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Abstract
This thesis provides a historical overview of drama programs for English language
teachers in the 1990s in the Czech Republic. It focuses on two projects: the Class Acts
Teacher Network and the ELT Drama Network. The Class Acts Teacher Network (1996-
1998) trained teachers to create English plays for an annual festival. The second
project, the ELT Drama Network (later known as EDEN) was developed in partnership
with the British Council from 1999-2003. It focused on using drama as a teaching
method in the English language classroom. The thesis includes case studies of
participants, showing how the drama training affected them professionally and
personally. The final part of the thesis outlines several English drama projects that took
place at Charles University in Prague and West Bohemia University in Plzen in the
1990s.

Tato práce podává historický přehled dramatických programů pro učitele anglického
jazyka v 90. letech 20. století v České republice. Zaměřuje se na dva projekty: Class
Acts Teacher Network a ELT Drama Network. Projekt Class Acts Teacher Network
(1996-1998) připravoval učitele na tvorbu anglických divadelních her pro každoroční
festival. Druhý projekt, The ELT Drama Network (později známý jako EDEN), vznikal ve
spolupráci s British Council v letech 1999-2003. Zaměřoval se na drama jako vyučovací
metodu v hodinách anglického jazyka. Práce obsahuje případové studie účastníků,
které ukazují, jak je dramatická výuka ovlivnila po profesní i osobní stránce. V
závěrečné části práce je nastíněno několik projektů anglického dramatu, které se
uskutečnily na Univerzitě Karlově v Praze a na Západočeské univerzitě v Plzni v 90.
letech 20. století.

Key words:
English language teaching (ELT), British Council, Open Society Fund, 1990s, drama education,
Czech Republic, Slovak drama SIG
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List of Abbreviations
● ATECR - Association of Teachers of English in the Czech RepublicELT - English

Language Teaching
● BC - British Council
● DAMU - Prague Academy of Performing Arts
● EDEN- English Drama Education Network
● GNA - Gymnázium Nad Alejí
● JAMU - Janáček Academy of Performing Arts (Brno)
● OSF - Open Society Fund
● MŠMT - Ministry of Education

Notes about English translations of Czech educational institutions:
● For Czech universities, I have used the official English translations.
● For primary and secondary schools, I have used the Czech names of the schools.

○ Gymázium: High schools with a university track
○ ZŠ: základní škola- primary schools

■ compulsory education, grades 1-9
○ ZUŠ: základní umělecké školy - primary arts schools

■ Schools offering extracurricular arts programs. These are run by the local
municipalities and part of the public school system. Their curriculum is
overseen by the Ministry of Education

○ Karlínské Spektrum: Dům dětí a mládeže hlavního města Prahy - Karlínské
Spektrum

■ Community center with a wide range of children’s activities.
● For other organizations and institutions, I will use the official English translations of their

titles when available.
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Introduction
“Let our main object be as follows: to seek and to find a method of instruction, by which
teachers may teach less, but learners learn more; by which schools may be the scene of less
noise, aversion, and useless labour, but of more leisure, enjoyment and solid progress.”
- Jan Amos Komenský, The Great Didactic1

I came to Prague in 1992 to teach English, joining a rush of foreigners intrigued by the country
that had elected a playwright as a president. My background was in educational theatre. I had
been a member of the Yale Children’s Theatre in college and had worked for a year at the
Kennedy Center of the Performing Arts in Washington DC. I was planning to take a break from
theatre and teach English in Prague.

Like so many of my peers, I quickly got a job teaching at a language school. Most of the
students in my class were recent high school graduates who hadn't gone to university. They
were friendly, a close-knit group, intelligent but a bit lazy. Planning lessons was difficult and
lonely for me. I felt an inherent distance from my students when I took on the role of a teacher
with the power to decide what grade I would give them. We were reading a simplified version of
Tom Sawyer, and I decided to fall back on my children’s theatre tricks and put on simple plays.
My mother sent me one of my old children’s theatre scripts from America, (it wasn’t easy to find
English materials in the days before the internet), and I simplified the English and added jokes
to make the shows more relevant to their age group. We decided on a date for our premiere,
invited the other English classes, and the pressure was on! Suddenly, I started to enjoy planning
lessons. I was a member of an ensemble, not a teacher preaching from above, and we were
creating a show together. The atmosphere changed completely. Students started learning
vocabulary (i.e. their lines) so they wouldn’t let down their classmates, and “homework”
consisted of making scenery, helping each other memorize lines, writing songs, finding
costumes…. And our “final exam” was a show!

I had grown up doing school plays, and it was very natural to bring theatre into my English
classroom. I was surprised to learn that this was the first experience onstage for all of my
students; that in the country where Vaclav Havel was president, theatre was not part of the
school curriculum. I realized that there was a gap in Czech education when it came to drama.
The opportunity to perform in a play was not part of a typical Czech child's school experience -
neither in English nor in their mother tongue.

This realization led to a project that lasted over ten years. Step by step I developed drama
projects in more and more environments. I wanted to help Czech schools adopt the 'school as
play' ideas of Komenský- a Czech philosopher whom everyone could quote, but who was rarely
emulated at the time.

1 https://christianhistoryinstitute.org/magazine/article/comenius-archives-great-didactic
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In 1993 I set up an English drama program at Gymnázium Nad Alejí, the only public school in
Prague with a bilingual program that taught subjects in English and Czech.2 We worked in
classroom 105 which had been transformed into a small theatre by an enthusiastic group of
students. (The classroom was also the inspiration for the name of the now famous Vosto5
company, which was founded by graduates of my drama group. I produced short plays with all
of my drama classes. But what I enjoyed more was organizing after-school productions open to
all interested students.

I was surprised that there were so few extracurricular activities at schools. Later I learned about
the základní umělecké školy, ZUŠ (primary arts schools)3. These schools had specialized arts
programs for students and required a year-long commitment. They provided intensive, high
quality drama education, but they did not allow the students to “stumble into” theatre by joining a
club at their regular school. This was very different from my experience in my American public
schools, where I had had many opportunities to try out all kinds of activities, from sports to band
to Latin club to theatre.

In 1994, I wrote a grant to the Open Society Fund (OSF) to develop after-school theatre
programs at Czech high schools. I called my project 'Class Acts', which means something that
is really great, but also evokes the ideas of both acting and school.

After the first year of the project, I decided to recruit other teachers to do shows, as this would
give more students the chance to experience the thrill of performance. I offered teachers training
and support. Over the next seven years, the programme grew with support from OSF, the British
Council (BC), Masaryk University, ARTAMA and other institutions.

As I worked with teachers, I realized two things: first, that drama was a highly effective method
of teaching students to speak English with confidence, to learn to communicate rather than
getting lost in grammar rules. Secondly, I discovered that almost all the Czech ELT teachers I
met were intimidated by drama. Additionally, school management was often very unsupportive
of non-traditional methods, especially when used by Czech English teachers (much more
leeway was given to native speakers who taught English in schools).

This thesis is an attempt to give an overview of the drama education training programs that I
organized for Czech English teachers in the 1990s. How did Czech English teachers get
involved in drama projects? What activities did we organize? Which were most effective? How
did they influence teachers’ professional development?

3 Primary Arts Schools are a unique Czech system of arts schools that offer after-school arts programs for
children 6-15 years old. . They are part of the public school system and are run by the local municipality
with curricula based on guidelines of the Ministry of Education.

2 For three years (1994-6) The school ran an International Baccalaureate (IB) program for students in
their final two years of high school. To graduate, these students had to pass IB exams as well as the
Czech maturita (state final exam). The program was discontinued in 1996 for financial reasons, and to
this day, there is no public school offering an IB program in the Czech Republic.
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I have not written about how drama can be used to improve learners’ English grammar and
vocabulary, as much has been written about this - some of it by the very educators who
encountered drama in my own projects. I outline the projects we organized and how they
developed over the years. I discuss which drama techniques were the most effective in the
English language teaching (ELT) classroom. Perhaps most importantly, I explore what students
and teachers gained beyond language acquisition, and how the foreign language classroom can
be an ideal place to introduce students to drama.

In the first chapter, I present a timeline that gives an overview of the activities I organized from
1990-2003. I have chosen the latter date because it marks the end of British Council funding
and the end of the most significant projects. I describe our main partner institutions and how we
were funded.

In the second chapter, I focus on my drama work with students, as it laid the foundations for
my later work with teachers.

The third chapter is about my first teacher training project with teachers, the Class Acts
Teacher Network, which culminated in the annual Class Acts Theatre Festival.

The fourth chapter is about the ELT Drama Network, an in-depth training program supported
and shaped by the British Council and also influenced by English drama activities in Slovakia.

The fifth chapter is based on recent interviews with teachers who participated in my programs,
showing how their encounter with drama influenced their professional development and career
choices.

Finally, chapter six outlines some of the drama programs run by other teachers from the USA
and UK who taught at Czech universities in the 1990s. While this chapter does not provide a
comprehensive analysis of all English drama projects at all Czech universities, it shows the
impact of a few.

13



Chapter 1: Overview

1.1. Timeline

1.1.1 Before Prague

1988-91 Member of the Yale Children’s Theatre (student organization), New Haven,
Connecticut

1991-1992 Worked in the Education Department of the Kennedy Center for the
Performing Arts, Washington DC

1991-1992 Drama Teacher, Bethesda Academy of Performing Arts, Maryland, +
Sunnyvale Youth Theatre, California

September 92 Came to Prague, started working at Polyglot Language School

1.1.2. Work with students: 1993-2004

March 1993 Production of scenes from Tom Sawyer and Canterbury Tales - Polyglot
Language School, Prague

July 1993 Midsummer Madness - scenes in English with 25 students (aged 12-40) -
Masaryk Summer Language Program, Charter 77 Foundation, Prague

1993- 1994 Set up English drama program at Gymnázium Nad Alejí (GNA)
Taught English Drama to eight classes, compulsory class - Bilingual
Program, Gymnázium Nad Alejí (GNA), Prague

Dec 1993 A Christmas Carol - after-school production at GNA

April 1994 Arsenic and Old Lace - after-school production at GNA

August, 1994 Holiday outside Prague - compilation of scenes in English with 25 students
(aged 12-40) - Masaryk Summer Language Program, Charter 77
Foundation

Fall 1994 Little Shop of Horrors - after-school musical with students from GNA;
performed at Celetna Theatre, Gymnázium Jana Neruda, Divadlo Barka in
Brno, Sladkovského gymnázium.

Winter 1995 Can You Hear Me At All? - after-school production with students from
Akademické gymnázium Brno, performed at Divadlo Barka (Brno) and
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Divadlo hudby (Olomouc) and Class Acts (CA) festival

Spring 1995 Ernestine’s Amazing Imagination - after-school production with students of
Sladkovského Gymnázium Praha, performed at school and CA festival

Dec 1995-
March 1996

Some Like it Hot - after-school production with students from GNA and
Gymnázium Sladkovského, performed at Divadlo v Celetné, Divadlo Barka
(Brno) in cooperation with Misery Loves Company English Theatre
Company

May 1996 Black Comedy - after-school production with students from GNA, performed
at Divadlo v Řeznické

December 1996 Class Acts Revue - theatre showcase for students who had participated in
CA programs (Divadlo Rubín, Prague)

Fall, 1996 My students founded Vosto5 (named after classroom 105 at GNA), started
performing in Czech

2003-2004 Founded Divadlo bez slovníku, created devised shows with teenagers in
Roztoky u Prahy. They performed Apples/Journeys at the Czech regional
festival Nahlížení in 2004.

Note 1: After 1996 I ran more student activities, including summer camps coordinated with the
community center Karlinské Spektrum and other after-school productions, but I will not include
them in this thesis as they did not directly affect the work with teachers.

Note 2: We worked closely with the professional English language theatre company Misery
Loves Company in the 1990s which was based at Divadlo v Celetné. They hosted our
performances, festivals and taught workshops for children at festivals. Some of my students
performed in their professional shows.

1.1.3. Class Acts Festivals: 1995-1998

April, 1995 First Annual Class Acts Theatre Festival
- Showcase of 8 performances from five schools in Prague, Brno and

Olomouc.
- 100 students, 5 teachers
- Divadlo Komedie

May 1996 Second Annual Class Acts Theatre Festival,
- Showcase of 9 performances from 6 towns in the Czech Republic
- Directed by teachers from the Class Acts training program
- Divadlo Komedie

May 1997 Third Annual Class Acts Theatre Festival
- Two-day showcase of performances in English and Czech
- From 20 secondary schools, primary schools and kindergartens
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- 230 students,19 teachers
- Directed by teachers in Class Acts training program
- Divadlo U Hasičů
- Workshop by John Heckel

June 1997 South Moravia English Theatre Festival
- Showcase of English theatre from region
- 8 shows by 5 schools (3 from the Class Acts Festival)
- Organized by Ann Marie Schultz, member of CA Teacher network

May 1998 Fourth Annual Class Acts Theatre Festival
- Three-day showcase of performances in English
- From 100 secondary schools, primary schools and kindergartens

from 8 Czech towns
- 100 students,11 teachers
- Directed by teachers in Class Acts training program
- Karlínské Spektrum, DDM
- 5 workshops led by native speakers of English
- Inspirational Performance by VOSTO5

June 1998 Regional Festivals: South Moravia English Theatre Festival

June 1998 Regional Festivals: South Moravia English Theatre Festival, West Bohemia
English Theatre Festival, Karlovy Vary Theatre Festival

Note: There is a list of all participating schools and the productions they brought to the Class
Acts Festivals in Appendix 2.

1.1.4. Class Acts Teacher Network: 1995-1998
Short and long-term teacher training focused on producing plays

1.1.4.1 Short-term workshops

May 1995 British Council, Prague
British Council, Olomouc
Masaryk University, Brno

August 1995 Peace Corps, Czech Republic (Anne Marie Schulz)

Fall 1995 Conference of the Association of English Teachers in the Czech Republic,
Prague
Pedagogical Center, Prague
British Council, Prague
British Council, Brno
British Council, Olomouc
British Council, Ostrava
British Council, Pardubice
British Council, Ústí nad Labem
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Conference of the Association of English Teachers in the Czech Republic,
Liberec
British Council, České Budějovice

August 1996 Peace Corps, Czech Republic

Note: These were one-off workshops that usually lasted 90-120 minutes long designed to
recruit members for the long-term training project. They also aimed to introduce English
teachers to drama activities and show them how to create short skits in English, and were called
So you want to produce a play with your students?

1.1.4.2. Long-term teacher training projects

January-April
1996

Class Acts Teacher Network: intensive training program for 15 selected
teachers, culminating in the Class Acts Theatre Festival

June 1996 - Creation of a collection of scripts and drama books for
teachers at the British Council Resource Centre in Prague.

January -June
1997

Class Acts Teacher Network: intensive training program for 35 teachers,
culminating in Class Acts Theatre Festival + Regional Festival

June 1997 Planning/Networking meeting for CA at the Center of Drama Education
(Centrum tvořivé dramatiky with drama leaders from ARTA?A

Fall, 1997 John Heckel (Humboldt State University, California) led a directing
workshop for Class Acts Network teachers called American in the ‘90s: A
Modern Babylon?

January - June
1998

Class Acts Teacher Network: intensive training program for 35 teachers,
culminating in the Class Acts Theatre Festival + 3 regional festivals

1.1.5. ELT Drama Network (later called EDEN): 1998-2003
Long-term teacher training focused on drama in the classroom
Spring 1998 One-off drama workshops held at all BC Resource centers to generate

interest in Drama Summer School.

July 1998 +
July 1999

Summer School: Class Acts: Drama Education in the English Classroom -
one-week summer drama course for 20 teachers at Šlapanice u Brna
organized by Masaryk University and funded by the British Council.
Taught by: Leah Gaffen, Joanne Beckett, Kate Spike, Michaela
Nováčková, Jana Procházková, Blanka Dryková (1998); Eva Kučerová
Sikorová, Klara Sandorová, Níka Štěpánková, Barbara Lucká, Silvia El
Helo (1999).
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July 1999 Slovak International Summer School - taught by University of Exeter
drama professors (Geoff Fox and Stephen Cockett). Participants from
Slovakia, the Czech Republic, Poland, Hungary, Latvia, and Lithuania.
Funded by the Slovak British Council. Czech participants: Leah Gaffen
(assistant teacher), Jarka Frycová, Eva Kučerová- Sikorová

September,
1999

First Drama Day at International Conference, Moravian-Silesian
Association of Teachers of English

October 1999 -
April 2000

ELT and Drama - six-month foundation course coordinated with British
Council. 25 participants.
Met for 5 weekends for drama training. Produced Dramalogue, a
handbook of 26 drama lesson plans, at the end of the project.
Location: Masaryk University (Šlapanice u Brna)

May, 2000 -
August 2001

ELT Drama Network- continuation of ELT and Drama. Additional
participants joined the group (37 participants in total).
Location: Masaryk University (Šlapanice u Brna)

- June 2000 Planning meeting for the ELT Drama Network led by the
British Council with representatives from various organizations:
Jaroslav Provazník from ARTAMA, Conrad Toft from the Slovak
Drama SIG, and Peter Whiley from the Polish drama organization
MAD.

