died down in the great fire and people settled 
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down for the night, safe as they thought for the first time in years in Heorot, they 
shared their memories… 

Teacher in role as a kind of Unferth character. Students as if seated around the fire 
in Heorot. 

All those years we sensed his evil presence. The shadow-stalker, the misbegotten 
spirit, Cain’s ancestor, banished and accursed. I know the smell of him, like a 
stagnant pool. What about you, what have seen or sensed, heard or smelt out on the 
moorland, in the twilight? 

‘among wolves on the hills, on windswept crags…  

where cold streams 

pour down the mountain and disappear 

Under mist and moorland.’ (lines 1357 – 1361)  

Everyone adds details. 

Then Teacher in Role adds, you know, I have heard it said by people who live in the 
‘upland country,  

that there have seen two such creatures  

prowling the moors, huge marauders 

from some other world. One of these things, 

as far as anyone can discern, 

looks like a woman…’ (lines 1346 – 1351) 

They supped their mead and a silence fell over the great hall. Far away they heard 
the wind howling in the dismal wood. Then each one fell into a restless slumber.  

Four here etc.  

Imagine what dreams came to them… to you…. 

11.15  GROUPS OF 4 Dreams 

Share your ideas about your dreams and create still or moving image from them.  
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11.20 WHOLE GROUP Performance and reflection 

Perform to the sound of the pipes.    TB and AB  

Audience say words that come to mind to describe their fears. 

What does this suggest about their fears of a female monster? 

Narration: Their premonitions were well-founded. ‘Grendel’s Mother, monstrous hell-
bride, brooded on her wrongs’ (lines 1259-1260) then ‘sallied forth on a savage 
journey, grief-racked and ravenous, desperate for revenge… to …ambushed him at 
rest’ (lines 1278-1299).   

SAME SMALL GROUPS       TB 

4 groups create a short piece of movement that represents Grendel’s Mother’s 
arrival and the men awakening, using slow motion.  

4 or 5 groups create a short piece of movement that represents the fight, including 
stage fighting action and reaction OR a sequence of 5 still images.  

11.30 HALF OF WHOLE GROUP PERFORM, HALF WATCH 

Share scenes of the two halves of the fight, 4 or 5 groups, at the same time. 

What kind of fight is this? Is it gendered. 

Narration: There was nothing for it. Hrothgar had to avenge the death of his friend 
and most trusted counsellor. 

Narration - ‘The forest paths were marked… to …and doom the voyage’ (lines 1402 
-1421)             

So those now gathered around the haunted mere had never seen the waters so 
disturbed. As you peer into the blood-shot waters: 

What do you imagine lies at the uncanny mere-bottom?  

What or who will Beowulf encounter? 

Hear responses around the circle. 

Create a soundscape of the noises that arise from the water. 

Narration - ‘After these words… to …solid bottom’  (lines 1492-1496)  
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11.35 WRITING IN ROLE       ML 

As one of Beowulf’s men or Grendel’s Mother.      

Some sharing and recording for use in the games. 

11.50 BREAK 

12.15 MEDIA         JC 

Representations of Grendel’s Mother in storybooks, still and moving images –  

Viewing and annotation of images       

12.50 FILMMAKING        TB 

12 X GROUPS OF THREE 

Make a sequence of still and moving images that depicts the fight from different 
POVs (see attached instructions).  

Record soundtracks.      

1.10 Editing           
    

1.30 LUNCH (when editing finished!) 

AFTERNOON SESSION 

2.20 Watch films        TB 

How do they represent the female monster? 

How do they represent the hero? 

What difference does POV make? 

How do they represent the violent action?      

Where do these representations come from?  

What do they remind you of?   
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2.30 LEARNING ANGLO SAXON     JC 

Short intro to OE verse,  

PAIRS ‘code-breaking’ based on a section of the fight with Grendel’s Mum (lines 
1563-68)               

WHOLE GROUP  

Discuss the translations. 

