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Challenging the Orthodox: Enhancing the Learning Experience through the Use of Creative Delivery Modalities

Introduction

My study was inspired by an outbreak of “Stunned Mullet Syndrome” amongst some of my students. I use that term to describe any vacant faces, daydreaming their way through lectures. Initially, I assumed the problem lay with my relative inexperience in the academic environment. This might have been compounded by the fact that I only lecture a few hours a week, spending the majority of my time as a writer of comedy and drama scripts. However, fellow lecturers assured me that inattention was quite common, particularly amongst large classes. Consequently, I decided to turn my ‘stunned mullets’ into ‘guinea pigs’. 

Overall Intentions

Combining academic theory (from improvisation specialists such as Augusto Boal, Philip Bernadini, John Hodgson and Ernest Richards, and educational drama specialists such as Richard Courtney and Ken Robinson) with the creative concepts that I instinctively use in my writing, I came up with several possibilities for unorthodox modality which I intended to use to stimulate students’ abilities to think and respond in the learning environment. After studying improvisational and dramatic techniques, I decided that my attempts to stimulate creativity and command attention in the lecture theatre would be best served by use of role play. 

My intentions were:

1. to shock students out of any torpor and into a state of mental alertness;
2. to provide students with the raw material for a class-based journalistic exercise;
3. to make students debate and talk about the process of making journalistic notes.

Although my research foregrounds role play as a delivery method, it also highlights the stimulative importance of making theory real. The experience of these class-based journalistic exercises would be turned into research which would comprise part of the overall learning outcomes of the News & Current Affairs module this particular group of students were studying.

I was particularly taken by a phrase used by Philip Bernadi in his 1992 book, Improvisation Techniques. He makes an interesting point about the sheer mundane nature of our lives when he says “…most of us follow a rather unexciting routine for a good part of the day.   We get up in the morning, take a shower, get dressed, make coffee, go to work or school; all done on a rigid schedule and without much thought or concentration. However, life is sometimes very intense and exciting, and these moments of life are the ones that are most memorable.” 

My intention in this exercise was to crystallise these moments and present students with a scenario which they would not only have to write about immediately and in detail, but also remember as a moment of teaching.

Initial Possibilities

Through the study leading up to the intervention, I conducted an analysis of different role play techniques. I gave much thought to the possibility of using students themselves as participants in a series of role play classroom exercises. 

These scenarios would have involved students taking either “high status” or “low status” roles in defined social situations. I would have set the scene and allowed the students to respond in character, whilst assuming a character myself. (For example, a scenario might involve a haughty diner complaining to a humble waitress. Then, I would have reversed the status so that the diner was meekly complaining about a fly in his soup to an insouciant waitress, and so on.)

The validity of such status exercises cannot be underestimated as a means of encouraging activity, creativity and social interaction. Such role plays are dynamic in the ways they demand flexible thinking and responsive adaptation as methods of dealing with changeable situations and circumstances. Being problem-based, they are also useful in the development of interdisciplinary approaches to learning and are thus transferable skills in the widest sense.

Possible Drawbacks of Role Play as a Method of Learning 

However, there are disadvantages in instigating role play of this nature. They include:

1. nervousness and unwillingness to participate fully, on the part of students;
2. having to provide a focus – or “back-story” – for the role play, which negates any spontaneity.

“Shock Treatment” - Unorthodox Role Play

I wanted to provide a journalistic writing exercise for my students which would sharpen their senses and provide stimulation.

The initial – and possibly overriding – purpose of the intervention was the intention to address the problem of capturing the attention of a group of students at a single, significant point during a lecture. Consequently, I decided that the shock factor was vital to the success – both short-term and long-term – of the exercise. 

After careful consideration of the potential impact of a number of role-playing interventions upon unassuming students, a scenario was developed involving two protagonists playing out a realistic situation tinged with extraordinary moments. 