- July 2000 One-week intensive summer school for ELT Drama
Network led by drama experts Geoff Fox and Stephen Cockett
from the University of Exeter.

- October 2000 - April 2001: Five weekend training sessions,
included drama input and management training. Participants
completed independent drama projects. Funded by the British
Council

- Fall 2000- British Council announced plans to cease all cultural
and educational projects in the Czech Republic. End date of the
ELT network was brought forward two years to August 2001.
(August 2001)

- September 2000 - June 2002 - 12 Drama Days for teachers and
children throughout the country. Organized and run by members of
EDEN and the Slovak Drama SIG in Pacov, Jablonec nad Nisou,
Silesian University, Pilsen, Olomouc, Hradec Králové. Financed by
local schools and publishers.

- January 2001 - Founding of EDEN (English Drama Education
Network) as part of the Association of English Teachers of the
Czech Republic.
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- August 2001 - Final weekend session of EDEN (earlier called ELT
Drama Network) which was financed by British Council.

October 2001 International Meeting on ELT and Drama in Nitra, Slovakia, Dedicated to
Drama, organized by the Slovak Drama SIG.

November
2001

EDEN (ELT Drama Network) event: Weekend drama training led by
Roman Černík (Faculty of Education, West Bohemia University, Plzeň)

April 2002 EDEN (ELT Drama Network) Conference - “Entering the Garden of Eden”
at JAMU with 9 speakers from the Czech Republic, Austria, Slovakia.
Supported by BC and publishers (OUP, CUP, Fraus) and Janáček Theatre
Academy (JAMU). Accredited by the Ministry of Education (MŠMT).

April 2003 EDEN (ELT Drama Network) Conference - Crossing Borders. A 2-day
international conference at JAMU with 11 presenters from CR, Austria,
Slovakia, Ireland, USA, Sponsored by JAMU, BC, US Embassy,
publishers, Accredited by MŠMT.

2003-2004 Multicultural Education Project with EDEN, People in Need Foundation,
supported by British Council.
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1.2. Partner organizations
Immediately after the Velvet Revolution, there was a huge demand for English teachers in
Czechoslovakia. Virtually overnight, Russian teachers were appointed to teach English -
whether or not they actually spoke the language. Eager 20-year-olds from the UK and North
America, who had heard that Prague was the Paris of the 90s, flocked to the city and got jobs
as sought-after native speakers. NGOs organized English teaching programs and Western
embassies set up projects to help the Czechs nurture their new democracy. There was a great
effort to promote civil society through language instruction and cultural programs. I worked with
many of these organizations. Below is a description of the ones I worked with most closely and
which were arguably the most significant.

1.2.1. The British Council
The British Council (BC) is the cultural and educational organization of the United Kingdom,
funded by the British government. It played a major role in the development of English language
education in the Czech Republic in the 1990s. It was the leader of ELT teacher training in the
1990s (and also had generous funding for cultural programs). The BC had a strong presence
throughout the country thanks to their numerous events, publications, grants and outreach
projects.

The BC had an office in the center of Prague on Národní třída, welcoming passers-by to admire
their window gallery of contemporary British and Czech artists, and also providing a large foyer
where the public could sit, read English newspapers and meet. Downstairs there was a a library
(also open to the public) with British literature, non-fiction and an excellent collection of English
teaching books. Every week they offered free teacher training workshops on a wide range of
subjects - British studies, literature, new teacher training methods, technology, films... these
were attended by school teachers, academics, students, or just people who wanted to listen to
the English language. The BC had a large staff, including an active cultural department headed
by Milada Nováková and an education department headed by Malcolm Griffiths and assisted by
Staša Závikovská. The BC also offered private English language courses (now the main activity
of the BC).

In addition to the Prague office, the BC had a presence in every major Czech town with a
network of regional resource centers. All were open to the public and centrally located in the 7
regional capitals: Brno, Olomouc, Ostrava, České Budějovice, Plzeň, Pardubice, and Ústí nad
Labem. The director of each resource center coordinated regular teacher training workshops,
taught by teacher trainers, university lecturers, translators and local native English speakers.

An important long-term project of the BC was their program to train Czech teacher trainers. The
BC selected about 80 teachers from universities, primary and secondary schools. The
organization invested a lot in these people, guiding and mentoring them over a number of years.
And rightly so –this was a very talented group of educators, many of whom have gone on to
shape English language teaching at all levels. These trainers were trained in the UK and the
Czech Republic, and most worked with the BC for several years, organizing conferences,
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courses, summer programs, running university departments, and much more). Many of the
people in this program also participated in the ELT Drama Network (described in Chapter 4).

The British Council Prague published Perspectives, a journal of English language teaching and
British Studies. They printed articles by international experts as well as locals, focusing on
themes relevant to educators in Central and Eastern Europe. They also published a local
newsletter.

1.2.2. US Embassy (United States Information Service)
Compared to the British Council, the US government played a much smaller role in education
and culture in the Czech Republic in the 1990s, focusing more on the political sphere. Its
programs were organized through the United States Information Service (USIS).

The embassy had a library that was one of the best resources for English-language books and
literature, including many classic plays, at a time before anything was available online. It was
first located in the embassy and later in the American Center on Hybernská Street.

They also organized some one-off workshops for English teachers and provided funding for
“celebrity” teacher trainers to come from the USA for conferences. The most important for our
drama project was Carolyn Graham, known for her series of “Jazz Chants” textbooks. These
books taught aspects of English grammar using rhythmic poetry, and some of them included
scripts using jazz rhythms. They were very popular with Czech English teachers because they
were fun, easy to introduce into the classroom and often targeted specific grammar topics.

There are also two international programs sponsored by the US government: the Fulbright
Commission and the Peace Corps. Several of the teachers who worked with us were associated
with these organizations. John Heckel was part of the Fulbright International Exchange – he
was a drama professor at Humboldt State University (California) and received a Fulbright grant
to spend a year teaching at the Department of Education at Charles University. Anne Marie
Schulz was a Peace Corps volunteer who taught at a school in Uherské Hradiště and
participated in festivals and our drama projects. Adam Beck, who taught at the West Bohemia
University, was also a Peace Corps volunteer (more in the upcoming chapters).

1.2.3. The Open Society Fund (OSF)
OSF is a nonprofit organization founded by the philanthropist George Soros, a Hungarian
émigré who made his fortune in currency speculation in the USA. After the Velvet Revolution the
organization set up offices in many post-communist countries. Its headquarters were in New
York (known as the Open Society Institute). Its aim was to promote civil society, mainly through
educational and cultural programs. It was one of the most prestigious and well funded
non-profit organizations, with an office on Old Town Square and projects throughout the region.

In the 1990s OSF funded many projects that promoted the learning of English through grants.
They supported Class Acts from 1994-97. In the early 2000s , OSF sponsored a drama
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workshop in Komárno focused on the Hungarian minority, coordinated by Conrad Toft from the
University of Constantine the Philosopher in Nitra, Slovakia. Many Czech ELT teachers from
the BC Šlapanice project participated.

At the end of the 1990s and into the 2000s OSF focused more on minority issues, racism, and
multiculturalism.

1.2.4. The Association of English Teachers of the Czech Republic (ATECR)
The ATECR was founded in January 1990 by a group of enthusiastic English teachers who
wanted to improve the quality of English teaching and develop cooperation at national and
international levels; they held their first conference in February 1991. In 1998, their annual
conference in Prague attracted 600 English teachers from the Czech Republic and abroad.
They had a widely-distributed newsletter in which I published many articles about drama
projects. Later, participants in our projects also published articles about their experiences. In
the early 2000s we set up a drama 'special interest group', officially under the umbrella of
ATECR, which will be described in more detail in Chapter 4.

1.2.5. Creative Dramatics Association (Sdružení pro tvořivou dramatiku)
The Creative Theatre Association is a nonprofit organization that was founded in February
1990, just a few months after the Velvet Revolution of 1989. It has a network of regional offices.
Since the early 1990s, they have organized workshops for teachers, including many led by
drama specialists from abroad. They also help organize national children's theatre festivals,
publish books, prepare curricula for drama in education, and provide training for drama
teachers.

1.2.6. Publishing companies of English Language Teaching (ELT) materials
We also worked with a number of international and Czech publishing companies. They often
held workshops to promote their new ELT books to Czech educators. They had a strong
presence at conferences, and they often invited textbook authors from the UK and USA to the
Czech Republic. These included the aforementioned Carolyn Graham and Ken Wilson, the
author of several textbooks that used drama techniques and scripts to teach English.

Several of the publishers sponsored our drama conferences and other events in the early
2000s. Sometimes they provided books for participants, and occasionally they gave us financial
support. We were most closely connected to Cambridge University Press, Oxford University
Press and the Czech company Fraus.

1.2.7. English theatre companies
Misery Loves Company was a professional English language theatre company founded in
Prague in 1993 by Canadian Ewan McLaren, American Richard Toth and Czech-American
David Nykl. The company was based at the Celetná Theatre (Divadlo v Celetné). They helped
with the production of a number of my student shows and festivals, and I presented several of
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my students’ performances at the Celetná Theatre under their umbrella. In 1998, members of
the company led drama workshops at Class Acts Festivals.

To this day, the Bear Educational Theatre produces English-language plays to teach the
language to school-aged children. It was started in 1996 by David Fisher, who was also a
member of the ELT Drama Network. Later, several of our participants worked for the Bear
Theatre, developing scripts, acting, directing shows for the company, etc.

1.3. Significant conferences
The ATECR (Association of English Teachers in the Czech Republic) organized regional,
national, and international conferences that were attended by hundreds of English teachers. I
led workshops and presentations on drama and ELT at many of them from 1995 onwards. One
of the biggest conferences took place in Prague in 1998. There were over 600 participants,
including many well-known ELT experts. Two of these experts specialized in ELT and drama:
Ken Wilson, author of textbooks that included drama, and Carolyn Graham, author of the
popular Jazz Chants series (described in Chapter 3). I also presented my drama projects and
spoke about the Class Acts festivals and teacher network.

Many of the teachers involved in the Class Acts Teacher Network and the ELT Drama Network
also presented posters and workshops at regional and national ATECR conferences. In
November 1998, Michaela Nováčková led a session on jazz chants and storytelling at a regional
conference at West Bohemia University. In September 2001 several members of the ELT Drama
Network (later known as EDEN) did a sample drama workshop (“Drama Day”) with local children
at the international conference in Zlin and presented short shows for the participants.

In 2002 and 2003, we organized two international conferences on ELT and drama. They took
place at the Janáček Academy of Performing Arts in Brno (JAMU). They are described in detail
in Chapter 4 (a list of presenters can be found in Appendix 4).

1.4. Financing
The development of the project was strongly influenced by funding.

The Open Society Fund (OSF) funded the project from 1994-1997. Their grants were renewed
annually, and I would find out if the funding would continue the summer before the upcoming
school year. Their grant covered the cost of festivals, theatre rental, honorarium for the project
director, and travel and accommodation costs for teachers. It also paid for small honoraria for
the teachers. In July 1997, we found out that we had not received any money for the upcoming
academic year. We ran a reduced version of the project with the support of Karlínské Spektrum,
ARTAMA, and the Prague Post Foundation. OSF also allowed us to use money from the
previous year’s budget.
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The British Council supported our projects from 1998 to 2003, starting with a one-week summer
school for teachers. From 1999-2001 they supported ELT and Drama, a long-term project with
several phases. This was supposed to end in 2002, but in 2001 the BC leadership made an
unexpected decision to cut most of its funding for almost all of the long-term Czech cultural and
educational projects. Our project ended one year earlier than planned in 2001. The British
Council continued to support one-off projects, including our international drama conferences in
2002 and 2003.

1.5. Publications about drama for Czech English teachers

There were two main magazines that published articles for English teachers in the Czech
Republic in the 1990s. The BC put out a journal called Perspectives: A Journal of English
Language Teaching and British Studies, and the ATECR had a quarterly newsletter. Both
published many articles about the Class Acts Teacher Network and the ELT Drama Network.
(You can find a complete list of articles about our drama projects in Appendix 1).

Perspectives published academic articles written by Czechs and foreign writers. It came out 2-3
times per year and was distributed for free to institutions focused on English (e.g. regional
British Council resource centers and pedagogical centers, departments of education at Czech
universities, the Ministry of Education, etc.). The BC also had a newsletter which published less
academic articles.

The ATECR newsletter was less formal and was more widely distributed. They published
information about upcoming summer schools, conferences, courses, and other opportunities for
teachers, so it was an ideal way to publicize our projects.

The Prague Post, the largest English language newspaper in the Czech Republic, had an
educational supplement and a foundation. While their target audience was expats, not Czechs,
they published several articles about our drama activities. The Prague Post Foundation also
gave funding to our final festival.

Two important publications that were produced during this project were the Dramalogue and As
If...

The Dramalogue was a collection of drama lesson plans for the ELT classroom. They were
written by 24 participants with the guidance of drama experts during the ELT Drama Network
from 1999-2000. All participants got a copy of the Dramalogue, which was also distributed to the
regional Czech British Council Resource Centers and other institutions (there is a copy in the
library of the Department of Drama Education at DAMU).

The Dramalogue was inspired by As If…, edited by Daniela Báčová and published by the
University of Constantine the Philosopher in Nitra and the Slovak British Council. Like the
Dramalogue, it is a compilation of drama lesson plans developed by English teachers
participating in a workshop. You can read more about the Dramalogue and As if… in Chapter 4.
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Chapter 2: Working with students

“English language theatre gave me the chance to try how it is to act… I will never forget the
hours and days I spent with other ‘actors’, building our characters, rehearsals and finally the
performances - the horrible rush and chaos a few hours before our first performances, which
gradually grew into enormous nervousness, and then the joy from the first laughter of our
audience.” - Written feedback of Markéta Valterová, Gymnázium Nad Alejí student, 1994.

The drama activities I did with students from 1993-2003 laid the foundation for the projects I
later ran with teachers. During these years, my approach to drama evolved as I learned from my
experiences and other drama teachers.

Czech students often knew grammar but were reluctant to speak. It seemed logical to use
theatre to get my students to learn vocabulary and gain speaking and pronunciation skills. I
found that students were excited to work in a way they hadn’t experienced before. It gave them
confidence in speaking English onstage as well as in everyday contexts.

Over the next ten years, I came to appreciate more and more the potential of drama. It was not
only a powerful tool for teaching language, but also for creating a positive atmosphere, teaching
students to work together and develop leadership skills, giving them the satisfaction of
participating in a group project from start to finish, and breaking down barriers between teachers
and students.

There were other unexpected impacts. The drama projects created opportunities in school for
students to discover new talents, skills, and friends. This often benefited those who were
outsiders, as well as those who did not thrive in the traditional school curriculum. They were
able to experience something new, something positive in what was often a rigid school
environment. Too often, subjects were taught in a way that discouraged students rather than
helping them discover new interests or uncover talents. Positive experiences in the realm of
drama opened up a new world for many of them, and for some it influenced their future career
choices.

2.1. Differences between Czech and American schools (and
students)
There were certain aspects of the Czech educational system and (as a result) the students that
surprised me. Some of these had a very positive impact on our drama work, while others
inspired me to try to fill the gap.

On the positive side, I was very impressed by the Czech students' knowledge of theatre and
how often they went to professional theatres, often with the school, but also on their own. This
was very different from America, where going to professional theatre is a rare, expensive activity
for most people, and definitely not an integral part of the national culture.
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Czech students were disciplined and very good at learning lines when we used scripts thanks to
the emphasis on memorization in the school curriculum. Many of them played musical
instruments and knew the words to an impressive number of Czech and English songs.

As I mentioned earlier, very few of my students had ever been in a play, not even in elementary
school. A handful of them participated in after-school drama classes and clubs that were offered
by the ZUŠ (primary arts schools), institutions that were separate from the compulsory school
system, or they were members of a children’s theatre group in their community. But there was
very little theatre in the public high schools where I worked. As I wrote in an article for the British
Council’s Perspectives journal: “Despite a culture highly supportive of theatre, rarely is drama
education offered in high schools, and teachers do not generally use these techniques in regular
courses. This is in stark contrast to schools in British and American schools, where it is unusual
if a student does not have some memory of appearing onstage at his school.”4

In addition to the lack of theatre, there were very few after-school activities at all in Czech high
schools overall, such as sports teams, clubs, newspapers, all of which were a central part of my
own high school experience. Not only were opportunities to try new activities limited, but so
were opportunities to meet other students. When there were school activities, they were
organized for specific classes and students remained in the same group. They stayed in the
same class for all four years of high school, their peer group was limited to thirty people. The
school day also ended at a different time for each class of students (unlike an American school),
making it extremely difficult to schedule rehearsals, which is one reason why, to this day,
schools do not offer more extracurricular activities.

Parents were also much less involved. I was surprised by how few parents came to their
children’s shows (which we performed in the evenings and weekends). There was little
precedent for families to come to school outside of the mandatory class meetings.

While the schools I worked with were generally supportive, very few Czech teachers or
administrators in the school came to see our shows, including the Czech English teachers. They
perceived our activities as something very foreign, and not only because of the language.