3pm KENNINGS AND SKALDIC VERSE 

PAIRS         JC 

Create kennings. 

Write up to 4 half lines of verse on a separate piece of paper, focusing on the heroic 
qualities of Beowulf. Place them on the floor for all to see. 

3.15 WHOLE GROUP 

Gradually build up a group poem by moving the pieces of paper around.   

Deliver the poems in dramatic ways.    JC AND ML 

3.30 REFLECTION / SHARING RESOURCES      
  

 

  



 

338 

SMALL GROUP FIGHT SCENES 1 

 

Grendel’s mother, 

Monstrous hell-bride, brooded on her wrongs. 

...... Broken and bowed, 

Outcast from all sweetness, the enemy of mankind 

Made for his death-den.  But now his mother 

Had sallied forth on a savage journey, 

Grief-racked and ravenous, desperate for revenge. 

 

She came to Heorot.  There, inside the hall, 

Danes lay asleep, earls who would soon endure           1280 

A great reversal once Grendel’s mother 

Attacked and entered.  Her onslaught was less 

Only by as much as an Amazon warrior’s 

In less than an armored man’s 

When the hefted sword, its hammered edge 

And gleaming blade slathered in blood, 

Razes the sturdy boar-ridge off a helmet. 

Then in the hall, hard-honed swords 

Were grabbed from the bench, many a broad shield 

Lifted and braced; there was little thought of helmets          1290 

Or woven mail when they woke in terror. 



 

339 

SMALL GROUP FIGHT SCENES 2 
 
The hell-dam was in panic, desperate to get out, 

In mortal terror the moment she was found. 

She had pounced and taken one of the retainers 

In a tight hold, then headed for the fen. 

To Hrothgar, this man was the most beloved 

Of the friends he trusted between the two seas. 

She had done away with a great warrior, 

Ambushed him at rest. 
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Make a sequence of still images and one or two bits of 
moving image from the POV of Grendel’s Mother in a 
modern-day setting (corridor / stairwell). What does she 
see through the gloom that is suggestive of something 
malevolent moving towards her? 
 

Without more ado, he dived into the heaving 

Depths of the lake.  It was the best part of a day 

Before he could see the solid bottom. 

Quickly the one who haunted those waters, 

Who had scavenged and gone her gluttonous rounds 

For a hundred seasons, sensed a human 

Observing her outlandish lair from above.                        
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Make a sequence of still images and one or two bits of moving 

image from the POV of Beowulf in a modern-day setting (corridor / 

stairwell). What does he see through the gloom as he travels 

towards the bottom of the lake? 

Without more ado, he dived into the heaving 

Depths of the lake. It was the best part of a day 

Before he could see the solid bottom. 

Quickly the one who haunted those waters, 

Who had scavenged and gone her gluttonous rounds 

For a hundred seasons, sensed a human 

Observing her outlandish lair from above.                        
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Make an impressionistic sequence of still images and one or two 

bits of moving image from the POV of Beowulf in a modern-day 

setting (corridor / stairwell).  

Then once she touched bottom, that wolfish swimmer 

Carried the ring-mailed prince to her court 

So that for all his courage he could never use 

The weapons he carried; and a bewildering horde 

Came at him from the depths, droves of sea-beasts                 1510 

Who attacked with tusks and tore at his chain-mail 

In a ghastly onslaught. The gallant man 

Could see he had entered some hellish turn-hole 

And yet the water did not work against him 

Because the hall-roofing held off 

The force of the current; then he saw firelight, 

A gleam and flare-up, a glimmer of brightness. 
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Make an impressionistic sequence of still images and one or two 

bits of moving image from the POV of Grendel’s Mother in a 

modern-day setting (corridor / stairwell).  

