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Abstract





The Organisational Theatre of Creative Learning is underpinned by the five disciplines of the Learning Organisation and is based on the application of Augusto Boal's Forum Theatre technique to personal and organisational learning. This opportunity is currently available to students studying on a module entitled 'Developing Individuals and Teams'. This module enables students to work and respond more creatively to their organisational problems.  





   The problems are encapsulated in a written script which allows the students to explore the characters, personalities and issues which underline their organisation's problems. These are then 'acted' out by the group to an audience (other managers) who attempt to make interventions to alter the course of the dramatic action by proposing solutions using the Forum Theatre technique. Predictions are made in the written script as to when and what these interventions could be. These are then matched to the interventions that were actually made (recorded on video), and through reflection managers have the opportunity in a safe, creative environment to analyse their predicted choice of actions/reactions as opposed to those that actually took place in the 'renactment'. This provides managers with the opportunity to learn about their managerial style in action, as well as those of others, when dealing with real organisational issues.  





   Managers who made interventions are also asked to record what they remember and have learnt from their interventions in the 'renactment', whilst proposing possible solutions which are maybe different to those predicted by the group in the script. The written script, the predicted interventions, the actual interventions, and a reflection on the 'renactment', and the interventions actually made by the managers, all form the totality of the student learning experience and contribute to the assessment in The Organisational Theatre of Creative Learning which draws its inspiration from the application of the Forum Theatre technique. 














Creating an Organisational Theatre of Creative Learning








Creating the Creative University 





This is indeed the challenge facing universities as we enter the 21st Century, and is eloquently expressed by Barnett [1] in his vision for the future of universities in an age of super-complexity: 





‘If the world is one that is characterised by uncertainty, unpredictability, challengeability and contestability, then the university has an unparalleled opportunity to become the key institution in the world... what it can offer is ... perpetual critical scrutiny of what it encounters alongside its creative offerings. These two capacities - creativity accompanied by critique - are the capacities that a world of uncertainty and contestability require’ p 68-69





   In order for a university to seize the opportunity to become a key institution in offering ‘creativity accompanied by critique’ it needs to consider how it can reinvent itself as a creative university. I believe this can be achieved by embedding a model conducive to creativity within the University structures which is assessable by the University. The first step is to find a model. In this case the Organisational Theatre of Creative Learning, which embodies the dimensions of creative organisational climates as stated by Ekvall [2].  These dimensions are expressed as: a challenge, which is both enjoyable and energetic; a freedom to be independent and take initiatives; a liveliness which leads to feeling excitedly busy; an openness to trust and accept failure; a time to generate ideas; to create mood settings in which happiness and humour can also be expressed; conflicts can be handled constructively; support can be given where people listen helpfully; debates involving contentious ideas are voiced; risk-taking on new ideas is  encouraged, fast decisions can be made. 





   The second step is to embed the model into the existing university structures and procedures, i.e. modular scheme. In the case of MUBS (Middlesex University Business School) this involved slotting the model into a module entitled ‘Developing Individuals and Teams’. Then ensuring that it supports the aims and objectives, learning outcomes, teaching methods of the module as expressed in the Learning Unit Narrative.





   The last step is to come up with assessment criteria which will allow you to critique the creativity as expressed in the model which makes up the module. In the case of the Organisational Theatre of Creative Learning the assessment involved: the production of a script; an enactment of the script; and a record of the interventions made during the re-enactment. A model embedded in a module on a programme with clear assessment criteria is one of the small steps that can be taken in creating a creative university which ensures that supporting ‘creativity accompanied by critique’ is firmly planted in the institution.








Forum Theatre Technique 


      


The Forum Theatre technique developed by Augusto Boal [3] is based on the theatrical staging of the protagonist’s problem by actors. The audience are then invited onto the stage to intervene in the dramatic action to propose solutions of their own on how to solve the problem.  The audience is transformed into a protagonist-in-action. 





    Forum Theatre technique’s pedagogy is based on all participants learning together, protagonist, actors and audience alike. The technique can be outlined in the following steps.





Step�
Activity�
�
Step 1�
Choose a problem �
�
Step 2�
Organise a team of actors�
�
Step 3�
Identify problem-owner “criteria of acceptance”�
�
Step 4�
Perform the current scenario�
�
Step 5�
Intervene with selected solutions to the problem�
�
Step 6�
Implement the action in reality�
�
                            


Figure 1: Forum Theatre Technique Steps





    The protagonist (problem-owner) chooses an urgent problem clearly expressed in concrete terms, this increases the chances of the Forum Theatre session leading to solutions which are also clear and concrete. Step 2 is to organise a team of actors to write a script with the problem central to its plot, where the problem-owner’s original approach to the problem in the scenario must include dilemmas with at least one political or social dilemma to inspire the audience to invent new solutions to confront the problem. Only the problem-owner can decide which one of these they will choose to implement in reality, based on their “criteria of acceptance”. The criteria are clarified by the problem-owner in Step 3.