2.2. Creating opportunities, mixing kids in schools
In all of my after-school theatre projects, we had a mix of students from different classes and
different years. This brought people together and created many new friendships. It had a
particularly strong impact on a small group of international students and exchange students
from the US who attended Gymnázium Nad Alejí. It was one of the only opportunities for them
to integrate into the school community and make friends with the Czech students.

4 GAFFEN, Leah, “Following Comenius: Drama Education in the Czech Republic” Perspectives:
A Journal of English language Teaching and British Studies, Prague, 1999. The British Council,
p. 57.
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To convince students to join my drama projects, I put up posters around the school inviting all to
come to an initial information meeting. I held auditions for my shows, but I tried to create a
low-pressure, welcoming atmosphere by playing drama games. I usually found a role for
everyone who came to auditions, and even those who didn’t get cast worked as assistants, prop
makers, stage managers, etc. The auditions gave the kids a sense of accomplishment from the
start and increased their sense of commitment to the project. We had auditions for each new
show, giving new students a chance to participate each time.

The theatre projects gave some students a sense of purpose that they had not found in the
school up to that point. Many students who had been labeled as problematic by teachers were
responsible, motivated members of my theater group. They found a place of belonging and
success.

In an article published in the magazine Česká škola in 1995, I described my thoughts about the
importance of using theatre in schools. This is an excerpt from the article with my translation
(you can find the Czech original in Appendix 1):

“Above all, it gives students the chance to participate in theatre productions. These experiences
not only increase the students’ fluency in English, they also allow them to communicate in a
foreign language with confidence. Performing in an English language play is a high motivation
activity which enhances students’ vocabulary, pronunciation and self-confidence in the
language. I also think that introducing theatre as an after school activity brings a new sense of
camaraderie and fun to the school environment. English language drama education offers an
alternative method of teaching English conversation.” 5

2.3. Benefits of offering theatre programs in English
In terms of language, it was sometimes easier for the students to speak in English when they
were playing roles rather than when they were asked to speak with their own voice. This
phenomenon was described well in "Play with English", a handbook for English teachers written
by members the Slovak English drama group BELTS (described more in Chapter 4):

“With drama, we are hiding behind a sort of mask (it is not me speaking English, it is not me
making the horrible grammar mistake, it is e.g. Hamlet). This is one of the reasons why
students, by using drama, find it easier to communicate in a language that is not their mother
tongue. They are willing to learn new words, phrases, grammatical structure, no matter how

5 GRUŠA, Zdeněk. Divadlo ve škole: o programu Class Acts, Festivalu i honorářích. Praha:
Česká škola: časopis nejen pro učitele, ročník II,m 95/96, p. 11.
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complicated, just to make their characters as interesting, humorous and believable as
possible.”6

Performing in English also allowed the students to take on a new identity because they were
speaking another language. It gave them a chance to escape the stereotypes that others might
have of them.

At the same time, when the students performed in English, there was also less pressure on
them to be good actors. Most of them joined the drama projects to improve their English, not
because they wanted to be actors. This brought in students who did not consider themselves
“talented” and paradoxically, it made the drama attractive to a much wider range of students. A
by-product of this was that many students discovered that they actually enjoyed acting and were
quite good onstage.

2.4. Choosing materials/scripts
One of the most important aspects of doing a play was choosing a show. My experience
searching for materials in the 1990s, before the era of the Internet, helped me know how to help
teachers later.

In the beginning, I did scripted plays. Scripts had the advantage of exposing students to real
language and new vocabulary, as well as original texts by acclaimed writers. I spent a lot of time
choosing scripts, consulting with the students to give them a sense of ownership. I usually had
to adapt the scripts quite a lot so that the language level and content was appropriate for the
students. I often created shows that were collages of 4-5 scenes from different plays. This was
easier to rehearse, and more students could have speaking roles. It was very important to me
that each actor felt like they had an important role, no matter how small. Every character had a
name – there was no “soldier 5” or “villager 3” in my plays.

I looked for plays with language that wasn’t complicated but which was sophisticated enough for
my intellectual students. They liked comedy and absurdist drama with visual humor and
slapstick. Playwrights like Edward Albee, Samuel Beckett, Woody Allen, and James Thurber
appealed to the students’ sense of humor and also used minimalist language. When I had more
time with the group, I asked them to choose from a selection of scenes to make sure that they
were working on a play that they liked. For our longer, after-school plays I selected shows that
were popular in American high schools - e.g. Arsenic and Old Lace (Jezinky a bezinky), Little
Shop of Horrors - that introduced the children to American culture and which appealed to the
Czech sense of irony and black humor.

Over time, we began devising scenes to make the shows more specific to the group. I created a
play based on Some Like it Hot, using the film as a guide and working with the students to adapt

6 LUCKÁ, Barbara, EL HELO, Silvia, DINGA, Martin, LACKO Ivan, BEDNÁR, Peter. BELTS. “Play with
English, UsIng drama in class”. Bratislava: BELTS, 2001, p. 4.
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it to our needs. Each student had a distinct character that we discovered as we improvised. For
example, we created a party scene on the train with the girl band, another scene in a garage
with mafia thugs, a wild chase scene in a hotel scene with a guest desperately looking for his
suitcase who gets caught between the mafia and the girls in the band… I often created
characters based on individual students’ talents. I integrated the musical talents of two girls who
loved to sing together; between each scene, the two sang haunting jazz songs.

I also tried to choose plays that incorporated visual humor and nonverbal communication that
could be understood even without language. I wanted non-English-speaking audience members
- parents, friends, other teachers - to enjoy the show even if they did not understand a word of
English so that the inexperienced actors onstage would want to invite friends and family. In a
play called The Foreigner, a shy protagonist doesn’t want to meet new people, so he pretends
he doesn’t speak English. In the original he speaks gibberish, but we had the actor speak
Czech, so the audience could understand this “foreign language,” while the other characters
onstage had to pretend they didn’t.

2.5 Methods with students: what worked
What was most important in working with the students?

2.5.1 Building trust
Because so few of the students had done drama before, and also because they were being
asked to perform in a foreign language, we did many activities to create an atmosphere of trust.
This also helped build students’ confidence in front of an audience and made them more
comfortable speaking the language. We played games that taught them focus but also made
them laugh. One of the favorites for all ages was Boptty Bop, a fast paced focus game that gave
students the liberty to do ridiculous things in a safe, structured environment. Also, the traditional
hierarchical teacher-student role shifted to a more equal one.

I asked students with stronger English to translate for students who understood less. Over time,
the weaker students improved and translations were no longer necessary.

2.5.2 Adding to the plays using improv
The script was a starting point for improv games which built the students’ relationships to their
characters.

One of the improvisations that I used a lot was what I called One-At-A-Time. It helped me stage
crowd scenes, and the students created new characters that often ended up in the play. We
decided the setting beforehand, such as a train in Some Like it Hot. I asked all of the girls
playing characters in the band to think about their specific character and one sentence about
how their character feels as they get on the train to Florida. The girls “boarded” the train one by
one and said their line. Then they stayed onstage, finding a place for themselves on the train
and continued to do “small business” – some activity that felt natural to the character but didn’t
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steal focus. I played this game many times. It accomplished four things: it helped us establish
the atmosphere of a location and stage a scene in a very natural way, it helped the children
develop distinct characters, and it helped us develop dialogue. It also taught the students how to
give and take focus and the importance of staying engaged when onstage. I often used scenes
created during these improvisations in our final show.

2.5.3 Limited Dialogue
We also improvised scenes with very limited dialogue and using status techniques.What
happens when status relationships change? Students internalized the dialogue by focusing on
the situation or the status relationship. Consequently they spoke English (and acted) in a natural
way. Many of the activities were inspired by the book Impro by Keith Johnstone. It is best when
the dialogue is extremely simple:

A: Hello
B: Hello
A: Have you been waiting long?
B: Ages7

Similarly, we created original scenes using only three words or repeating phrases. This was an
exercise that I often used with teachers, as the approach was easy to replicate in the classroom
and could drill specific grammar in a fun way.

In our “Drama Days” described in detail in Chapter 4, we created shows with children and
teachers in one-day workshops. We had very little time, so these required very simple language
- often we staged “A-B” dialogues which resulted in hilarious performances.

2.5.4. Music + Rhythm
Music was a way to make the shows more accessible to the audience, and it was also an
effective method to help students improve their language skills. Music made it easier to
remember the text, and students automatically learned the rhythm of the language. It also
increased the number of people who could actively participate and brought in people who could
play musical instruments.

2.6. Festivals
In 1994-1995 I created after school plays with students from 3 different schools. I wanted the
students to see each other's shows, so in April 1995 I organized the Class Acts Theatre Festival
at Divadlo Komedie (The Comedy Theatre in Prague). We had eight shows in the festival - three
of my own and five directed by other teachers in Prague, Brno and Olomouc. It was an exciting
opportunity for the students to perform in a professional theatre, and to meet other students. It
also got us excited about what show we would prepare for the next festival. For the next three

7 JOHNSTONE, Keith. “Impro, Improvisation and the Theatre.” Abingdon; Routledge, 1987, ISBN
978-0878301171.
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years, I organized Class Acts Theatre Festivals involving more school groups and teachers.
This became the core of the Class Acts Teacher Network, which is described in detail in the next
chapter.

I organized the festivals in collaboration with the professional English-language theater
company Misery Loves Company (MLC). Their actors and directors got involved, including
Ewan McLaren, who helped backstage the first year, and Laura Zam, a playwright who directed
a student show at the first festival. In later years, we organized drama workshops led by actors
from the company. Some of the students who participated in our festivals were "discovered" by
MLC and invited to perform in their professional shows. More importantly, festival participants
got a chance to be part of their workshops and see how they approached drama. Students often
commented on how open and welcoming the foreign teachers were. Many of the Prague-based
students also started to regularly go to see MLC shows, where they saw a very different style of
theatre8.

2.7. How my approach developed
In 1999, I wrote an article for the British Council's Perspectives magazine explaining my reasons
for doing English theater with children:

“When I first started doing plays with my ELT students, I did so because I thought it was an ideal
method to encourage my students to finally memorize their vocabulary words. Since then, I
have come to realize that the benefits of drama education in the ELT classroom greatly exceed
the regurgitation of vocabulary lists.”9

As I wrote above, my early shows were very script-based. Over time, I adapted the shows more
and more to my own groups. When the students created their own scenes, they had a greater
sense of ownership and the end result was more interesting.

I also got inspired by drama teachers who brought shows to my festivals. Some had developed
original plays based on children's books, using movement and choral speech rather than giving
students individual roles. I was intrigued by approach to creating a theatre performance.

In the late 1990s, I met Barbara Lucká, the daughter of Martin Lucký who had run ASSITEJ in
Czechoslovakia. Barbara had grown up doing children’s theatre in Slovakia, and together we
created a show with children in Roztoky u Prahy inspired by Eva Machková’s Pandora’s Box
from the book Dramatické hry a improvizácie.10 We built the scenes from scratch, and the
English dialogue in our show was very simple and created by the children. As a result, when
they spoke onstage, they delivered their lines in a natural way. The same children worked with

10 MACHKOVÁ, Eva. “Dramatické hry a improvizácie.” Bratislava: Osvetový ústav, 1981, p. 81. (translated
from the Czech by Eva Melichárková). I co-taught the workshop with Barbara Lucká and we used the
Slovak translation of the book.

9 GAFFEN, “Following Comenius.” p. 59.

8 MLC produced an excellent production of Angels in America by Tony Kuschner, an award-winning play
about the AIDS crisis, over 25 years before the Czech premiere of this play.
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me on several other productions, including Apples in which we explored different meanings
behind very simple dialogues. The show was invited to the Czech National Youth Theatre
Festival Nahlížení in 2004.

I was also inspired in 1996 by Californian drama teacher John Heckel, who led many of the
workshops for English teachers that I will describe in the next chapter. He encouraged me to
create shows based on original themes suggested by the students. I explored this way of
working at summer camps and after school productions that I ran in the late 1990s. In 1999 I
worked with Kjell Moberg on an international youth project with students from Norway and
Prague; we explored masks and movement-based improvisation.

2.8. Impact on participants
What started as an interest in English evolved into an interest in theatre for many of the
participants. For some, it opened up opportunities that changed the course of their lives.

The shows were huge projects that required a lot of people and a lot of talent; they brought
together students from all over the school and gave them the chance to be creative. The aim of
the projects was not to cultivate professionals, but the students got a chance to discover and
develop their talents. This in fact did lead some of them to pursue a professional career in the
arts. Thanks to Jana Stryková’s performance in Some Like it Hot she got the chance to perform
with the professional company MLC, an experience that she says led to her decision to go to
DAMU. Tomáš Filouš built the stage in our classroom 105 and was our scene designer; he later
became a successful architect. Some others, like Jan Budař (actor) and Jan Kořínek (jazz
musician), might have pursued artistic careers in any case, but their participation in the English
drama group helped them make new friends and gave them a chance to perform in an
international context.

The best example of how exposure to English drama affected the participants’ careers was the
formation of Vosto5. Seven students who had participated in my English drama projects at
Gymnázium Nad Alejí decided to start their own company after graduating in 1996. They named
their company after our classroom-turned-theatre, 105, and their first performance in Czech had
its premiere there. Ondřej Cihlář, Petr Prokop and David Kašpar decided to study at DAMU,
where they met Jiří Havelka and others who built the theatre company into what it is today. I
don’t believe that the founders would have met each other if it had not been for our English
drama program. Perhaps they would not have chosen to go to DAMU. This is exactly what
schools should be doing: exposing students to new ideas, avenues and possibilities.

To this day, Gymnázium Nad Alejí has an English drama program where students from different
classes come together and create performances.
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2.9. Impact on teacher programs
My experience with students had a significant impact on how I prepared workshops and
summer schools for teachers. As my work with students evolved, so did my approach to teacher
training. In the following chapters, you will see how many of the principles outlined in this
chapter became a core part of the teacher programs.
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Chapter 3: The Class Acts Teacher Network

“It was a huge experience. I remember the warm-up games, like Bopitty bop bop bop which
made me laugh. It enriched me personally. I loved English, and this was a fantastic “disguise”
which gave me the courage to work differently.

“I started to incorporate games and create activities for each lesson, and it worked wonderfully.
When I first started the theatre group, we did Billy Goats Gruff, one of the Jazz Chants by
Carolyn Graham. The kids were very excited, which really surprised me because at the
beginning, some of them said I can’t do theatre, but then they got really into it. I had one girl
who was very shy and when she performed, she completely opened up. Now she is a journalist
often on television, I think the experience with theatre had a huge impact on her career. There
were other kids too, who overcame their fear of speaking. It taught them to use the language.
We used scripts, but we also improvised a lot during the rehearsals. This completely relaxed
them. And for me? Well, I have to say it in Czech. To mně dalo křídla (it gave me wings).” 11

- Michaela Nováčková, English teacher who participated in the Class Acts Teacher Network
(1996-1998)

From 1996-1998, the Class Acts Teacher Network encouraged teachers to direct student plays.
I selected teachers, organized teacher training weekends, provided drama resources, and
visited rehearsals at schools. The project was primarily aimed at English teachers, but in 1997
we also included teachers who did school plays in Czech in an effort to promote theatre projects
of any type in Czech schools.

Each year, the project culminated in a festival in Prague. For three years, the project was
funded by a grant from the Open Society Fund (OSF) which covered all the costs of the
program, including an honorarium for participating teachers. In the fourth year we did not have
OSF funding, which led to a transformation of the program described in Chapter 4.

A total of 48 teachers joined the Class Acts Network over the four years. Nine of them
participated in more than one festival, and in a few cases, other teachers from the same school
joined in later years. A complete list of the shows and directors can be found in Appendix 2.
There were also teachers who joined the network and did not manage to complete a show for
the festival but performed them at their schools. Others created shows that they brought to our
regional festivals, but were not part of the network.

Many of the principles established in this first phase of our teacher training remained in place as
the project evolved in the late 1990s (described in Chapter 4). The most important was the

11 Quotation from my interview with Michaela Nováčková, conducted in 2021 for the purpose of this thesis.
She participated in the Class Acts Teacher Network for three years and organized a regional festival in
Plzeň in 1998.
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concept of network. I wanted teachers to feel that they were part of a team of like-minded
colleagues who could share ideas and support each other. This sense of belonging helped
teachers discover how valuable drama is to the school environment (not only) in the language
classroom.

3.1. The origins of the project
As I mentioned in the last chapter, I organized the first festival in 1995 with a very simple goal:
to bring together my own students from different schools. I also invited a few other schools to
participate, as I had met other teachers (all native speakers) who had also done English plays
with their students. Both students and teachers were inspired by seeing the other performances
and the chance to meet one another..

This inspired me to find other English teachers willing to start theatre programs in their schools. I
had two main goals: to help more students learn to communicate in a foreign language, and to
change the atmosphere in schools by bringing students from different classes together and
creating a supportive, positive environment. I wanted to help teachers give their students an
opportunity for success that wasn't a grade on a report card.