Then once she touched bottom, that wolfish swimmer 

Carried the ring-mailed prince to her court 

So that for all his courage he could never use 

The weapons he carried; and a bewildering horde 

Came at him from the depths, droves of sea-beasts                 1510 

Who attacked with tusks and tore at his chain-mail 

In a ghastly onslaught.  The gallant man 

Could see he had entered some hellish turn-hole 

And yet the water did not work against him 

Because the hall-roofing held off 

The force of the current; then he saw firelight, 

A gleam and flare-up, a glimmer of brightness. 
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Make a sequence of still images and one or two bits of moving 

image that shows this moment of the fight in a modern-day setting 

(corridor / stairwell).  

How can you show the ‘grim embrace’? 

Then the prince of War-Geats, warming to his fight 

With Grendel’s mother, gripped her shoulder 

And laid about him in a battle frenzy: 

He pitched his killer opponent to the floor                      

But she rose quickly and retaliated, 

Grappled him tightly in her grim embrace. 
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Make a sequence of still images and one or two bits of 
moving image that show what flashes through Grendel’s 
Mother’s mind as she is being killed by Beowulf. This 
might include memories of her son and his arrival without 
an arm, to die in their watery lair  

the monster 

In his resting place, war-weary and wrecked, 

A lifeless corpse, a casualty 

Of the battle in Heorot. 

So the Shieldings’ hero, hard-pressed and enraged, 

Took a firm hold of the hilt and swung 

The blade in an arc, a resolute blow 

That bit into her neck bone 

And severed it entirely, toppling the doomed 

House of her flesh; she fell to the floor. 

  



 

346 

APPENDIX 2: REFLECTIONS ON THE BEOWULF PROJECT - Evaluation 

What happens to texts when they are retold in different media? 

What are the implications of this for teaching Beowulf? 

Please jot down some thoughts about this: 

 

You might want to annotate this outline of the activities you have been 
involved in: 

Storytelling 

Beowulf in ten quotes 

Drama involving narration, Teacher in Role, small group excerpts of dreams 
and moments of violence 

Writing-in-role, around the mere 

Representations of Grendel’s Mother 

Filmmaking from the POV of Grendel’s Mother and / or showing the fight 

Code breaking 

Kennings and skaldic verse 

Making computer games  
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APPENDIX 3: VIDEO EVIDENCE 

26.10.15 

Sony camera 

S26.1 Morlette Lindsay tells the first section of the Beowulf story WIDE SHOT 12:45 

S26.2 Jane Coles explains the two-day workshop, research questions and conference plans 

for 7th December 2015 WIDE SHOT 08:37                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

S26.3 - Jane talks through some historical background and literary resources WIDE SHOT 

21:56  

S26.4 Theo organises sharing the moving nightmare images (00:00 to 06:00) 

Theo works in role - whole group drama about the monsters (what have you seen or heard 

or sensed or smelt?) (06:00 to 13:15) 

Theo organises small group nightmare images and sharing (13.15 to 22:00) 

Reflection on feelings (22:00 -23.15) 

Theo reads and discusses the section about Grendel’s Mother arriving at Heorot and sets up 

small group scenes, involving Grendel’s Mother’s attack - 3 still images to slow motion 

(23.15 to 29.50) WIDE SHOT 29:50 

S26.5 Students working on scenes of Grendel’s Mother’s attack (00:00 – 03:00)  

Theo organises sharing (03-11.11) 

Theo discusses the nature of the attack/violence (11.11 -13.33)   

WIDE SHOT – WITH SOME MEDIUM SHOTS ON INDIVIDUAL SCENES 13:33  

S26.6 Morlette sets up the writing in role WIDE SHOT 04:37  

S26.7 Theo organises sharing the writing in role WIDE SHOT 02:54 

S26.8 Sharing writing WIDE SHOT 02.14 

S26.9 Sharing writing WIDE SHOT 00:07 

S26.10 Sharing writing WIDE SHOT 01.38 

S26.11 Sharing writing WIDE SHOT 02.11 

S26.12 Sharing writing (00 to 02.30) Theo organises reflection, students talking together 

(02.30 to 06.45) 