    In the next step the script is acted out for the audience so that they can get to grips with the complexity of the issues surrounding the problem. Then in Step 5 the current situation is acted out again but this time the audience can intervene by stopping the action by shouting out ‘Stop!’ The purpose is to act out their own solution to the problem thus changing the course of action. Several members of the audience (if not all of them) can make interventions by stopping the action, acting out their solutions in a way which they hope is helpful to the problem-owner. However, the audience’s interventions cannot change the problem-owner’s motivation or the given social circumstances of the problem. In the last step the problem-owner selects the action/s most appropriate for them to implement in reality. 





Organisational Theatre of Creative Learning Model 





The creation of the model draws on the theories and practices of the Learning Organisation, Forum Theatre and Action Learning, so students can improve their technical, managerial and social skills when trying to solve organisational problems. The tools and techniques used to create the framework start with a Learning History [4] to generate the problem, followed by Forum Theatre techniques to explore the ideas and interventions expressed in the form of script with a list of predicted intervention choices, and end with Action-Reflection which records the interventions actually made, so that comparisons can be made. The Forum Theatre technique is best underpinned by set of principles one for each step embodied in the five learning disciplines of a Learning Organisation [5]: mental models; shared vision; systems thinking; personal mastery; and team learning. 





    Mental models form internal pictures of the world we inhabit; they provide the basis for the formulation of the problem to be worked upon. This is then followed by building in the group a shared vision of the problem. System thinking provides a language for understanding the forces and relationships that shape the behaviour of the systems in which the problem exists, thus supplying a plotline for the script. The group members then draw on their personal capacity to implement solutions they most desire by making interventions in the dramatic action as they practice their own personal mastery. Upon completion of the Forum Theatre Technique steps, the team learning that has taken place draws on the group’s collective thinking to develop a solution which is greater than the sum of the individual contributions.  





  The model follows five steps: firstly, the identification of the organisational problems to be solved; secondly, the production of a script including characters, lines of dialogue, plot, at least 8 decision points with between 3 to 5 intervention points; thirdly, an the enactment of the script followed by an re-enactment with audience interventions using the Forum Theatre technique recorded on video; fourthly, the learning recorded on a intervention record sheet with the following questions: Q1 Which scenario did you intervene in (please give details) and at what point did you make the intervention?; Q2 What was the intervention? Describe the details; Q3 Why did you make the intervention? Describe the purpose of making it; Q4 What did you learn from making the intervention? Describe your learning: fifthly, to reflect on how the predictions matched the reality of the actual interventions made by examining the video-recording and intervention record sheet. The model can be outlined in the following steps:





Step�
Activity�
�
Step 1�
Identify an organisational problem �
�
Step 2�
Produce a script with predicted interventions�
�
Step 3�
Act out the script in the Forum Theatre Style�
�
Step 4�
Record the actual interventions made�
�
Step 5�
Reflect on the similarities/differences between predicted 


and actual interventions made�
�
                                 


Figure 2: Organisational Theatre of Learning Steps





Facilitation of the Organisational Theatre of Creative learning 





In order to prepare students to enter the Organisational Theatre of Learning a number of steps of preparation need to be completed by the facilitator. Firstly, it is important  for the  students to grasp how to formulate a number of organisational problems each with a decision point in which 4 options of intervention can be offered laid, out in a logical sequence in which a story unfolds in which one central character reacts to a variety of situations, and tries to choose the best solutions. Marvelle S Colby’s ‘Test Your Management IQ’ [6], contains a number of excellent scenarios covering issues related to planning, organising, leading, and controlling, which provides a framework for the development of a plotline for a script. 





   The next step is for the facilitator to run a 3 hour (depending on the size of the group) workshop using the Forum Theatre technique. The workshop format is as follows: 15 minutes to explain the Forum Theatre technique; divide the group up into smaller groups of 3 or 4 (with larger groups into 5 and smaller groups in 2) and spend 30 minutes choosing a people problem which needs to be resolved, choose the setting, the characters and 10 to 15 typical lines of dialogue that the characters would say to each other, this provides a improvised Learning history rather than a script; 25 minutes to rehearse the Forum; 15 minutes break; 90 minutes to run the model with groups running their Forum for at least 15 minutes including the first run through and another run through incorporating audience interventions which experiment with a number of conflict resolution techniques live; 20 minutes to reflect on the running of the scenarios examining the arguments, counter-arguments, and actions taken. 





   The students typically choose a number of scenarios covering a variety of issues involving a conflict between people concerning, for example: the implementation of strategy; the management of operations; the time management and sickness leave of staff; and the planning and distributions of resources. Examples of scenarios the students have worked include: motivating staff; dealing with recruitment, appraisal and interviewing processes; and relationships with difficult staff. Other choices included team-building, harassment at work, solving problems, decision-making, and coping with change management.