3.2. Finding and selecting teachers
All teachers of English could apply to the project - native speakers and Czech teachers - but my
aim was to include as many Czech teachers as I could, as they were more likely to stay at their
schools long-term.

The use of theatre was much more common among native speakers who taught in Czech
schools. It came naturally to them, as most of them came from Anglo-Saxon cultures and had
grown up with this tradition. In contrast, Czech English teachers were often intimidated by
theatre and drama. They rarely had any drama experience, either in Czech or in English. Many
of them also lacked confidence in their level of English. Furthermore, school administrators were
more likely to accept “alternative” methods from native speakers, who often taught conversation
classes, a loosely-defined subject area that allowed for more flexibility. Czech English
Language Teachers (ELT) teachers had to teach a curriculum and (even more importantly) to
the tests.

Based on my own experience, I believed that preparing a play for a festival was a project with a
highly-motivating end goal for both teachers and students. It would also bring everyone together
and give them a chance to be inspired by each other’s shows.

Thus, the annual Class Acts Festival became the centerpiece of this teacher training project
from 1996-98. It gave the participating teachers a concrete deadline by which they had to have
their shows ready and gave them all a common goal.
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I wanted to find Czech English teachers from around the country who had the enthusiasm and
courage to create plays. If they had theatre experience all the better, but it was not a
requirement.

I used a variety of methods to recruit members:
● I conducted 90-minute introductory workshops called So you want to produce a play with

your students? The workshop was designed for Czech English teachers with no previous
drama experience. I conducted a total of 14 workshops around the country (see Chapter
1 for a list of workshops);

● I wrote articles for ATECR and the British Council newsletters;
● I sent out a mailing to all schools involved in other OSF projects;
● I presented the project at conferences, including the 1996 ATECR International

conference in Prague. At that conference, my Gymnázium Nad Alejí students presented
a show.

The British Council helped me find good candidates. In addition to the workshops that I gave at
their resource centers and articles in their newsletter, I sent personal letters to the teachers
involved in other BC programs. The BC had a prestigious Teacher Training Network, a group of
about 80 (very active) English teachers from all over the Czech Republic who went through
rigorous BC training courses so that they could train other Czech English teachers. In the first
year of the program, one member of the Teacher Training Network joined my drama program.
Others joined later. It was a partnership that would continue to grow and develop in the second
phase (see Chapter 4).

The BC introductory workshops had two aims: to give everyone new ideas to take back to the
English classroom, and to recruit some to join the festival project. Most of the participants had
no experience with drama and had not thought about the similarities between the goals of
teaching English and drama. The workshop consisted of simple drama games that could be
easily introduced into the classroom. These often focused on repetition, for example, having
students say neutral sentences and giving them different meanings or emotions. I presented
ways to introduce this idea into the English textbook - adding an element of dramatic tension to
the boring textbook dialogues. This approach demystified the concept of drama and made it
easy for teachers to introduce humor to textbooks.

Teachers had to apply to join the Class Acts Teacher Network; the application process included
a motivational letter (you can find the Application form in Appendix 7). While we accepted most
of the applicants, this helped them formulate their own goals and ideas for the project, and when
they were accepted, they started the project with a sense of success.

In the first year (1996), 15 people from 12 schools were selected for the group. About 50% of
them were native speakers and 50% Czech ELT teachers. They came from all over the country:
Prague, Hradec Králové, Olomouc, Vlašim, Karlovy Vary, Pardubice, Uherské Hradiště, Příbram
and Plzeň. Over the next two years, many of the teachers returned with new productions. The
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number of Czech English teachers increased, and there were many instances of Czech and
native speakers working together on performances (described below).

In the 1996-7 school year, we included Czech school plays. To recruit teachers for this, I sent
letters to teachers recommended by Jaroslav Prováznik at the Creative Dramatics Association.

3.3. Supporting teachers as they created shows
The festival was set up with an achievable aim: teachers should present a show that was no
longer than 15 minutes (if they did a longer play, they had to bring an excerpt). I wanted the
teachers to succeed by keeping their projects simple; to be willing to experiment but not to take
on more than they could handle.

The teachers had a wide range of levels and experience in both drama and English. Over the
course of the project which ran each year from January to April, I organized programs to help
them gain the skills and confidence to create shows. It was important to constantly work on
creating an atmosphere of openness and unity in the group.

Our main activities were:

- Training weekends: we held two 3-day weekend sessions in Prague that provided
theatre/directing training and practical production advice. The first was in January, at the
beginning of the project, and the second in March, a month before the festival.

- School visits: between the training sessions, I visited a rehearsal at each of the schools.

Personal meetings were extremely important, especially since this was a time when many
people had limited access to email and there was no social media. Communication was much
more difficult than it is today, and it was easy for teachers to feel isolated as they worked on
their projects.

3.3.1. Training weekends in Prague
At the first meeting in January, we focused on getting the teachers started. We discussed the
selection of materials, drama and theater methods and games, staging and directing
approaches. I spent a lot of time teaching them trust games which I encouraged them to use
with their students.

In March we focused on problem solving - what help did teachers need to complete their show?
This usually included production advice.

Free time during the training weekends was also important. Since the teachers stayed
overnight, there was time to informally discuss ideas, share experiences, and draw inspiration
from each other.
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3.3.1.1. Helping teachers select materials
In the early years, I encouraged teachers to use scripts. I created a folder of short plays and
scenes from the shows I had done. Most had been adapted and shortened to make them more
appropriate for the age and language level of the students. These were humorous plays,
absurd plays, and plays with physical humor. Some of the scenes in the folders were from
comedies based on popular British and American playwrights (e.g. James Thurber, Neil Simon,
simplified versions of Oscar Wilde). I encouraged the teachers to choose a script that they loved
and also one that the students felt committed to. The choice needed to be made together so
that the students were excited about the project.

Using scripts helped the students learn authentic English from the original text, and was also
easier for the inexperienced teachers. However, as my own experience with drama developed, I
encouraged teachers to develop original material from the children in later years. We explored
ways to find topics that would be of interest to the children. During the sessions we played
games and did improvisations (machines, still images) that would give the children more
agency. In later years, Czech drama teacher Roman Černík and American drama teacher John
Heckel led workshops to teach our teachers how to elicit original material from the children often
using very limited language.

3.3.1.2. An atmosphere of trust
As with my students, I focused on making sure that the teachers felt supported by me and by
each other. That was key: if the teachers felt confident, they would pass that confidence on to
their students.

We always started our sessions with drama games and ended with reflection. I encouraged the
teachers to model this in their own rehearsals to encourage collaboration, listening, and group
ensemble.

What games worked best for this? One of the favorites was Bopitty Bop Bop Bop, a very simple
game in which a person in the center of a circle points to others standing around and gives
simple, silly commands, such as elephant or viking or palm tree. The group succeeds if no
mistakes are made. What do students learn from this game? They learn to work together, to
take risks, to be leaders, and to succeed in a foreign language. Building togetherness is
essential to teaching students how to communicate.

Other games that worked well to build focus and trust in the classroom were classic games like
mirrors, sculptures, and machines. A stumbling block was that teachers were often concerned
about how much language was being used during the games - after all, they were supposed to
be teaching English. I tried to adjust games and insert language when possible.

3.3.1.3. Directing and production
We led sessions on directing so that teachers would know how to get started. The sessions
were inspired by my work with students described in Chapter 2.

38



The role of of the teacher as director came up. The teacher needed to create a trusting
atmosphere and welcome students' ideas, but to also sometimes take authority and reject
students’ ideas. When casting a show, teachers should nurture a sense of team and avoid
fostering a sense of competition or create a “star”. I suggested that they invite other teachers
(music, art) to get involved.

One of the challenges for the inexperienced directors was how to stage the play. I encouraged
them to think of the scenes as a series of images onstage. The students could create them,
making the staging much more natural and easier to remember. We talked about “small
business”, i.e.small activities that the characters should be engaged in even when they are not
speaking, and often played the One-at-a-time game described in chapter 2.

To help the actors develop their characters, teachers could ask students to write character
biographies and think about motivation: What does each character want in a scene? We did
improvisations teaching teachers the “hot seating” drama technique in which characters could
be interviewed.

I urged teachers to repeat the scenes numerous times so students would remember lines and
the staging. To help with pacing, I suggested that toward the end of the process they do a
"speed through" and run through the show as fast, loud, and exaggerated as possible. I also
suggested that they have the students run through the show in Czech to make sure that
everyone understood the whole play. We discussed having them do the scenes in pantomime
as well, changing roles, doing it backwards, as an opera, underwater......

When the process wasn’t working, we discussed the importance of communication, keeping up
morale, and listening to the students’ concerns.

In 1997, John Heckel led a directing workshop for the teachers. He showed the teachers how to
create performances based on themes suggested by the students. He taught drama games
such as machines and verbal orchestras and explained how these simple exercises could elicit
topics of importance to the students. When leading sessions, he encouraged “side-coaching” -
making comments while students were immersed in an activity (such as mirrors or sculpting) to
help them develop their concentration and theatre skills.

During the second session in March, we focused on the practicalities of a production. Where
would they perform? If they were performing at school, a classroom was often a better choice
than a gym with terrible acoustics. How could they use student resources for costumes, props,
etc.? How could they simplify their show so that it wouldn't be overwhelming? Teachers often
found solutions to their own problems as they discussed them with colleagues.

3.3.2. Visiting schools
In between the training sessions, I attended rehearsals at most of the schools, especially if the
teachers had no previous experience. This helped to support the teachers and it helped me to
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understand the context in which they were working. It also allowed the children to get to know
me before coming to the Prague festival, making it more personal and less intimidating.

When visiting with a new group, I started with drama games to get to know the children and to
reinforce the importance of this approach to the teachers. The teachers knew the games from
training sessions, but they were not always confident in leading them. After the warmup games,
I talked with the students about the process of creating their play. This gave them a chance to
reflect on the project.

There was often a difference between groups led by teachers who were native speakers and
Czechs. It was less usual for a rehearsal to be led completely in English. In several cases, I was
the first native speaker the children had ever met, and there was a palpable excitement in these
groups. The students were taken out of the Czech context and my presence motivated them to
communicate with me and each other completely in English. There was also a difference when
the teachers had Czech drama experience, as they were more confident in leading the drama
games and guiding their students.

Some of the teachers struggled with English and also had little drama experience. But they
made up for it with their energy and enthusiasm. My visits were particularly important for these
teachers. They had very good relationships with their classes because they were so dedicated
and courageous. I was often very impressed by the sense of ensemble in their groups and what
these teachers were able to accomplish.

3.4. Including Czech Plays in the Festival
As mentioned above, in the second year of the Class Acts Teacher Network (1996-1997), we
included Czech school plays in the project. At the time, I told a reporter at the Prague Post,
“Doing English language theatre was a way of attracting people who wouldn’t do a theater
program normally. But it didn’t really matter if it was in English, Czech or Swahili.”12

The process was the same as in the previous year (selection, training sessions in January and
March, visits to schools). Teachers from both groups (Czech and English) came together for the
January and March training sessions, which were either translated into Czech or we held two
parallel training sessions.

The inclusion of Czech shows had unexpected results. Two of the teachers who created plays in
Czech also created plays in English (Roman Černík from Aš, Nika Štěpánková from Brno). This
showed the English teachers how an experienced drama teacher approached the task of
directing an English play. It also created natural connections between the Czech and English
teachers. For the Czech drama teachers, the project gave them contacts and a chance to
improve their own language skills. It led one of them, Nika Štěpánková, to develop her work in

12 SMITH, Peter, “Gaffen gets them hooked on drama.” Prague: The Prague Post, October
29-November 4, 1997, p. C2.
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English theatre. She met David Fisher and began working with his newly-formed Bear
Educational Theatre Company. Later thanks to her work with David, she took part in
international exchanges with schools in the UK.

Some very experienced drama teachers joined the project and brought the level of drama to a
much higher level during the training sessions and at the festival, These including Tomáš
Doležal from Lužánky and the above-mentioned Roman Černík, who taught at Gymnazium Aš.
The English teachers (both Czech and native speakers) had the opportunity to work with them
at our sessions and learn more about the world of Czech drama education.

Paradoxically, however, the inclusion of the Czech element was one of the reasons cited by the
Open Society Fund when they decided not to continue funding the project. They noted its
similarity to the program of the Creative Dramatics Association and ARTAMA. In the late 1990s,
OSF was shifting its focus away from teaching English, so this was probably not the only
reason. The lack of funding for the 1997-1998 school year led us to simplify the project. We
decided to only include English plays in the 1998 festival, which made it easier to organize, but
in retrospect also limited opportunities for the project.

3.5. Festival experience
In the beginning, the festivals lasted one day; in the third and fourth years, they lasted two days.
Groups rehearsed on the stage in the morning, and the performances took place in the
afternoon. Each presentation could not be longer than 15 minutes (some schools presented an
excerpt of their show).

Presenting the shows in a "real theater" in Prague was exciting for the students (and teachers)
for many reasons. The most important was their sense of accomplishment. Being included in a
festival in the capital city made them feel that their hard work and final production had value. To
my surprise, it was the first time some of the students had ever been to Prague, so the theater
experience was tied to this milestone for them. They also got to see other students' shows,
giving them ideas and inspiration.

At the 1998 festival, we ran workshops that brought children from different groups together.
Some lasting friendships were made. The workshops were in English, making students proud of
their linguistic achievements. The workshops were led by American and British actors living in
Prague. For many of the students, this was the first time they had met or worked with a native
English speaker.

In 1998, the newly -formed theater group Vosto5 opened the festival with an inspirational
performance in Czech. I wanted the festival participants - students and teachers - to see the
overlap between English student theatre and the world of Czech theater. I wanted them to
recognize that English drama could open doors beyond language practice.
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3.5.1. Prague Festivals

Below you can read about each year of the festival and see how they changed over the course
of four years. You can see a complete list of shows in Appendix 2.

1995 Festival
A showcase of 8 performances at Divadlo Komedie from 5 gymnasiums in Prague, Brno and
Olomouc. The goal of the first festival was to bring together students from my groups. There
were also three shows directed by other teachers (all native English speakers). I discovered
how the experience of seeing each other’s shows inspired these teachers. This gave me a new
goal for the next festival: to include shows created by more English teachers and to spread the
idea to them.

1996 Festival
A showcase of 9 schools participated at this festival at Divadlo Komedie, directed by teachers
from the Class Acts Training Network described above. This was the culmination of the first year
of teacher training. Fifty percent of the plays were directed by Czech English teachers.
Students came from all over the country, as far away as Uherské Hradiště and Olomouc. The
response from teachers and students was extremely enthusiastic.Six of the teachers who
attended the training sessions did not participate in the festival. Some of them had created
shows that they performed in their schools, but they did not manage to finish them in time for
the festival.

1997 Festival
The festival lasted two days: one day of school performances in English and one day of
performances in Czech. It involved 20 schools from 11 Czech towns. A total of 230 students
performed. The English plays were of much higher quality this year. Five teachers brought
performances for the second year in a row, and their shows had improved in terms of
confidence and creative risks. We introduced a drama games to the festival. Each day, all of the
students participated in a 30-minute block of games led by drama teacher John Heckel to give
students a sense of belonging to the group and to ease their nervousness. It was also a
demonstration of good practice for the teachers.

1998 Festival
This was the fourth and final year of the festival, and it ran for two days, but only with English
plays. We had 11 productions from 9 schools. A total of 80 students participated. We had the
support of ARATMA, which allowed us to use the Center for Drama in Prague for our training
sessions. We moved the festival to Karlínské Spektrum, a community center in Prague which
had a small theatre. They let us use their facilities for free, prepared meals for us, and allowed
participants from outside of Prague to sleep overnight in the building. We had to limit the size of
the festival, but we had a lot of interest. Most of the teachers who had been involved in previous
years wanted to come, some with more than one show. We launched the festival with Podivíni
na jevišti, an inspirational performance in Czech by the company Vosto5 and directed by Ondřej
Cihlář. This was one of the first productions of the company. At that time, most of the members
were graduates of Gymnázium Nad Alejí who had been part of my English drama project.
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Although we had less money, the space at Karlínské Spektrum allowed us to organize intensive
90-minute drama workshops for all of the participants led by volunteers from the Misery Loves
Company English Theatre in Prague. These gave the students a chance to meet others from
different groups and to do drama with an experienced theatre practitioner. It gave teachers a
chance to observe more drama games.

3.5.2. Regional Festivals 1997-8
In 1997 and 1998, several teachers organized regional festivals. These were run locally by the
participants and were not funded by OSF. They proved to be very popular and easier to
organize (no accommodation, more local support from school principals or local theaters).

The first one took place in June 1997 in Uherské Hradiště, right after the national festival. It was
initiated and organized by Anne Marie Schultz, an American Peace Corps volunteer teaching at
ZŠ Uherské Hradiště, who participated in the 1996 and 1997 festivals. The regional festival
presented performances from schools in Olomouc, Přerov, Uherské Hradiště, and Brno which
had participated in the national festival. It also included other shows created by English teachers
in the region. Other events included drama workshops run by volunteers from the Class Acts
network. This idea inspired us to do the same at the Class Acts National Festival the following
year.