Jane explains visual image activity, students respond (06.45 – 10:00) 

Focus on small groups, around the circle (10:00 to 19.13) WIDE SHOT 19.13 
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S26.13 Jane organises students to write final questions WIDE SHOT 03.05 

S26.14 Jane organises small groups to comment on each other’s sheets WIDE SHOT 02.06 

S26.15 Hope, Sophie and Sumaya edit MEDIUM SHOT 29:50 

S26.16 Groups work on poetry WIDE SHOT 18:13 

S26.17 Individuals and groups write poetry WIDE SHOT 06:05 

S26.18 Jane organises groups to share Skaldic verse WIDE SHOT 06.36 

S26.19 Jane organises groups to share Skaldic verse WIDE SHOT 01.08 

S26.20 Jane organises groups to share Skaldic verse WIDE SHOT 03.38 

S26.21 Theo organises group to reflect on their films WIDE SHOT 01.38 

S26.22 Jane organises final reflection and organisation for following day WIDE SHOT 03.08 

 

Flip camera A 

FA26.1 Morlette storytelling MOVING, MEDIUM SHOT 04:33 

FA26.2 Sharing still images MOVING, MEDIUM SHOT 02:32 

FA26.3 Image 5, stage fighting MEDIUM SHOT 00:29 

FA26.4 Clapping MEDIUM SHOT 00:01 

FA26.5 Spontaneous small group drama, talking about nightmare MOVING, MEDIUM SHOT 

00:29 

FA26.6 Sharing the small group nightmare moving images MOVING, MEDIUM SHOT 04:37 

FA26.7 Transition MEDIUM SHOT 00:01 

FA26.8 Planning small group Grendel’s Mother attack scenes MOVING, MEDIUM SHOT 

00:27 

FA26.9 Theo discussing drama and violence and sharing small group attack scenes MOVING, 

MEDIUM SHOT 03:07 

FA26.10 Theo introduces reflection about small groups scenes CLOSE UP (camera focused 

on floor) 00:14 

FA26.11 Discussing the nature of the attack/violence CLOSE UP (camera focused on floor) 

01:50 

FA26.12 Transition to circle MEDIUM SHOT (camera pointing at ceiling) 00:12  

FA26.13 Theo leads soundscape (00:33)  

Morlette in role (00:33-04:29) MOVING, MEDIUM SHOT 04:29 

FA26.14 Deleted 
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FA26.15 Arthur’s writing in role MOVING, MEDIUM SHOT 00:49 

FA26.16 Sophie’s writing in role MOVING, MEDIUM SHOT 00:43 

FA26.17 Richard sharing writing in role MOVING, MEDIUM SHOT 00:21 

FA26.18 Rob sharing writing in role MOVING, MEDIUM SHOT 00:38 

FA26.19 Emma sharing writing in role MOVING, MEDIUM SHOT 01:14 

FA26.20 Lisa sharing writing in role MOVING, MEDIUM SHOT 01:18 

FA26.21 John sharing writing in role MOVING, MEDIUM SHOT 00:32 

F261.22 Sumaya sharing writing in role MOVING, MEDIUM SHOT 00:45 

FA26.23 Discussion re. writing in role CLOSE UP (camera on floor) 00.30 

FA26.24 Elsa, Geoff and Sophie discuss the model of Grendel’s Mother CLOSE UP (camera 

on floor) 12:07 

FA26.25 Adam and Lisa discuss their image (00:00-04:24) Jane leads reflection on images 

(04:24-18:42) MEDIUM SHOT 18:42 

 

Flip camera B 

FB26.1 Arthur’s group edit MEDIUM SHOT (camera on table) (00:00-15:55)  

Jane leads Old English translation activity MEDIUM SHOT (15.55-19.00) MEDIUM SHOT 

(camera on table then focused on ceiling) Poetry activities (19:00-1:00:43) 1:00:43 

 

Flip camera C 

FC26.1 Jane leads discussion about images MOVING, MEDIUM SHOT (00:00-08:34) 