The important role –which drives forward the whole scenario - is that of Active Lecturer (assuming an “Active” role). Mid-lecture, he would suddenly ‘attack’ the Passive Lecturer (who assumes a “Passive” role). 

I took the role of Active Lecturer. However, the success of the role play depended in no small part on the acting abilities of my fellow lecturer, Huw Evans. Even though he modestly claimed he had nothing to do except react to my “demands”, the role play would not have been nearly so successful without his sterling efforts.

“Shock Treatment” - The Actual Exercise

Here’s the chain of unorthodox events in the “Shock Treatment” Role Play Exercise:

1. Passive Lecturer speaks to the class. Active Lecturer leaves the class;
2. Active Lecturer bursts into the room, suddenly blowing up a red balloon and bursting it with a pin;
3. Active Lecturer plays La Marseillaise on a kazoo, which he throws down on the floor;
4. Active Lecturer grabs Passive Lecturer and slams him up against a wall;
5. Active Lecturer starts speaking in French, demanding that Passive Lecturer hands over all the money he has;
6. Active Lecturer pockets the money, and turns to the class, telling them – again, in French – that they’ve not seen anything;
7. Active Lecturer dashes out of the room.

Aftermath

After a brief pause – giving enough time to change t-shirts – Active Lecturer re-enters the Lecture Room. Active Lecturer then explains that students now have that day’s class-based writing exercise – which is, to write a news report describing the “robbery” in detail. The t-shirt change, incidentally, is an essential part of enhancing observational skills, as is the order of events as they took place.

This is followed by a student-led discussion of the incident, of the reasons why such a robbery took place (real or imagined) and the effectiveness of ‘on the scene’ reporting of events.

Possible Drawbacks Of The Project

However, the givens were:

1. an appropriate learning environment; 

2. the fact that two (male) lecturers were necessarily involved in the intervention. This is because the incident involved an element of physical activity. Consequently, it was evident that a male-female combination would not only create a totally inappropriate atmosphere of unease, but might also cause students to take matters into their own hands and step in, on behalf of what they perceived to be an actual attack.
Such givens could lead to arguments that creative options to delivery methods are dependent upon: 

1. logistics (i.e. number of students)

2. resourcing (i.e. team teaching).

Success of the Project

In terms of evaluation, the intervention fulfilled a number of the learning outcomes of this news and current affairs journalism module. These included: 

1. a stimulating subject for discussion and reportage, which involved basic rules of grammar and presentation in the execution of a final news report;
2. an identification of - and implementation of - essential media codes (narrative and technical) that are necessary to complete a print-based news report; 

3. an appropriate evaluation of students’ writing work could be conducted because all students had to report upon the same incident at the same time; 

4. a consideration of issues of practice and  personal ethics in relation  to the representation of the real world.

Primary evaluation of overall success of the project involved the implementation and subsequent assessment of an immediate work exercise conducted in the lecture room. 

Students also completed feedback forms which positively detailed their responses to an unorthodox method of stimulation. I have copies of their comments available for inspection and subsequent discussion. (Sample comments include “It [the exercise] made us discuss as a group as different people saw and heard different things”; “it felt more real and intense”; “it attracted the attention of the whole class”; “something different” and “allowed you to think on your feet, as journalists would in a real situation…”)

In a corollary to this exercise, I know that the exercise had a long-lasting effect upon my students – albeit in enhancing the entertainment factor and creative aspect of their educational experience. The Level 2 students who acted as “guinea pigs” carried on with other modules in their course. At the end of their time at university, however, I was pleased to see (as reflected in their filmed contributions to a student produced “Leaver’s DVD”) that they’d all remembered my “Shock Treatment” exercise as one of the highlights of their three years at university.

Conclusion

Academically, I felt that the use of role play created a powerful learning opportunity. It allowed me to create a realistic experience in a controlled environment, with the advantage that the experiences are real but have no lasting effect on the external world. I felt that the students learning, which came from experiencing the simulation, was directly linked back to the objectives of this journalistic writing course.
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