In 1998, although we had less money to run the national festival, we had an increased number
of regional festivals. There were three, all organized by local teachers who were part of the
national festival. The one in Uherské Hradiště ran for a second year, and there were festivals in
Plzeň (organized by Michaela Nováková) and Karlovy Vary (organized by Chris Martin and
Blanka Dyková). The festivals brought together members of the network and brought in new
people. These included drama workshops at the festival, led by volunteers, many of whom had
participated in the national festival.

3.6 Dramaturgical choices of teachers and how they changed

During the four years of the festival, the teachers were inspired by each other. When we had
Czech plays in the festival, it brought more inspiration.

The native English speakers usually chose scripts they found themselves and adapted,
shortened and simplified. There were comedic detective stories, several scenes from
Shakespeare (MacBeth, A Midsummer Night's Dream). Some teachers wrote their own scripts
based on children's books (one very successful show was based on Where the Wild Things Are
by Maurice Sendack).
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Most Czech ELT teachers also chose scripted material, but it tended to fall into two categories:
the scenes I recommended (scenes based on James Thurber stories were chosen by two
teachers) or plays from ELT textbooks.

A very popular choice was a script from Carolyn Graham's Jazz Chant Fairy Tales. These were
short plays based on famous fairy tales, written in a jazzy rhythm. Graham was invited to
Prague by the US Embassy and gave workshops at conferences. Her books were also widely
available in bookstores and BC Resource Centers. The scripts were written in a rhythmic,
humorous style with lots of repetition, and were easy for children to remember and for teachers
to access and perform.

Here is an example of one of Graham's Jazz Chant fairy tales performed by students of
Michaela Nováčková, who taught at a gymnazium in Plzeň:

NARRATOR: This is the story of the Billy Goats Gruff.
CHORUS: Three Billy Goats. Billy Goats Gruff. One (clap)., Two (clap clap), Three Billy
Goats. Three Billy Goats. Billy Goats Gruff.
NARRATOR: Now, the oldest Billy Goat Gruff was Bill.
CHORUS Big Bill. Billy Goat Gruff. Rough and tough. Billy Goat Gruff. Rough and
tough.
BILL : Rough and tough, and ready to go, I'm a Billy Goat Gruff from head to toe.13

There were also a number of original shows. Some teachers adapted popular books (such as
stories by Jules Verne). One notable show from our first festival was created by Hana Madrová
(Švecová) and Kumar Viswanathan, English teachers from Gymnázium Hejčín in Olomouc.
Called Able Cain and Caned Able, it was a metaphorical look at tribalism and racism. It was
clear that the process that the students went through was powerful and taught much beyond the
English language. (Kumar, who was from India, later moved to Ostrava and started anti-racism
projects with the Roma community that is still active today).

In 1997, when we included Czech plays, many of the Czech drama teachers brought original
plays to the festival. Some of them also created original plays in English. This helped to blur the
lines between the Czech and English groups. It also showed the English teachers how to create
a play without a script. The most successful example of this was Paper Planet by the very
young children of Nika Štěpánková - a simple, beautiful ensemble show with extremely limited
language. The children created a world out of paper (paper people, paper airplanes, paper
houses), which was then destroyed by aliens. Like Carolyn Graham's Jazz Chants, this piece
had a strong rhythmic element, which made it much easier for the children to remember and
perform. Like many plays created by Czech drama groups, it had the advantage of being an
ensemble performance without a "star". Many of the English teachers and students agreed that

13 GRAHAM, Carolyn. “Jazz Chant Fairy Tales”. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988. ISBN
978-0194342988.
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this was one of the best performances of the festival, despite the fact that the actors were so
young.

3.7. Evaluating the experience
A total of 48 teachers participated in the Class Acts Teacher Network, and thirty of whom
brought shows to the festival while others performed shows in their own schools. They brought
over 500 students from all over the Czech Republic to perform at the Prague festival. What were
the main benefits of the project?

3.7.1. Feedback from teachers
In 1996 and 1997, I asked all teachers to complete a detailed evaluation of the project.

In written evaluations and verbal feedback, teachers consistently confirmed that the experience
had a very positive impact on their teaching. They felt encouraged and very satisfied with their
own work, which was enhanced by being part of a network of teachers with the same goal.
Thanks to the theatre process, they gained a deeper understanding of their students. Their
relationships became less hierarchical and more about the exchange of ideas.

Here are some excerpts from the evaluations:

“Working on a play with my students gave the chance to work together in a completely new way,
creating much more informal, relaxed relationships between us.”

“I found out I was able to do things and I’m more confident and seriously thinking about using
drama in my lessons and during my free time too.”

“Theatre is a good way to help you express yourself, your emotions. It is something that is
missing in normal schools, which is a shame. Performing in English lets you use language in
new situations, outside the classroom, and you aren’t just talking to your teacher”

“We’re all friends now”14

Appendix 6 contains copies of evaluation forms with responses from 1996 and 1997.

3.7.2. How did teachers think students benefited?
Teachers consistently reported that the project motivated their students and increased their self-
confidence ad confidence in language. It also fostered new friendships, created a positive
atmosphere in school, and increased students' interest in school. ”Children were willing to come
to school before 7 a.m. to rehearse. That was very unusual.. They didn't believe they could
manage it, but they did,” 15 said Blanka Dryková, who developed an original show based on

15 SMITH, “Gaffen gets them hooked on drama.” p. C2
14 Anonymous quotations from written evaluation forms.
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Jules Verne. Chris Martin, who taught at a secondary school focused on teacher education
(Střední pedagogická škola) in Karlovy Vary wrote in his evaluation that: “This enriched them
beyond the language.”

Michaela Nováková, who participated in three festivals, described the benefits of drama
education in an article for the ATECR newsletter: “At our small gymnázium we now have three
English drama groups. We write our own texts, and students work together on writing and
staging the plays. Drama activities make learning interesting, help shy students overcome their
fears, help students learn and use new words, structures, word order, create a good friendly
atmosphere in the class. Drama works and helps!”16

I interviewed Michaela Nováčková in 2021 for this thesis, and again, she remembered how
much drama had helped build students’ confidence: “The kids were very excited, which really
surprised me because some of them at the beginning said I can’t do theatre…. I had one girl
who, when she performed, completely opened up. Now she is a journalist often on television, I
think the experience with theatre had a huge impact on her career. There were other kids too,
who overcame their fear of speaking. It taught them to use the language.”

Surprisingly, improvements in the technicalities of English (vocabulary, pronunciation) were of
secondary importance. Teachers reported that the most valuable aspect of the project was
deeper. It was about how it boosted the students’ self-esteem, how they made new friends, and
how the noncompetitive atmosphere of the festival promoted the children's mental health. "We
are all winners," one wrote in her evaluation.

3.7.3. Benefits to teachers
Many of the teachers told me that they developed confidence in their own language and drama
skills thanks to the Class Acts Teacher Network.

The experience also gave many of them other professional skills: several of them organized
regional festivals, developing their organizational experience. They wrote articles that were
published in the ATECR newsletter, and some led workshops on English drama at ATECR
conferences.

I invited Michaela Nováčková, Blanka Dryková and Jana Procházkova, who had all brought
shows to our workshops, to join the teaching team of the 1998 Drama Education Summer
School for English Teachers, which I organized with the support of the British Council. These
three women were given the opportunity to train other teachers and demonstrate how they had
experienced the benefits of drama. It was the first time that Michaela and Blanka had led such
sessions. As a result of their experience with the project, professional opportunities opened up
for them.

16 NOVÁČKOVÁ, Michaela, “Benefits of Drama Education to the English Teacher.” Prague, 1999,
Association of English Teachers in the Czech Republic. Vol 10, No. 1, Spring 1999, p. 31.
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3.7.4. Challenges/Mistakes

Creating a show for the festival demanded a huge investment in many areas: time, money,
energy, often led to conflicts with school administration. In many cases, this led to burnout.

Through written evaluations and discussions with teachers, I learned about the many logistical
challenges. Finding time for activities was always difficult - scheduling rehearsals, finding time
for games and other drama activities, finishing the show on time. A depressing number of
teachers reported that the school directors and other teachers in the school were uninterested
and unsupportive. Some of the teachers had colleagues who undermined their work, including
one director who instructed the children to perform the show differently from how the teacher
wanted. Parents tended not to get involved. This was very different from what I would have
expected in an American school, where principals brag about such activities and parents often
sew costumes, raise money, distribute programs, etc.

The Czech English teachers didn't feel they had as much in common with the Czech drama
teachers as they did with each other, even though the symbiosis of the two groups was so
inspiring. When we had to decide how to simplify the project in the fourth year because of
funding, it seemed logical to focus on English plays only. In retrospect, if we had followed OSF's
advice and partnered with ARTAMA, we might have been able to continue producing festivals
after 1998.

3.8. Decision to suspend festival: An ending and a beginning
I saw how much the experience meant to the students and the teachers. I saw how much the
teachers appreciated the opportunity to be part of a group of like-minded educators. This was
especially true for teachers from small towns and unsupportive schools who often felt isolated in
their creative approach to teaching. I saw how much they appreciated the chance to break
down the hierarchy in the structure of their classes.

I also saw how hard it was for the teachers for the reasons I mentioned above. It was also hard
for me from an organizational and production standpoint, especially when we had less funding.
Was there a way to give teachers and students the same opportunity to create the shows
together, but without the festival?

As our funding dwindled, The BC decided to support our efforts to bring theatre to schools in a
different way - by focusing on how it could be used in the classroom. This led us to build a new
structure that was not based on an expensive, time-consuming (albeit exciting) national festival.
In the next chapter, I will explain this new direction and how it drew from the experiences we
gained from the Class Acts Teacher Network.
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Chapter 4: ELT Drama Network

“If I hadn’t done the [drama] course, I would be an ordinary academic English teacher. It was
magic.”- Šárka Dohnalová, lecturer, Faculty of Education, Masaryk University17

As the era of the Class Acts Festivals came to an end, the era of the ELT Drama Network
began. The projects of this phase introduced English teachers to drama methods that were
intended for the classroom, not the stage. My own view of drama also changed during this
process. Instead of aiming primarily to have teachers create shows, I started focusing on how
the principles of drama can change any lesson. The aim was to use drama as a “principle of
working that can inform the whole way a teacher approaches language learning.”18

Most books for ELT teachers that offered drama activities presented drama as a method for
warm-up activities or as a fun supplementary activity in which students repeated language they
had learned. The ELT Drama Network opened up a whole new approach to teaching English. It
went much deeper and explored how drama could frame an entire lesson in a foreign language
classroom.

Over the course of five years, the ELT Drama Network developed and flourished. Towards the
end, we gave it a new name: EDEN - the English Drama Education Network. Indeed, it felt a bit
like an educational paradise for the participants. The immersive drama experiences, the
like-minded educators in the group, the beautiful teaching center in Slapanice u Brna where
most of our sessions took place, the passionate trainers, the chance to meet colleagues from
other countries who were also discovering ways to use drama. .... These experiences and many
more resonated with the participants in a truly life-changing way. Today, many of them continue
to spread the ideas and principles of drama that they first encountered during the project. It has
led to career changes and lifelong friendships.

Many people and institutions contributed to the success and impact of this project. The most
important was the Czech office of the British Council. In addition to providing long-term
financial support, they were true partners of the project, helping to shape its concept, structure
and vision. Their long-term commitment ensured that the project would have a lasting impact.
Another key contributor was Radka Svobodová. Radka was a drama educator teaching at
Charles University with no experience in teaching English. She came to an early session and
introduced us to Jonothon Neeland’s concept of structuring drama work. The participants
were enthralled by her lesson, which opened their eyes to a whole new approach for teaching
English. Similarly, Geoff Fox and Stephen Cockett from the University of Exeter had a
background in drama, not ELT. They led a summer school which showed how key drama
techniques (hot seating, teacher in role, still images) could be integrated into the classroom and
how the aims of drama and language teaching coincide. Another fundamental aspect of the

18 BÁČOVÁ, Daniela & PHILLIPS, Tim. eds. “As if… Drama-based Lesson Plans for English Language
Teaching.” Bratislava: The British Council, 2000, p. 3.

17 Interview conducted for this thesis, May 2021.
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project was our collaboration with the Slovak Drama SIG, a similar project in Slovakia led by
Daniela Bacova and Tim Phillips. It is impossible to overestimate their impact on our Czech
drama project. They also introduced us to Drama Days, which became a crucial part of the ELT
Drama Network. Finally, the project flourished because of our open-minded participants, many
of whom became strong leaders in the field. Few of them had any drama experience when the
project began, but they embraced the new ideas and developed them in individual, often
surprising, ways. This group of about 40 core members brought an extraordinary level of
commitment and energy to the project. Perhaps most importantly, they became a strong,
cohesive group that worked together to build new projects and extend the principles of drama
education to others around the country.

Recently I interviewed Lucie Podroužková, one of the participants, about why she thought the
project worked. “You helped us realize that drama doesn’t have to be about a product - this is
how we thought about drama before - rehearsing a performance, a show for the parents, i.e. a
huge undertaking and massive stress. Instead, you modeled drama as a process. For me, that
was revolutionary and liberating. The way you taught us to understand drama was inclusive,
whereas previously I thought of drama as something exclusive - only for extroverts and
exceptionally talented people.”

4.1. The British Council

4.1.1. Overview of BC teacher training projects
As I mentioned in Chapter 1, the British Council was the most significant organization in ELT
teaching in the Czech Republic in the 1990s. One of its most important projects was their
long-term Teacher Training Network with 80 Czech teachers of English described in Chapter 1.
The group went through a long-term training program in the UK and the Czech Republic,
creating a network that could pass on progressive ideas to other Czech English teachers around
the country. At the same time, the BC organized several teacher training projects focusing on
specific areas such as ELT for young learners, ELT in Departments of Education at Universities,
ELT and technology.

4.1.2. Initial Cooperation with the British Council
Before we started the ELT Drama Network in 1999, I had worked with the BC on many projects.
As described in Chapter 3, the BC Resource Centers hosted many of the short drama
workshops that I had been running since 1995.

In 1998, they supported a week-long summer school focused on drama - a "prequel" to the ELT
Drama Network. I organized it in collaboration with the Center for Distance Learning at Masaryk
University. This summer school drew from my experiences in the Class Acts Teacher Network.
We used scripts, jazz chants, and created skits for the classroom. I also emphasized the
importance of trust, which I described in an article about the summer school published in
Perspectives, the British Council journal: “It is essential to create an atmosphere of trust and
ensemble. This is as important in a foreign language classroom as it is in the theatre. We did
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this with daily warm ups and cool downs, evening group discussions and project work where the
teachers worked in small groups. Not only did the teachers gain confidence in their own
[spoken] English … they were increasingly willing to take risks as individuals in the group.”19

The summer school also included an "apprentice" program - three assistant teachers (Czechs)
who had been part of the Class Acts Teacher Network (Michaela Nováčková, Jana Procházková
and Blanka Drková). They directed original adaptations of Little Red Riding Hood with the
participants (each using a different genre - a spaghetti western, a parable about drugs, a jazz
chant based on the Roald Dahl poem). They wrote an article about their experiences in the
ATECR newsletter, in which they wrote that “a network of Czech teacher trainers will be able - at
least we hope - to encourage non-native English teachers to try drama techniques, motivating
them to pass the experience on to their students… this is also highly beneficial to our personal
development.”20

In 1999 we ran a second summer school. I co-taught with Eva Kučerová Sikorová who was
teaching in the English department of the Faculty of Education at the University of Ostrava. Eva
had also studied drama education, and she was an ideal partner for the new directions that our
project was going.

4.1.3. How the project developed into a longer-term British Council program
In 1999, the British Council in the Czech Republic made a decision that led to the creation of the
ELT Drama Network.

Malcolm Griffiths, Director of Education, decided to make ELT and drama one of their long-term
educational priorities. He invited us to develop a 3-year project. He and his staff offered support
in management, implementation and funding. Their own goal was to create a project that would
be sustainable in the long term. This was a significant difference from OSF, which had only
provided funding but never contributed to the management or vision of the project. Malcolm and
his assistant, Staša Závitkovská, became the guarantors of the project from the BC.

Malcolm and Staša were also in charge of the Teacher Trainer Network mentioned above
(4.1.1.). They encouraged the members of that group to join the drama project. These teacher
trainers eventually made up 20% of the participants in our drama group. This was ideal for a
number of reasons. The teacher trainers were excellent teachers. They had gone through
intensive training programs with the BC in methodology, and many of them had experience
organizing summer schools, conferences, programs at university departments of education, etc.
They had many contacts with educational centers, publishers, and teachers throughout the
country. They were in a perfect position to become future ELT drama trainers and to help the
drama project flourish.

20 NOVÁČKOVÁ, Michaela, PROCHÁZKOVÁ, Jana, DRYKOVÁ, Blanka. Experiences of a Czech
Counterpart. Prague: ATECR Newsletter, Vol 10, No. 1 Spring 1999. , p. 31.