FC26.2 Jane shares examples of moving images (00:00-05:50) Theo sets up the filmmaking 

task MEDIUM SHOT (camera on table) (05:50-11:10) Theo and Jane tidy up and organise 

while students film / eat lunch (11:10-19:35) 

FC26.3 Students create kennings CLOSE UP (camera on floor and table) 21:33 

FC26.4 Jane introduces Old English MOVING, WIDESHOT 06:03 

FC26.5 Students create Skaldic verse MOVING, MEDIUM SHOT 02:14 
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27.10.15 

Sony camera 

S27.1 Andrew introduces MissionMaker WIDE SHOT 21:59 

S27.2 Theo trying to set up camera on table near Arthur MOVING CAMERA 00:35 

S27.3 Sophie and Richard making MEDIUM SHOT (camera on tripod between them, focus on 

screens) 03:19 

S27.4 As above 06:38 

S27.5 As above (including empty desks) 29:50 

S27.6 Andrew Burn summarising WIDE SHOT 02:05 

S27.7 Andrew discussing what students are making, including focus on Arthur MEDIUM 

SHOT 08:00 

S27.8 Arthur making OVER THE SHOULDER SHOT 02:06 

S27.9 As above (discussion with disgruntled women) 06:08 

S27.10 Semi-structured interview with Arthur and Adam MEDIUM SHOT 18:11 

S27.11 John talks about his game OVER THE SHOULDER SHOT 02:21 

S27.12 Semi-structured interview with Sumaya and Hope MEDIUM SHOT (camera on 

tripod between them) 10:04 

S27.13 As above 03:23 

S27.14 Gary talks through his game MEDIUM SHOT 05:30 

S27.15 Elsa making MEDIUM SHOT 01:45 

S27.16 Semi-structured interview with Lisa and Fran MEDIUM SHOT 05:57 

S27.17 As above MEDIUM SHOT 04:23 

S27.18 Elsa playing Sophie’s game (00:00-03:40)  

Semi-structured interview with Sophie (03:40-12:48) MEDIUM SHOT 12:48 

S27.19 Hope talks through her game MEDIUM SHOT 01:11 

S27.20 Richard talks through his game OVER THE SHOULDER SHOT 04:27 

S27.21 As above 02:07 

S27.22 As above 01:27 

S27.23 Peter/Fred plays Richard’s game OVER THE SHOULDER SHOT 02:12 

S27.24 Elsa plays Arthur’s game OVER THE SHOULDER SHOT 05:34  

S27.25 Lisa plays Shannon’s game OVER THE SHOULDER SHOT 03:23 
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S27.26 Richard plays Sophie’s game OVER THE SHOULDER SHOT 00:10 

S27.27 Adam plays Arthur’s game MEDIUM SHOT 07:24 

S27.28 Geoff play Adam’s game OVER THE SHOULDER SHOT 01:47 

S27.29 As above 02:05 

S27.30 As above 00:42 

S27.31 Whole group semi-structured interview / discussion WIDE SHOT 29:50 

 

Flip camera A 

FA27.1 Elsa making OVER THE SHOULDER SHOT 05:37 

FA27.2 Adam making MEDIUM SHOT (camera on table) 41:44 

FA27.3 Richard talks through his game MEDIUM SHOT 04:03 

 

Flip camera B 

FB27.1 Elsa making MEDIUM SHOT (camera on table) 30:25 

FB27.2 Andrew talking to Adam MEDIUM SHOT 03:56 
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20.11.2015 

Sony camera 

S20.15 Semi-structured interview with student teachers MEDIUM SHOT (camera on table) 

25:02 

S20.16 Semi-structured interview with student teachers MEDIUM SHOT (camera on table) 