   The students spent 30 minutes choosing the people problem: this allows them to examine the situation from several different perspectives; ‘stylise’ the situation; develop the emotions and relationships involved; agree on speech patterns and characterisations; exchange previous experiences of similar problems. The rehearsal gives students time to learn the dialogue, although during the running of the Forum ad-libbing usually takes place, as students are forced to think on their feet. Then the scenario can be run with audience interventions. 





    Students when making interventions also experience how different theory is from practice. Being active demands a quicker response, and being answerable within a situation is more difficult in practice than in theory. Emotional learning takes place it is easier to be more emotionally involved as an ‘actor’’. Students find the Forum Theatre technique very interesting as it helps to: demonstrates the importance of personality & perspectives; provides uncritical feedback on performance in discussions; creates a mechanism for mutual learning about discussion tactics; and engenders teamwork and participation; and above all it’s FUN. 











       The facilitator reflects back to the participants the choices they have made and lets the participants make the decisions. The decisions that are left to the facilitator in Forum Theatre revolve around managing the possibility of two members of the audience intervening at the same time, and choosing in consultation with the audience how to bring the Forum to a close for the protagonist with a ‘model of action for the future’. The facilitator needs to avoid solutions which are ‘magic’ (solutions that cannot be acted upon in reality) or inadequate solutions (those that have not been properly thought out). It is the job of the facilitator to raise questions and doubts, and to enable ideas to be played out in action. 





   After the workshop, the last step in the preparation before running the Forums in the Organisational Theatre of Creative Learning is to produce a script: firstly, to make the scenario accurately repeatable; secondly, to put the focus on the problem-owner’s situation and have a clear closure before the interventions are made; and to stop the scenario going off on a tangent, becoming too farcical or chaotic. Also the interventions that have been actually made can be checked against those predicted: this gives the students who have prepared the script a ‘reality check’ as to the accuracy of their predictions. The script needs to include: characters, lines of dialogue, plot, at least 8 decision points with between 3 to 5 intervention points (expressed as choice points (a) to (e)). The students are assisted in the production of the script with a 33 page handout entitled on ‘A Compact Course on Playwriting and Theatre Arts’ from Augusto Boal’s book [6] on ‘Legislative Theatre: Using Performance to Make Politics’, which covers the law of conflict, playing a part, the staging, sound and voice. 





Objectives of Organisational Theatre of Creative Learning 





The aim of the model, which rests on the principles of the Learning Organisation, the Forum Theatre technique and the facilitator, is to enact the script with predictions of possible interventions, then re-enact the script with audience interventions, then check the predicted interventions with the actual predictions made. Every student is required for assessment purposes to make at least one intervention as an audience member. The actual predictions are recorded on a Forum Theatre Record Intervention Sheet creating a written record.  The whole of the Forum Theatre session is also video-recorded, thus providing a visual record of the actual interventions which is rich with information (such tone of voice, stance, mood, physicality) which cannot be captured in the reflected written word only. 





   The model enables students to experience Barron’s [8] affective and cognitive abilities (e.g. recognising patterns; making connections; taking risks; challenging assumptions; taking advantage of chance; and seeing in new ways. The objectives of the model can be specified in the following terms:


provide a opportunity to dress rehearse the actual problem and action


script the problem to synthesise possible solutions 


enact the script creatively using props, costume, and movement


experiment with a number of conflict resolution techniques live 


improve the quality of  relationships, communication and problem-solving skills


stimulate reflection, argument, counter-argument, and action

















The Creative Learning that has Taken Place 





The creative learning that has taken place has been on many levels: at the script production; predicted interventions; actual interventions made. Just to quote some examples, the group of students dealing with the on-line provider concluded from their script that: ‘communication is one of the key tools aiding successful management, in a business forum those in authority should lay down clear guidelines on communication pathways and at all times remember that it is a two way process with a focus on content; procedure and policy guidelines should be accessible to all members of staff; managers should at all times set high standards of behaviour i.e. be professional at all times and be prepared to lead by example; conflicts can be managed by focusing on the nature of the problem as opposed to personality differences, emotional tendencies and organisational politics; effective decision making is dependent on organisational policy and guidelines; effective human resource management is key to the success of any organisation, managers need to be in tune to the needs and requirements of their staff and how organisational policy effects staff moral and motivation in performing their duties’.    


       


 Conclusion 





In creating a Creative University it is important to offer a creative student experience i.e. Organisational Theatre of Creative Learning underpinned by the 5 principles of a Learning Organisation, which is embedded within the University structures of module aims and objectives, workshop practices, teaching and assessment methods. This enables the student to experience both individual and organisational learning. 


	The model supports a pedagogy which questions the roles of leadership, exposes doubts and uncertainties, tests predictions against realities, whilst providing a forum for creative learning which is assessable within University structures. The model encompasses the views expressed on supercomplexity in Barnetts [1] ‘Realising the University in an Age of Supercomplexity’: 





‘The challenge of a pedagogy for supercomplexity, accordingly, is to place students into situations in which they are required to handle conflicting ideas and perspectives and uncertain situations... Debates and structured workshops of all kinds should be explored so as to generate contained arguments among students’ (p.160)  
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