19 GAFFEN. “Following Comenius: Drama Education in the Czech Republic”. p. 57.
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Serendipitously, the British Council in Slovakia was launching a very similar project at the same
time; this had a huge influence on us. Tim Philips was the equivalent of Malcom Griffiths at the
British Council in Slovakia. He worked with Daniela Báčová, a professor of English at the
University of Constantine in Nitra, Slovakia who had a strong background in drama education.
One of their aims was to establish international links with others working in drama and ELT in
the region. Eva Kučerová Sikorová and I attended their summer school in Nitra in 1999. They
also provided funding so 5 Slovaks could join our ELT Drama Network, and many of their
leaders taught at our weekend workshops. They also introduced us to their Drama Days, which
we duplicated in the Czech Republic (more below in section 4.6)

4.1.4. Premature ending
The project was designed with sustainability in mind. The original plan was that the last year
(2001-2002) would focus on management and long-term planning.

Unfortunately, the need for this came sooner than expected. In 2000, the British Council-Czech
Republic made a nationwide decision to end much of its educational and cultural programming.
This included closing its regional resource centers and bringing forward the deadlines of
ongoing projects.

As a result, we had to accelerate our efforts to establish the independence of the Drama
Network. BC staff helped us facilitate management meetings, which meant that there was less
time for drama training. BC's regional resource centers, which had provided access to training
materials, workshops, and meeting places for local ELT communities, were closed.

We met with several potential partners to decide what our institutional structure should be,
including Jaroslav Provazník from the ARTAMA. We decided to become a part of the
Association of English Teachers in the Czech Republic (a SIG, or special interest group), which
was the same model as similar groups in Slovakia and Poland.

The most important activities of our "post-BC" era were two international conferences in 2002
and 2003, described below.

4.2. How concepts of structuring drama shaped the project

The first meeting of the ELT Drama Network took place in October 1999. When we talk about
the project today, most of the participants point to one particular moment that changed their view
of drama: Radka Svobodová's drama lesson based on a romantic play by the German
playwright Friedrich Schiller, Cabal and Love. Radka's lesson was structured with a set of drama
conventions inspired by the approach described in Tony Goode and Jonothon Neeland's
influential book Structuring Drama Work.21 (an informal Czech translation by Radím Svoboda of

21 NEELANDS, Jonothan and GOODE, Tony, Structuring Drama Work. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1990, ISBN 978-0521376358.
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this book was published in 1995 in Deník Dětské scény , the newsletter of the Children’s Stage
Festival newsletters22). In our group, this type of lesson became known as "Structured Drama"
and that is the term I will use in this thesis.

For many participants in our group, Radka's structured drama lesson was the "light bulb"
moment that showed teachers how to use drama in the English classroom. Our understanding
of structured drama was a type of lesson that uses different drama conventions and techniques
(pantomime, teacher-in-role, improvisation) to immerse participants in a particular story or
theme. The lesson creates high-stakes situations in which the students feel compelled to
communicate. The aim of the drama lesson is not a performance.

Radka Svobodová taught drama at the Faculty of Education at Charles University, and she had
never taught English. She presented this lesson partly in Czech. But our teachers were
completely fascinated by it. In a recent interview for this thesis, Šárka (Bendová) Dohnalová
talked to me about how the lesson affected her:

“When I saw the Alley of Conscience [Conscience Alley - a drama convention in which the
students speak to the protagonist in the story], so many things came together. We were all
standing there, giving advice and using the grammatical form of If I were you. It was so natural
to give advice, so clear. I thought, This is it! This was a way to teach difficult grammar that I
had had problems teaching! ... I learned what drama was - not memorizing scripts, but
understanding, experiential. …. It was so powerful. “ 23

Šarka was not the only one moved by the lesson. All of the teachers felt compelled to talk about
the choices the characters faced throughout the lesson, and they understood how motivating it
could be for their own students. During the first year of the ELT Drama Network, the participants
were required to create a lesson plan using drama. Many of them modeled their lessons on this
one, especially the high school and university teachers who created lessons to teach British and
American literature and history.

Like Šarka, the teachers saw that drama could also be effective for practicing vocabulary or
grammatical structures. Conrad Toft and Andrea Sabová Billíková from the English Department
of the University of Constantine the Philosopher in Nitra, Slovakia led workshops on how to use
structured drama to teach difficult English grammar. Unlike Radka, Conrad and Andrea came
from the world of English teaching. Over several years, they developed a series of Fairy Tale
Lessons that taught English grammar structures through well-known stories. You can find an
example of one of these lesson plans in Appendix 10.

One of the lessons they presented at the ELT Drama Network was based on the traditional story
of the Frog Prince. In the story, a prince has been turned into a frog and needs the princess to
kiss him to undo the spell. First, the children "meet" an imaginary frog that they pass around the
circle, each saying something nice to the frog. Later, everyone goes up to the frog individually.

23 Interview with Šárka Dohnalová in May 2021 for this thesis.
22 Deník Dětské scény v roce 1995, č. 1-9.
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The rest of the class says "If you kiss the frog..." and the child in the middle says something like
"then he will get bigger and bigger" or "then he will be happy" or "then he will turn into a prince".
At the end, the children create a dialogue between the princess and the frog - but only using
if-then phrases, such as:

- If you ask me to the castle, then I will give you the ball
- If you give me the ball, then I will give you dinner”
- If you kiss me, I will turn into a prince”24

Much time was spent during the lesson to allow the children to imagine the frog so that they
would want to talk to it. Conrad and Andrea described their approach to creating these lessons:

“We want to show that drama is an appropriate tool for any stage of learning grammar. …
through a variety of techniques, progressing from nonverbal to verbal activities (mime, choral
and individual drilling, a jazz chant, creating dialogues and final performances), learners are
given enough opportunities to verbalize and practice the new language structure directly in
context, as a class, in groups, pairs and individually.”25

There were several other drama leaders who presented similar types of lessons, including Eva
Kučerová - Sikorová (University of Ostrava) and Mária Vargová (University of Prešov, Slovakia),
who led a history-based lesson about the Great Fire of London. Mária also led a lesson on
racism based on the poem The White Wedding by Alice Crotch. One of our participants, Milena
Vodičková used the lesson plan several years later for her later research on the efficacy of
drama for teaching literature.

All of these drama-based English lessons did more than teach language skills. They taught new
ways of thinking, feeling and understanding by tapping into the students' emotions and
imaginations.

4.3. The Dramalogue
Dramalogue
At the end of the first year of the ELT Network (Spring 2000), participants had to produce an
English lesson plan using drama. We compiled all the lesson plans into a booklet called The
Dramalogue. There were a total of 25 lesson plans written by 22 teachers. About half of them
were written for young learners (elementary and middle school), and half for secondary school
or university students.

Teachers were encouraged to take a holistic approach when writing the lesson plans,
considering social and dramatic as well as language goals. They tested the lesson plans in their
classrooms and then presented them to each other. We recommended that they follow a

25 TOFT, Conrad and SABOVÁ Andrea, “Practicing Grammar through Drama.” Dedicated Space, Nitra:
The British Council and University of Constantine the Philosopher, Issue 2, 2000, p. 4-6.

24 TOFT, Conrad and SABOVÁ Andrea, “The Frog Prince lesson, Dedicated Space Journal” Nitra:
University of Constantine the Philosopher, 1999.
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four-stage outline for teaching English through drama created by Daniela Báčová, founder of the
Slovak drama SIG. She divided the lesson into four phases: a warm-up, a pre-drama
(introducing the topic using some drama techniques), a drama in which they delve deeper into
the topic and come to a kind of catharsis, and a cooling down phase in which they reflect on the
activities.

The lesson plans were strongly influenced by the structured drama lessons of Radka, Mária,
Conrad, Andrea and others. Many of them included social skills in their learning objectives, such
as promoting empathy, understanding, building trust, encouraging cooperation and group work.

A good example of this was the lesson plan written by Eva Duspivová (Gymnázium, Vimperk),
who taught students about an American poem called Richard Cory. It is about a rich man whom
everyone envied and admired; in the last two lines of the poem we learn that he committed
suicide. One of her learning goals was to encourage students to learn to empathize and
understand that things are not always what they seem on the surface. As a warm-up, she
showed a picture of Richard Cory and asked the students what they thought he looked like. She
read the poem without the last two sentences. In the "pre-drama," students walked around the
classroom pretending to be his neighbors and told each other what they thought of him. In the
drama, they made still pictures of his life and then voiced his thoughts. The teacher put on a hat
to represent Richard Cory and sat in the middle of the room (Teacher in Role); the students said
one sentence to him to say goodbye. During the lesson’s calming down phase, students wrote a
short letter to Richard Cory before he shot himself.

Many of the other teachers developed lesson plans using a similar approach. Milena Vodičková,
who taught English literature and history at the Faculty of Education in Palacky University
Olomouc, created a lesson plan based on the characters of Romeo and Juliet. Pavla Fejfarová
from the Department of Education at Hradec Králové wrote a lesson inspired by Jane Austen.
Several years later, both Milena and Pavla used these lesson plans as the basis for their
doctoral research on ELT and drama (more in chapter 5).

Some teachers created lesson plans based on ELT textbooks that they used. Ludmila
Havriljuková and Marcela Kovářová based their lesson for children aged 10-12 on a comic strip
in their textbook about a prehistoric boy called Snowboy.

In The Dramalogue, some of the teachers included an evaluation of how the lesson worked in
their classrooms. They all wrote that students appreciated the opportunity to actively participate
in the lesson, which helped them learn English and the history/literature presented. They also
liked that the drama lesson changed their relationship with their students, making it less
hierarchical. They all noted time management issues and how difficult it is to run a good drama
class in 90 minutes. One teacher said that the introverts in her class found the lesson
challenging, but said they would like to do more drama to help them overcome inhibitions about
speaking. One teacher wrote ”my students’ positive responses were the best reward.” 26

26 Eds GAFFEN, Leah and ZAVITKOVSKÁ, Staša. DRAMALOGUE: A collection of lesson plans
integrating drama in the ELT Classroom.Prague: The British Council, 2000.
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Eva Duspivová wrote about the experience of doing the lesson in an article for the ATECR
newsletter: "Thanks to drama, I learned to introduce my students to literature in a more
interesting way. They experienced emotions hidden in poetry and would communicate their
feelings and empathize with others...they came to understand that we learn a language to
communicate, which is not the same as mastering vocabulary and grammar."27

We printed copies of the Dramalogue for each of the participants, and gave copies to the British
Council Resource Centers, our colleagues in Slovakia, and ARTAMA.

Šárka Dohnalová, who created a lesson based on The Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens,
recently told me in an interview for this thesis: “The process of creating lesson plans was very
important. The class made us write lesson plans and then we got feedback – that was very
helpful. We had to try it with our students. I rewrote the lesson plan three times. And I still use it
today.”28

Two complete lesson plans (Richard Cory and Snowboy) from the Dramalogue can be found in
Appendix 10.

4.4. Keep Talking: Geoff Fox and Stephen Cockett
Two British drama specialists taught for our project: Geoff Fox and Stephen Cockett, senior
lecturers in the School of Education at Exeter University in South-West England. They ran an
intensive summer course for the ELT Drama Network in July 2000 and for the Slovak Drama
SIG in 1999. Their teaching brought laughter, joy and a creative, sensible approach to making
drama relevant in the classroom.

Like Radka Svobodová, they had drama backgrounds, not ELT backgrounds. However, they
had worked with English teachers in Poland, where they used improvisation, poetry and
storytelling to enhance English language learning. They believed strongly in the logical overlap
between language teaching and drama. Students will learn a foreign language if they are
motivated to speak, and drama is a natural way to provide that motivation in the classroom.
Their approach dovetailed with the principles Radka had introduced: how to create an
emotional, physical connection to a character and a story. They co-authored a book called
"Keep Talking: Theater and Storytelling in the Language Classroom” based on their work with
English teachers in Poland in the 1990s. It offers an unintimidating, practical guide to using
drama in the English classroom. Drama, they argue, is a natural methodology for language
teaching and makes speaking English easier, not harder.
.
“Drama is more than just doing and talking. It’s about acting roles in fictional situations. What is
the appeal of doing this? Acting as another character, attention is deflected from ourselves;

28 Interview with Šárka Dohnalová, conducted in May 2021 for this thesis.

27 DUSPIVOVÁ, Eva, Prague: “ELT Drama Network.” ATECR Association of English Teachers in the
Czech Republic, vol 11, No. 3, Winter 2000, p. 29.
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paradoxically, we may feel more able to speak freely in role than to speak as ourselves. Going
into role, then, is like putting on a mask. It both protects and liberates…from behind the mask, it
is easier to peak and move, experiment and take risks.”29

A basic principle of the book is the idea that dramatic tension motivates students to speak. To
illustrate, they took standard role plays that most English teachers do in their classes and added
a dramatic “hook” to create tension:

- Role play: You are in a tourist office. One student is a chatty receptionist. Two students
are customers who are tired and need a hotel room. They ask for an affordable hotel.
The desk clerk doesn’t want to tell them because he knows the only affordable hotel is
so bad. Hook: The desk clerk will talk about anything but hotels.

- Role play: You made it to the hotel. It was terrible. You left in the middle of the night to go
to a five star hotel. One student is a doorman, two students are the customers. Hook:
The doorman thinks that the customer is the prime minister traveling incognito and gives
them the royal suite.

Geoff and Stephen encouraged the teachers to have all of the children do the improvisations at
the same time, and for there to be an ongoing scenario of 4-5 scenes so the children can get
into the story. 30

Another simple exercise was called the Fantastic Journey: two friends have just completed a trip
around the world full of adventures. They are speaking to a journalist. They tell their story, which
gets more and more fantastical as they continue talking.31

Geoff and Stephen presented many different drama techniques. They showed how still images
could allow students to explore English children's literature as well as tackle difficult social
issues. Towards the end of the course, they presented a poem called Harry Pushed Her by
Peter Thabit Jones about a girl in a wheelchair. Students created still images inspired by lines
from the poem and imagined the thoughts of the character. We staged a school board meeting
to discuss how to help the girl, using the Mantle of the Expert drama technique.

Geoff and Stephen's approach showed how an entire English lesson could be based on drama.
This was fundamentally different from most popular ELT books on drama (e.g. “Drama
Techniques in Language Teaching: A Resource Book of Communication Activities for Language
Teaching” by Alan Maley and Alan Duff; “Drama with Children” by Sarah Phillips, “Drama
Activities for Language Learning” by John Dougill), where drama is supplementary activity that
can be added to the main lesson as a warm-up or a way to practice dialogue. Geoff and
Stephen demonstrated how drama could be a primary approach to teaching a foreign language.

31 Ibid., p 53
30 Ibid., p.45

29 Fox, Geoff and COCKETT, Stephen, Keep Talking: Theatre and Storytelling in the Language
Classroom, p. 10.
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They also encouraged teachers to introduce social issues and other difficult topics into the
classroom. They broadened the teachers' view of their role - as language teachers, they had the
potential to teach so much more.

4.5. Slovak Drama SIG
I first met Geoff and Stephen in 1999 in Slovakia, where they were leading a summer workshop
for the Slovak Drama SIG32. They were one of the many contacts that we made through working
with our counterparts in Slovakia. Professional and personal friendships developed, as well as
endless ideas and inspiration

Tim Phillips and Daniela Bačová founded the Slovak SIG was founded in 1999, the same year
as the ELT Drama Network.

Daniela, along with Conrad Toft and Andrea Sabová Billíková, ran courses on drama and
English teaching at the University of Constantine the Philosopher. Andrea was originally a
student of Daniela at the same university, and Conrad came from Britain with a background in
amateur theater. All three (and others) spread the use of drama techniques in foreign language
teaching in Slovakia through workshops, research and articles.

4.5.1 Publications and other publications

4.5.1.1. As if…
Their first major project was this summer school in Modrova, Slovakia taught by Geoff and
Stephen. The content was similar to our own summer school the following year. About 35
teachers from Slovakia, the Czech Republic, Poland, Hungary, Latvia and Lithuania participated.

Alongside Geoff and Stephen’s drama training, the participants in the summer school created
drama-based lesson plans for English class. They were later compiled into a publication called
As if… , which was edited by Daniela and was widely distributed in the region. Like the
Dramalogue (which was inspired by As if…), the collection shows different examples of how
drama can be used as a primary method for English lessons.