09:06 
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Beowulf films 

Beowulf and all his friends 00.28 

Beowulf vs. Grendela 00:34 

Descent of Beowulf 00.48 

Diving into the deep 00:46 

Flashbacks 00.37 

Grendel Ma POV 00.16 

Shadows 01:01 

Video 0229 00.35 

Video 0281 00:44 

Video 0374 00:23 
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APPENDIX 4: AN EXAMPLE OF TRANSCRIPTION 

Transcript:  Adam plays Arthur’s computer game - Video 27.27 

27/10/2015 2.30pm in Computer Room 1 (in the library at the Institute 

of Education) 

Arthur is the game author, Adam is the player and Theo is filming, 

positioned between them, capturing the back of Adam’s head and the 

screen. Occasionally Adam and Arthur’s hands and the mouse comes in 

to view. Arthur’s head appears as he leans in. 

 

 
 

From the palette of ‘rooms’ provided, Arthur has chosen a cave and 

then a river bed joined by a tunnel or corridor, lit by torches, as the 

context for the action. The game-play happens in a frame that does not 

quite fit the size of the PC screen on the desk in front of them. Adam is 

positioned in the game as Grendel’s Mother. The action on screen is 

very dark - hard to discern. A small grey object emerges in the centre (a 

rune), with the player’s green hand icon on it. There is a knapsack icon 

in the bottom left and three bars in the top left, that remain there 
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throughout this game-play. The bars are green, blue and red on top. 

The red bar represents the player’s health and it is nearly spent.  

 

Adam: [Right hand on the mouse, left on the keyboard, looking at the 

screen.] So, I’ve picked up all in this room.  

Arthur [On Adam’s right, out of shot]: Yup. 

Adam: I feel like I want to get out now. 

Arthur: Yeah. That’s pretty good, pretty decent. 

[Adam navigates a dark chamber on screen, following the track of an 

underground river. He clicks on a rune he had previously collected.] 

Arthur: OK, so, what did it say? 

Adam: I think this is the torch one. [He leans forward slightly to look 

more closely at the grey rune with a green hand icon on it, in the centre 

of the black screen.] 

Arthur: Is that what it said on the rune?  [In a tone of playful 

admonishment.] Is that what it said? 

Adam: Is that what’s going on? [Laughing.] 

Arthur: Did you check? Or, did you just pick one up? 

Adam: [Turns his head towards Arthur, smiling.] Is there going to be 

some interesting character development? [Adam looks at Arthur, 

gesturing with both hands in a small circling motion suggesting 

movement onwards. He looks back at the screen.] 

Arthur: I dunno, I’m just interested to know, did you dec…, did you 

inspect which one it was? 

Adam: I didn’t inspect, OK. The fire, the torches one, OK? My thought 

process was I can see torches through there. [Turns to Arthur and 

gestures with his right palm open, towards the screen.]  

Arthur: [Muttering] Very interesting. Very interesting decision. 

Adam: So, I thought you know, hey, mmm I’ve got a rune, will that let 

me through. [He clicks on the rune, using the mouse.] Yes. Ah. 

Arthur: It does. It does let you through. 
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Adam: There I’ll drop it and collect it again. [He uses his left hand to 

click on the keyboard. A small scroll appears on screen.] Another little 

note for us. [He clicks on the scroll, with the mouse and reads the text:] 

Find the spear-rune to open this gate. [He nods] Right, OK. I just er - as 

Grendel’s Mother I’d like to pose a question aloud to the cave, the 

almighty cave that I’m in, er who left these? [He turns and smiles at 

Arthur, gesturing, at the screen, with his right hand, palm up.] 

Arthur: [Tries to interrupt] Yeah well, the thing about Grendel… [His 

right hand reaching out, palm down, as if pleading his case.]  

Adam: Who’s left these runes? [He screws his eyes up.] 

Arthur: [Leaning forward, grinning.] The thing about Grendel’s is, she’s 

got selective amnesia.  

Adam: [Turns, smiling, flinging his right hand out briefly towards 

Arthur.] Ah, I see, OK. 