To help teachers create lessons, Daniela created a template that divided the lesson into four
phases: warm ups, pre-drama, drama, and reflection. In Appendix 9, you can find the template
which we also used for the Dramalogue. Teachers were encouraged to consider the following
objectives:

● Linguistic objectives defining what language is to be taught & practiced in the class
● Skills objectives - defining what language skills are to be taught and practiced
● Social objectives - defining what interactive skills are to be developed

32 SIG stands for Special Interest Group. The group was an official part of the Slovak Association of
Teachers of English, the equivalent of the ATECR in the Czech Republic.
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● Drama objectives defining what drama skills are to be developed
● Content/cultural objectives defining what content/cultural knowledge is to be taught33

The title of the book refers to the importance of putting English learners in “as if” situations - to
create a lesson with a much less predictable outcome than what a normal textbook offers.34 This
motivates students to learn and creates an opportunity to learn the language in a natural way-
including specific grammatical structures. It is not, as Andrea Sabová Billikova wrote in a later
book for teachers, “just a few fun activities to liven up the end of a class on a Friday afternoon
but a principled way of working that can inform the whole way a teacher approaches language
teaching.” 35

Daniela wanted teachers to understand that the potential of the drama lesson plans was greater
than that of a standard English lesson. In the introduction to the book, she wrote: “The
outcomes of these lessons tend to be much less predictable than those of more conventional
coursebook-based lessons. That is the point a drama lesson seeks to motivate students to take
responsibility for the development of the lesson. The teacher's role is to create dramatic frames
that relate to the concerns of the students and to create the conditions in which the students
release themselves into the lesson.”36

4.5.1.2. Dedicated Space
In the fall of 1999, Daniela launched Dedicated Space, a journal published by the Faculty of Arts
at the University of Constantine the Philosopher in Nitra, Slovakia, in cooperation with the British
Council. “Our aims are to provide a forum for ideas, information and news concerning all
aspects of the subject, from classroom techniques to performance to teacher training. In
particular we would like to explore the ways in which drama can be used as a way of thinking
about the classroom, a physical, emotional and intellectual space that is dedicated to learning.
Above all, we want to explore how drama can help language teaching to achieve, in Gavin
Bolton’s words, ‘the change in understanding’ which is at the heart of real learning.“37 They
published information about what teachers in the region were doing, including research and
practical advice and lesson plans for teachers. In the second issue, which came out in the
winter of 2001, they published two drama lesson plans that were also presented at the ELT
Drama Network during our weekend training sessions: The Frog Prince by Conrad Toft and
Andrea Sabová Billiková and The Great Fire of London by Eva Sikorová- Kučerová (University
of Ostrava, Czech Republic) and Mária Vargová (University of Prešov, Slovakia).

37 BÁČOVÁ, Daniela. Introduction, Dedicated Space. Vol. 1, No. 2, Winter 2000. Faculty of Arts at the
University of Constantine the Philosopher in Nitra, p. 1.

36 BÁČOVÁ, Daniela & PHILLIPS, Tim. p. 4.
35 BILIKOVA, Andrea and KISSOVA, Mária. p. 85.

34 BÁČOVÁ, Daniela & PHILLIPS, Tim. “As if… Drama-based Lesson Plans for English Language
Teaching.” p. 4.

33 BILIKOVA, Andrea and KISSOVA, Mária. “Dramatic Techniques in the Foreign Language Classroom.”
Nitra: University of Constantine the Philosopher, 2013, p. 85. ISBN 978-80-558-0328-9.
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4.5.2 Conrad Toft and Andrea Sabová Billíková
Daniela Bačová worked closely with Conrad Toft and Andrea Sabová Billíková, colleagues from
the University of Constantine the Philosopher in Nitra, who were also researching drama in ELT.
They became known for their lesson plans that used fairy tales and drama to teach grammar.
They wrote the aforementioned Frog Prince lesson plan which they presented at the ELT Drama
Network. Conrad and Andrea continued to coordinate projects and conferences well into the
2000s.

4.5.2. International Networking
One of the priorities of the Slovak drama group was to network with the neighboring countries
and try to bring together people with experience and expertise in drama. As mentioned above,
they invited participants from 6 countries to the first summer school (many of these participants
had their expenses covered by their own regional British Council). It brought together people
who all wanted to bring innovative educational methods to their post-communist societies. They
also organized several international conferences in later years.

Their publications also focused on what was happening in the region, particularly Dedicated
Space.

In Bratislava, BELTS, a group of university students, brought together many international groups
through festivals and other events in the next section.

4.5.3. BELTS and Drama Days
In the mid-90s, a British lecturer, Paul Stocks, taught English at the Faculty of Arts at Comenius
University in Bratislava. He used improvisation and theatre techniques in his teaching, inspiring
his students to found the Bratislava English Language Theatre Slovakia (BELTS). This group
produced many shows in English and performed regularly at theatres in Bratislava. For several
years, they also organized international theatre festivals, inviting student groups from the Czech
Republic, Poland and Hungary. This group also worked closely with the Slovak Drama SIG.
They participated in the Slovak Summer School in Modrava in 1999, befriending their Czech
counterparts.

This enthusiastic core of about 8 student actors brought a lot of talent and energy to the Czech
Republic in the following years. Three of them joined the ELT Drama Network and many of them
came to the Czech Republic regularly to participate in our events.

The BELTS students introduced us to Drama Days, a project they created with Paul Stocks.
Drama Days were one-day workshops led by the students for teachers and students at local
schools. Over the course of a day, the children created short, original English shows and
performed them for each other.

In 2001, BELTS published a teacher's manual entitled Play with English: Using Drama in Class
which was supported by the Ministry of Culture of the Slovak Republic. It included a series of
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lessons describing the process of creating a short drama sketch. In addition to a description of
activities, they provide a list of drama games, an overview of the theory of drama in education,
and a description of commonly used drama techniques (sculpting, teacher in role, hot seating,
etc).

4.6. Drama Days in the Czech Republic
With the help of the BELTS students, we imported Drama Days to the Czech Republic. They
became a huge phenomenon for our group. At least 12 Czech Drama Days were organized
between 1999 and 2001. About half of the members of the ELT Drama Network participated in
at least one Drama Day (many did multiple ones) - either as participants, organizers, or drama
leaders. Many traveled hours to participate, often bringing their students with them. Dozens of
teachers and hundreds of children, ranging in age from 12 to university level, participated in a
Drama Day. The drama leaders were volunteers – mostly from our ELT Drama Network and the
Slovak Drama SIG.

The Drama Days proved to be a very effective way of training teachers to become drama
leaders. Initially, the workshops were led by the Bratislava students and experienced drama
leaders from the ELT Drama Network (myself, David Fisher, Dominika Adamová and others).
Later, members of our ELT Drama Network started to lead or co-lead the groups with more
experienced drama teachers. There was always one group made up entirely of English
teachers (which included members of the ELT Drama Network), giving teachers a chance to
experience the joy of drama as participants. This also groomed them lead their own groups in
the future.

The workshops were usually six hours long. For the first 45 minutes, we'd have the whole group
together for a warm-up/ice-breaker. Then we'd break into groups of about 10-12 kids and a
leader. There would always be a group of teachers who would also do a show! At the end of the
day, all the groups would do a short performance. The plays were very short and usually funny.
They included improv scenes, AB dialogues done in different ways... Each leader had a different
approach. It was very important to create a trusting atmosphere.

Usually we had about 40-60 children and about 10-15 teachers. Each drama day needed about
6-7 leaders, depending on the size of the group. We liked to have one leader for every ten
children. Most of the leaders were part of the ELT Drama Network and the Slovak Drama SIG,
most frequently a core of six university students who founded BELTS. Often teaching assistants
shadowed the more experienced drama teachers or they worked in pairs.

An important aspect of the Drama Days was that the expectations of the experience were
focused on language acquisition, not theater. The reason the children came was to improve
their English, so they didn't feel the pressure to create impressive artistic performances. This
allowed everyone to focus on the process and kept the atmosphere playful and positive. And in

60



the end, the short performances were often good, reflecting the joy and authenticity felt by both
the children and the leaders.

Drama Days had positive results in many areas. In terms of training, they gave less experienced
drama leaders a chance to lead a group with a partner or just to be a participant. They also
gave members management skills: each Drama Day was organized locally, and members of the
ELT Drama Network oversaw fundraising, organizing participants and teachers, publicity, and all
aspects of production. They often found sponsors to provide small gifts for the children and the
drama leaders (who ran the workshops as volunteers). They greatly strengthened the network.
Members came to each other's events to support them, often as participants or drama leaders.
Participants developed regional networks, bringing in new people, but also strengthening the
commitment of the members of the ELT Drama Network. They helped us keep in touch with the
Slovak Drama SIG, who often crossed the border to volunteer as drama leaders. And it had a
very positive effect on the atmosphere of the network. Drama teachers often worked in pairs,
and more experienced drama leaders worked with less experienced ones as co-teachers. It
spread enthusiasm both inside and outside the network. And nothing can give a group more
satisfaction than the sound of hearty applause at the end of a long but satisfying day. Here is
one of the teachers' reflections:

“I remember when I took my students to Prague from Ostrava for a drama workshop with Leah,
they created a show in a day. On the way home, the students were so chatty. They started to
chat with foreigners who were on the train - including one girl who had been such an introvert!
Drama should be obligatory at every university course for future teachers. I think they would
understand children more. That definitely happened to me.”38

And finally, the students loved it. In a survey of participants in a Drama Day in Jablonec nad
Nisou, all 35 said they would like to participate in another Drama Day. They liked "the way we
worked - improvisation on a given theme, not memorizing texts".

Initially the main drama leaders were people with experience - university students from BELTS
(Silvie El Helo, Barbara Lucká, Martin Dinga, Peter Bednar, Ivan Lacko), university lecturers
from Nitra (Conrad Toft, Andrea Sabová Billíková), and the more experienced theatre
practitioners in the ELT Drama Network (Leah Gaffen, David Fisher, Dominika Adamová). Over
time, other members of the ELT Network started leading and co-leading sessions, including
Michaela Nováčková, Lucie Podroužková, Martina Popadučková, Ondřej Adámek, Hana
Dušková, Ivana Farkáčová, Martina Kozáková, Maša Pešková, Renata Papoušková, Galina
Šedivá, Lida Havriljuková, Jana Procházková, Martina Popadučková, Ondřej Adámek and
others.

38 Silvia Doláková from an interview made for the purposes of this thesis, April 2021.
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4.7. The Participants
One of the reasons the project was so successful was the group - highly motivated, dedicated
educators and inspirational leaders. There were 40 teachers involved and about 30 of them
were very active throughout the project. Some had participated in the Class Acts Teacher
Network. Others came to us through the Creative Dramatics Association, which distributed
information about the project to its members. We also had several university students from West
Bohemia University in Plzeň and the aforementioned Bratislava students.

4.7.1. Who were they?
The group fell into five categories (some overlap):

● Experienced drama teachers: These included teachers from the Class Acts Teacher
Network and others who had done drama on their own or in Czech

● British Council Teacher Trainers - members of the network that was described above.
We had ten people who were in this group.

● University ELT teachers: These teachers were from several universities: Masaryk
University, Palacký University Olomouc, University of Hradec Králové, University of West
Bohemia in Plzeň, the Janáček Academy of Performing Arts (JAMU) and Silesian
University in Opava). The involvement of the university teachers led to research in the
field - two wrote their doctoral theses based on their work in drama, others published
articles. (described further in Chapter 5).

● University students: I led a drama project with students from English Department at the
Faculty of Education, West Bohemia University from 1998-1999. Two students from that
group joined this project, as well as the aforementioned Bratislava university students.

● Slovak Drama SIG members - We had five Slovaks whose participation was funded by
the British Council - Slovakia. This group was very active, bringing experience, expertise
and enthusiasm. One of them was Mária Vargová from the Faculty of Education at the
University of Prešov who had extensive experience with drama and English teaching.
We also had several university students from the University of Comenius In Bratislava
who had founded BELTS, described above. Their participation greatly strengthened the
project and also built on the international network that contributed greatly to our
workshops, conferences, Drama Days.

4.7.2. Projects that teachers organized
As the program progressed, the participants' skills in drama increased. In the first year, they
developed their own lesson plans for the Dramalogue as described above. The next year they
chose and developed their own projects, often in teams. These fell into several categories.

62



Drama lessons for English teachers
Drawing on their experience from the previous year, many of the teachers developed drama
lessons for their classrooms. Six high school teachers worked together to create a series of ELT
lesson plans. They wrote the plans individually on slightly different topics (literature, British
history, war themes). Then they piloted all of the lessons in their own classrooms, so that each
teacher had several drama lessons for their students, not just the one that they had written. The
lessons were also tested on different groups, and they gave each other feedback on how the
lessons had worked in different classes.

Courses for university students
Three participants designed and piloted year-long university courses on drama and English
teaching for education students at the University of Hradec Králové, Masaryk University, and
Palacký University in Olomouc. The courses were slightly different, but their goals were similar:
to show students of English education how to use drama effectively in a foreign language
classroom. The course titles were: “New Directions in ELT”, “Literature and Drama”, “Drama in
English Lessons” (developed by Šárka Bendová Dohnalová, Lucie Podroužková, Milena
Vodičková, Věra Šprunglová, Pavla Fejfarová).

Teacher training workshops
Several participants conducted drama-based teacher training workshops for English teachers in
their regions. Hana Dušková and Pavla Fejfarová developed and led an introductory course for
teachers at the Hradec Králové Pedagogical Center; Lida Havriljuková led a summer school in
Plzeň that integrated drama and invited some teachers from the ELT Drama Network to teach.

English theatre productions
We also had several participants working on theatre-in-education projects - i.e. shows in English
for school children. Šárka Bendová Dohnalová, who taught English to drama education students
at JAMU created a touring performance based on the Christmas Carol lesson plan that she
developed during the ELT Drama Network. This was presented at schools and theatres around
the country. David Fisher, who was a part of the ELT Drama Network, ran the Bear Educational
Project - a professional ELT educational theatre group. Several network members helped David
develop scripts and teacher materials for the project, and a few joined his company as actors.
Many hosted his performances at their schools and some even performed with his project.

Other projects
As I mentioned earlier, many of the participants also organized and led Drama Days in their
regions, presented their work at ATECR conferences, wrote articles for the ATECR newsletter,
and used drama in their regular classes. Two network members created a website at a time
when websites were just beginning to be created on a wide-spread basis. Our site included a
description of EDEN, a calendar of events, national and international contacts.
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4.7.3. Feedback
In an article for the ATECR newsletter in 2000, Renata Papoušková and Tomáš Dohnal, two
participants in the project, wrote: “Techniques of drama facilitate … engage many aspects of
students’ awareness and intelligence. Basically, students learn by doing things, living them, not
just reading, repeating, writing or listening to them. Drama brings life into the classroom and
with it comes feelings, emotions, personal values and other parts of students’ personalities.
Jonothan Neelands, a well-known drama specialist from the UK, has invented a fitting phrase:
‘learning by imagined reality.’ “39

Eva Duspivová, an English teacher at Gymnázium Vimperk and author of the Richard Cory
lesson, wrote about her experience in the ELT Drama Network for the ATECR newsletter in
2000:

“Because I had had no drama experience before [I joined the course], I was rather worried for
the first time, not knowing whether I wouldn’t be asked to act in front of my colleagues. Nothing
like that happened. Our trainers knew how to create a friendly atmosphere… on Fridays we
shook off everything stressful and started ‘to play’. .. We progressed from simple drama
activities and finally we were able to prepare, test and present our individual projects. These
projects were not to produce English Theatre, but rather ELT lessons for the classroom based
on drama. … Because our work developed step by step, our confidence could build up
gradually. We spent five weekends working hard and having fun at the same time, so involved in
the activities that we didn’t have time to feel self-conscious.“40

Eva also outlined how her students benefited from using drama techniques:
- They feel more self-confident when they get into a role, and they are happy to talk in a

relaxed way
- They “rediscover” their creativity, which is often needed in life and very often suppressed

in the traditional Czech school system
- They are introduced to more serious topics (literature, history) in a more interesting way,

experiencing emotions hidden in poetry and able to communicate their feelings and
empathize with others

- They have come to understand that we learn a language to communicate, which is not
the same as to master vocabulary and grammar.41

41 Ibid.

40 DUSPIVOVÁ, Eva. “ELT Drama Network, A Czech Drama Enthusiast's Personal Experience.” Prague:
ATECR Newsletter, Vol 11, No. 3, Winter 2000, p. 27.

39 PAPOUŠKOVÁ, Renata and DOHNAL, Tomáš. “A Course on Drama for ELT Teachers - Thanks to the
British Council”. Prague: ATECR Newsletter, Vol. 11, No. 3, Winter 2000, p. 29.
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4.8 Management
We also spent a lot of time in management meetings deciding how to make the project
sustainable, as I described in the first part of this chapter (4.1.4.).

We struggled to decide what our post-BC structure should look like. In the end, we created the
English Drama Education Network (EDEN), a special interest group under the umbrella of the
Association of English Teachers in the Czech Republic (ATECR). I explained this decision in the
British Council journal Perspectives in 2001, “It seemed that collaboration with the ATECR
would be mutually beneficial. We will be able to publicize our activities and experience to all
members of the association through regular articles in the newsletter and participation in
conferences. ATECR will gain members and expand its base of activities.” 42

We elected a steering committee to oversee activities: Dominika Adamová, Máša Pešková, Eva
Duspivová, David Fisher, Lucie Podroužková and Pavla Fejfarová. We planned upcoming
activities, such as regional Drama Days, teacher seminars, presentations at conferences. We
also put some of our lesson plans up on our newly-created website.