Arthur: So, she needs to help herself get out of her own house. [He 

gestures with a circle between the thumb and forefinger of his right 

hand, then puts his hand over his mouth, grinning.] 
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Adam: [Giggles as he looks at the screen] And she does this by leaving 

these around. [Adam looks at Arthur, laughing - confirming, through his 

gaze, that he will accept this logic.] 

Arthur: Yeah, by leaving these helpful messages around, around the 

room. [Arthur gestures at the screen, with his right hand, palm up. He 

watches Adam as he leans forward and moves further through the 

chamber on screen.] Oh-oh, what’s in there? 

01:50. 

 

For the next three minutes Arthur explains that the selective amnesia 

logic is ‘the basis of his game’ (01:56). Adam states his position, ‘I’m 

very scared, I’ve just had a fight with Beowulf and my health is looking 

pretty low’ (02:26). Arthur coaches Adam through a tricky bit of the 

game and makes notes, suggesting that he needs to ‘iron out’ a 

problem in the game (02:56). Adam continues to explain why he makes 

particular choices of doors and runes as he selects them.  

 

04:12  

Adam: Which it was. 

Arthur: Oh-oh, what’s in there?  

Adam: [Continuing to move along a river-bed on screen.] Who knows 

man?  Who Knows?  [Giggles] My selective amnesia has prevented me 

from remembering. [Giggling. He clicks on a rune with the mouse, 

reads:] This will lead you towards the flame, the spear-rune.  Ah, now I 

remember why I left the other note for myself. 

Arthur: Yeah, it was very, it was yeah, it was intelligent of you to do 

that, to allow yourself to get out of your own house… 

Adam: [Trying to activate a rune, to open a door on screen.] And now it 

should - oh now that just doesn’t like me, that door. 

Arthur: You don’t want, that’s just, you don’t want to go there. 

Adam: It’s not even a door, it’s a window really. 

Arthur: Exactly! Into your - into your soul. 
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Adam: [Giggles, pause, still looking at the screen and the green hand 

icon on the small grey object that represents a rune.] I wonder if 

Beowulf thought that, as he stared into the eyes of my child as he killed 

him. 

Arthur: [Right palm upwards, gesturing to the screen] What’s a real 

shame is that cos now as you go past the lamps, they’re not going to tell 

you all of the story, as you go along. 

Theo: Ah. That’s what you wanted it to do. 

Adam: Ah. [On screen, lamps come into view.] 

Arthur: Yeah but the media was…Hast una! [Making a gesture at the 

screen, with thumb and forefinger together.]  

Adam: [Laughs.] So that would have revealed a story. [Lamps appear on 

screen.] 

Arthur: [Pointing at the screen.] One. That would have done, that would 

have done. 

Theo: Oh wow, there’s so much in it. 

Arthur: That would have done, yeah [pointing at a lamp on screen.] It 

made it too… 

Theo: Yeah, yeah…laggy. 

Arthur: Yeah. 

Adam: There’s still some trigger motions that you’re walking through. 

Arthur: Yeah, yeah, yeah exactly. 

Adam: Cos you can tell. [A pool and a flame appear from the darkness 

on screen.] 

Adam: A flame. 

Arthur: Ooh, where do I go now? 

[Silence until 05:30, as the flame comes closer into view on screen]. 

Adam: [Still with left hand on the keyboard moving down a corridor on 

screen, with the appearance of flames or lamps on the wall.] Is that..?  

Yup, yup that works.  

Arthur: Keep following the flames.   
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Adam: I’m just back-tracking a second here, I’m not sure that… [He sees 

a different lamp on screen.] That sits on the wall. [Laughs.] 

Arthur: Yeah, that’s not on the wall, at all. [Laughs.] 

Adam: [Turns to Arthur, smiling.] Is this some Grendel magic? 

Arthur: [Pointing at the screen.] That was when I got really angry 

because I couldn’t get it on the wall. And it kept going in and out. [He 

gestures a backwards and forwards motion with his hands.] And I was 

like aaagh!   

Adam: OK. [Navigates further into the chamber, on screen.] 

Theo: Is he going to die soon? 

Arthur: [Under his breath.] Sorry, I don’t want to ruin the story… 

Adam: [Brief laugh.] OK there’s not…  

[A dark figure with a skull-like face, representing Beowulf, suddenly 

looms into view on screen.] 

 

 
 

Adam: Oh god! 

Theo: It’s good!  

Adam: Oh Jesus. Ah, no run! 

Arthur: Oh god. 
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Theo: Are you running? Yeah, yeah that’s great! [Rising excitement, 

reflected in some camera movement.] 

Arthur: Ah no. 

Adam: Ah, oh no! [Grendel’s Mother moving rapidly down the corridor, 

on screen.]  

Arthur: It’s a dead end.  

Theo: [Intake of breath.] 

Adam: Ah Mr Beowulf, please - I don’t want to hurt you, I’m really sorry 

about what my son - Oh god. Oh no, no, no!  

[The Beowulf figure is approaching down the corridor towards the 

player, becoming bigger.] 

Theo: Oh, this is scary, this bit. 

Arthur: Ah no! 

Adam: Don’t trip on the flames, I’m a really nice person, I don’t want 

you to get hurt. [Laughs.] 

[The figure appears to run out of the frame towards the player. the red 

bar icon representing Grendel’s mother’s health suddenly drops to 

zero, so that it is clear she is finished.]  

Adam: [Spreads his hands and drops his head.] Ooh.  

[The camera wobbles. The screen goes white.] 

Arthur: Ooh. 

Theo: Ooh, that was great! 

Adam: [Smiles. Looks sideways at Arthur, slightly accusingly?] 

Arthur: An unfortunate - ah there. [Arthur notices words appear on 

screen and gestures at them with his right hand, palm up.] 

Adam: [Gestures with both hands, palms up, acknowledging the words 

on screen.] Ah excellent. 

[On screen there is a banner that reads: 

Grendel’s Mother suffered her inexorable fate at the hands of her 

tormenter. She was accepting of her fate, showing the qualities 

attributed to true heroines.  Beowulf went back to Heorot with tales of 

valour. Tales that he himself would tell.] 
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Adam: [Reads the words aloud, finding ‘inexorable’ hard to pronounce 

and then he assumes a heightened tone that seems to echo Arthur’s. 

He claps.]  

Arthur: Ooh, Beowulf, ooh. 

Theo: How did that make you feel? 

Adam: [Looks back at the screen and then towards the camera.] I felt 

genuinely afraid when Beowulf jumped out from behind me. [Strokes 

his nose.] I was like, OK, this is a nice little room and up, oh my god, 

there’s a man! [He begins to address Arthur with his gaze, then looks 

back at the screen.]  

Arthur: Yeah and then you went down the - yeah… 

Adam: Then I went down the corridor because I’ve always been 

following the flames. [Glances back at Theo and then back to Arthur.] 

And there was, these two big flames. [He makes a cupping gesture with 

his hands.] 

Arthur: There were. 

Adam: So, I ran down. [He makes a flicking gesture with his right hand.] 

And it was a dead end and you, you got me killed. [Nods and blinks at 

him.] Thank you for that. 
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Arthur: I’m sorry. 

Adam: [Laughs and looks back at the screen.] 

Arthur: I totally ambushed you. It was horrible.  

Adam: Yeah. 

[There is some commotion around the camera as someone reclaims 

their seat and Adam moves out of the way. Theo focuses the camera on 

Arthur.]  

Theo: It was an ambush. It was an ambush. 

Arthur: [Both of his hands in an open gesture, palms up.] How sad it 

was, in her own, in her own, in her own house. [He looks at the camera 

and beyond it to Adam.] In her own story. [Looks down.] It was just… 

[Shakes his head.] 

Theo: Yeah. 

07:20 - video ends. 

 

 

 