We also chose to call our new organization EDEN - the English Drama Education Network. Our
mission statement was published on our website and also in the British Council Perspectives
journal:

“The purpose of EDEN is to introduce and promote the use of drama in English language
teaching in the Czech Republic in order to make the learning process more enjoyable and
effective. We believe that the increased use of drama in ELT will raise motivation levels and will
contribute to the personal development of both teachers and learners by developing their
communication skills and enhancing their creativity.”43

In 2001, Malcolm Griffiths from the British Council wrote an article for the ATECR newsletter
describing his perspective on post-British Council future of the drama project: “Almost a year
ago I had the great pleasure to attend a workshop of a newly-formed network of teachers
interested in using Drama in ELT. I was greatly struck by the commitment and enthusiasm of all
of the members … and it was obvious that something important was happening! … Now, EDEN
has become a special interest group of the ATECR. At the British Council, we are very pleased
that we were able to help in such an exciting venture.”44

4.9. English Drama Conferences
The most important activities of EDEN (formerly known as the ELT Drama Network) were the
international conferences organized in 2002 and 2003. The conferences provided an

44 GRIFFITHS, Malcolm. “News from the British Council.” Prague: Association of English Teachers in the
Czech Republic Newsletter. Vol 12, Summer-Autumn 2001. p. 30.

43 Ibid.

42 GAFFEN, Leah. “From the British Council to EDEN.” Perspectives: A Journal of English language
Teaching and British Studies, Prague: The British Council, Autumn, 2001. p. 43.
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opportunity for EDEN members to present their own work and to attract new people. They were
supported by the British Council, ELT publishers who presented their books at the conferences
(Fraus, Oxford University Press, Cambridge University Press), which kept the cost of
participation low. The conferences were also accredited by the Ministry of Education, which
allowed teachers to apply for funding from their schools.

Both took place at JAMU, the Janáček Academy of Performing Arts. This was facilitated by one
of our members, Šárka Bendová Dohnalová, who taught English at JAMU, and supported by
Silva Macková, Radka Macková from the drama education department.

The conference strengthened international cooperation. Colleagues from the Slovak Drama SIG
presented their research, including Conrad Toft and Andrea Sabová Billíková who brought the
latest installment of their fairy tale lessons. Drama educators from Austria presented their with
ELT at the conference, including Karl Eigenbauer from Vienna, who started working on a regular
basis with several ELT Drama Network members based in Brno. (more in Chapter 5). In 2003
we invited Emelie Fitzgibbon, the founder and artistic director of the Graffiti Theatre in Cork,
Ireland. Her theatre company focuses on using drama to introduce children to the Irish
language, which they are trying to revitalize. She also led a workshop on to use drama to
support underprivileged children. In 2004 she returned to the Czech Republic to consult with us
on the development of a drama project to promote multicultural issues in the ELT classroom.

The conference was well attended and introduced us to new Czech teachers of English
interested in the topic, many of whom had met us at Drama Days. Most of the participants were
from Moravia, but Bára Dočkalová was also there. At the time, she was a student at the Faculty
of Education at Charles University and was interested in drama. Bára went on to create one of
the most comprehensive English drama training programs and is now one of the most active
people in the field in the Czech Republic. In an interview I conducted with Bára for this thesis,
she told me how the conference influenced her:

“The conference at JAMU was a moment when I got a lot of inspiration. I saw how other
teachers used drama for English teaching. I was especially interested in Conrad Toft’s
presentation on Cinderella, which showed me how to use drama principles in an elementary
school classroom, and David Fisher showed me the Teacher in Role technique. The acting
classes that I had taken in the USA had introduced me to some drama methods, but when I
came to the conference, I saw really good examples of how to apply drama to regular English
classes. I realized that there was a lot more to explore.”45

It also led to my own professional and personal friendship with Bára, with whom I have worked
extensively with my current children’s theatre group. You can read more about Bára’s early
encounters with drama at the Charles University Pedagogical Faculty in Chapter 6.

45 Interview with Bára Dočkalová conducted in April 2021 for this thesis.
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4.10. EDEN into the 2000s
EDEN continued to carry out some projects after 2003. Drama Days took place on a regional
level and members participated in several international conferences held in Slovakia in the
2000s.

The last EDEN project was a symposium in 2004 called "Promoting Intercultural Understanding
in the English Classroom through Drama". It was funded by the British Council and we carried
out the project in partnership with the People in Need Foundation. Some of the drama teachers
involved were Radka Svobodová and Emelie Fitzgibbon from Graffiti Theatre in Ireland. Many
EDEN members participated, including colleagues from Slovakia. However, there was no one
with the capacity to develop the project further.

EDEN lacked a strong organizational and administrative structure. There was no paid
administrative team and it was difficult to maintain regular meetings and communication. The
partnership with ATECR was helpful in terms of contacts and communication, but not in terms of
administration. They were staffed entirely by volunteers and had no additional capacity to help
us write grants and raise money.

Nevertheless, there is no doubt that the 1998-2003 teacher training projects had a very strong
impact on the individuals and, ultimately, on many of the institutions in which they worked. In the
next chapter, we will explore this in more detail by tracing the paths of several specific
individuals involved in the projects.
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Chapter 5: Where are the participants today?

In the spring of 2021, I interviewed many teachers who had been a part of the ELT Drama
Network and the Class Acts Network for this thesis.

I wanted to find out how drama had influenced their approach to teaching and their professional
development. I also wanted to know if they think the status of drama in ELT in the Czech
Republic has changed since we started so many years ago.

Below you can read the reflections of eight people whose careers have been strongly influenced
by the projects described in the previous chapters. Most of them encountered drama for the first
time in our projects.

5.1. Masaryk University English department

Šárka Dohnalová, Lucie Podroužková and Naďa Vojtková brought drama to the English
Department of the Faculty of Education at Masaryk University. None of them were teaching
there during the run of our project, but all of them joined the department in the mid-2000s.

The English Department at MU currently offers 3-4 drama courses a year, as well as a
storytelling program that is also related to their research on children's literature.

I led a group interview with them on Zoom in May 2021, and I visited the university in October
2021 to speak in more detail with Šarka Dohnalová.

5.1.1. Šárka (Bendová) Dohnalová
Šárka joined the ELT Drama Network in 1999. At the time, she was teaching English at the
Janácek Academy of Performing Arts in Brno (JAMU).

She spoke at length about how she was inspired by the concept of structuring drama work,
which she first experienced in Radka Svobodová's lesson in 1999. “When I saw Radka’s drama
lesson based on Schiller’s play, it was so powerful. Radka came with what I needed.”
Šárka realized that in an English classroom, it could help her students learn to speak effectively
in a natural way: “When I saw the technique Alley of Conscience, so many things came
together. We were standing there, giving [the protagonist] advice in the form of “If I were you…
“. It was so natural to give advice, so clear. I realized that this was a way of teaching difficult
grammar that I had had problems teaching.”

Radka’s lesson showed her what drama could do - teach people to communicate and also to
empathize with the characters. “It wasn’t about memorizing scripts, but understanding,
experiencing.”
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At the time of the ELT Drama Network, Šárka was teaching English to drama education students
at JAMU. With the help of Radka and others in the ELT Drama Network, including David Fisher,
she created two interactive educational theatre performances with her students based on
Romeo and Juliet and the Christmas Carol. She took this on tour to local high schools and
ATECR conferences, as well as performing at Polárka Theatre in Brno.

In 2006, several years after our drama project ended, Šárka started teaching in the English
Department of the Faculty of Education at Masaryk University.

She initiated several new courses incorporating the principles of drama, trying to recreate her
own inspiring experience during the ELT Drama Network. Two of her former students, Tomáš
Andrašík and Lucie Moravčíková, now teach for the English department run their own drama
courses.

Šárka continues to work with Radka, who often teaches short-term intensive courses at Masaryk
University and they collaborate on international projects. Šárka has organized a number of
European conferences on ELT and drama education. In 2010, she and Radka organized a
one-week intensive drama course with Karl Eigenbauer, a drama teacher from Austria who she
met at the EDEN Festival in 2003.

One of her initiatives at the English department of Masaryk University was to introduce drama to
the 5-day orientation course for all entering students. “We spend five days together, and the
course is based on Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences. Teachers from the faculty
all lead a session. Tomáš [Andrašík] or I do structured drama - 90 minute sessions. This is the
students’ first exposure to drama. After that experience, students can choose if they want to
take more drama classes.”

Drama is also a crucial element in intensive courses which the department organizes twice a
year at a teaching center outside of Brno (in the town of Fryšták). Every year the department
chooses a different theme (the American Wild West, Harry Potter, Treasure Island, Alice in
Wonderland).

Šárka also created interdepartmental projects that use drama, including one focused on
students with special needs. She has worked with faculty members outside of the English
department who specialize in drama, including Tomáš Doležal, Lenka Poláková, and Marie
Pavlovská from the Department of Special Education.

5.1.2. Lucie Podroužková
During the time of the ELT Drama Network, Lucie taught British and American literature at
Silesian University in Opava. In our interview, she described why she initially applied:

“I started the course accidentally. I had just started teaching at Silesian University in Opava,
and my boss decided that I should represent them at this new British Council course - it was a
drama course, and I was teaching drama. Of course, I was teaching drama as literature - not
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drama education. It was frightening for me - I was an introvert. I had never done drama. But
then at the ELT Drama course in Šlapanice, I learned how drama can link subjects so naturally.

Lucie started using drama techniques in her literature courses, piloting a one-year course at
Silesian University. “I started using drama a lot. I taught a drama course at Opava, and I
organized several Drama Days at Silesian University.”

“Both literature and drama center around storytelling and so they inspire each other. Drama
often borrows themes from literature, and as a literature teacher, I borrow drama techniques to
bring literature alive, to turn literature into an experience.

She started teaching at the Department of English in the Faculty of Education at Masaryk
University in 2001 and started a drama course. “I use a lot of the storytelling techniques that I
learned in the ELT Drama Network: sculpting, role plays, a day in the life, miming, still pictures,
voices in the head. It is very natural, especially for people studying to be teachers.

“For me, in fact, drama was the first encounter with experiential learning.”

5.1.3. Naďa Vojtková

In the 1990s, Naďa Vojtková was one of the most active members of the British Council Teacher
Training Network (described in 4.4.1). She specialized in teaching methodology to English
teachers. In 1999. I asked her to come to the ELT Drama Network and help our participants with
their drama lesson plans for the English classroom (these eventually became part of the
Dramalogue). She was intrigued by the drama methods. This is how she describes the
experience:

“It happened in the opposite way - I was there to teach, but in fact, I learned about drama from
the seminars, from the other teachers and the students. It was my first encounter with drama,
and it was exactly what I wanted to do. So I joined the course as a participant.”

Naďa was teaching at a gymnázium at the time. “I was eager to use all of those wonderful ideas
in my lessons. I saw drama as a powerful tool. I wanted drama to be the primary activity and
English as the means of communication. .. I organized drama days and invited other members
of EDEN to lead the sessions so that could happen. Students were so excited. They told me ‘I
really didn’t know I could communicate in English. I lost all my barriers.’”

In 2005 Naďa started teaching in the English Department of the Faculty of Education at Masaryk
University, joining Šárka and Lucie in their efforts to promote drama to the students. Naďa
thought about how she could use drama when teaching methodology. “I started with children’s
picture books - I thought for lower primary teachers the children’s books could help with real
communication. Drama was natural when reading children's books.”
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This method worked best with students training to be elementary school teachers. “Some of
them were so brilliant. One of them used only children’s books for teaching English. This
showed me it really works if the children are led properly. There could be more of this. Teaching
English using books like “We’re Going on a Bear Hunt” – the results after two months of
teaching English this way is better than a course book.”

She created two different courses called Using Authentic Literature in English Classes which
integrated the drama methods from the ELT Drama Network. It was optional for the students in
the upper-elementary school program (grades 6-9), and part of the regular syllabus for students
in the lower-primary track (grades 1-5).

Many of her students have written MA theses on drama, exploring how using stories and drama
benefit their English skills as well as their personal development. One of her former students is
now the deputy head of a school with a curriculum completely based on drama.

5.1.4. Drama and ELT at Masaryk University today
Thanks to Naďa, Lucie and Šárka, many students encountered drama at the Department of
English at the Faculty of Education at Masaryk University. Is it a central part of the department’s
approach to training teachers?

Šárka doesn’t think so.

“The situation feels similar to the 90s – enthusiastic individuals. Teachers ask me ‘how many
hours will the lesson take up?’ In order to do drama well, you have to be willing to dedicate the
time. And it also takes a long time to write a drama lesson.”

Lucie agreed, noting that the school system is still too rigid.

“When my students graduate, if they want to use drama, they need to find a school willing to let
them do it. The educational system is not set up in a way that you can easily use drama in the
English classroom.”

Naďa added that the students who were most interested in using picture books and drama
usually went on to teach at alternative schools, as they didn’t fit into the mainstream system.

They agree that it is not a widely-used method of English teachers, although the status of
drama has changed. “Today people are much more aware of drama,” noted Lucie. “When we
started it was totally new - no one was using drama in the classroom except people doing it as a
separate class. It’s gotten more into the consciousness. I also use drama when teaching
children at summer camps. In that context, drama has become more common, as camps are
usually story-based.”

But she still doesn’t think it is on the radar of most English teachers. “I hear English teachers
say ‘I know the drama games in Czech. But it had never occurred to me to use it for English
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lessons.’ It’s a pity teachers still don’t realize its potential as a cross-curricular/integrated
curriculum tool.”

In 2012, I got the chance to work with Naďa, Šárka and Lucie again. We created a project called
Storybridge and Masaryk University Faculty of Education was one of our partners. Naďa, Šárka
and Lucie led sessions to show elementary school teachers how to work with new collection of
English children’s books at the Korunni Municipal Library in Prague. Many of their activities
drew from the drama education techniques that they first encountered in 1999.

5.2. PhD dissertations
Pavla Fejfarová and Milena Vodičová were both teaching in English departments of Faculties of
Education faculties when they participated in the ELT Drama Network. They later wrote their
dissertations based on the work that they developed with us.

5.2.1. Pavla Fejfarová
When she joined the ELT Drama Network in 1999, Pavla was teaching English at the Faculty of
Education in Hradec Králové. Over the next two years, she became one of the most active
members of the network, organizing drama days and presenting her drama lessons at
conferences. At a recent interview for this thesis, she described her feelings during the time of
the project:

“I loved it and it changed me. I realized drama was an effective tool for any teacher. It was about
feeling comfortable. Before Šlapanice, drama was about doing a show. Once you see how it
works, it is different.“

During the ELT Drama Network, she developed a lesson plan based on Sense and Sensibility
by Jane Austin. This was published in the Dramalogue (see Chapter 4.3). Several years later,
she used the lesson as the core material for her research for her dissertation.. She tested the
efficacy of the lesson in teaching English grammar to her students using drama techniques
including: day in life, still pictures, narrated pantomime, diary, character on the wall, conscious
alley, hot seating, puppet/object, spectrum of difference.

Her research showed that students learned grammar effectively through drama and that the
strategies of drama education enhanced language teaching. The students also appreciated the
approach. “I anticipated they wouldn’t think it was effective and they would see the changes. I
was happy to get positive reactions.” Her advisor was Hana Kasíková, a widely-published and
well-known Czech drama specialist.

Pavla thinks that drama is still a fringe method in English teaching: “At present, drama education
in the field of English is still dealt with in our country by a relatively small number of experts. The
faculties of education and the field of English mostly include drama education in the form of
one-semester subjects.”
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Pavla now runs a language school in Hradec Králové and continues to incorporate drama in her
teaching. She finds that it especially helps children who struggle with dyslexia and other
learning problems, as they can hide behind roles.

“Unimportant characters can be played by someone in the class who likes to talk a lot, the
important role can be played by someone who doesn’t speak (e.g. king only says a few words).
That lets the less confident kids grow. Then maybe they try more in English and feel better
about themselves. I see it from teachers of university and also kids at language school. In
language school, there is no pressure for tests which you have in elementary school. “I can join
things with English and drama and fun which gives the children courage and excitement.”

Pavla also leads further education seminars for teachers in her district. She does workshops on
grammar that incorporate drama, or calls the seminars storytelling, communication. She usually
doesn’t call it drama, as she still does not think it is a method that most people recognize as
important and effective. Publishing companies understand the value of her approach –Oxford
University Press regularly hires her to promote their storybooks. She has developed drama
lessons based on Dracula, Frankenstein, Jack and the Beanstalk and other stories.

She doesn’t think that short-term teacher training classes are effective.

“When I teach shorter seminars, teachers like drama but I don’t think they use it much. Longer
courses work, like the model of the ELT Drama Workshop where you have six sessions and a
project at the end, plus it’s even better if there is a chance to continue afterwards.”

5.2.2. Milena Vodičková
Milena Vodičková taught literature in the English department of the Faculty of Education at
Palacký University in Olomouc when she was participating in the ELT Drama Network. While
she was very knowledgeable about English literature and theatre history, she had never
encountered drama education.

During the ELT Drama Network, she wrote a lesson plan based on Romeo and Juliet which was
published in the Dramalogue.

Like Pavla, Milena wrote a dissertation several years later inspired by the experience. She
researched how drama affected her students’ engagement and understanding of English
literature. She tested two drama lessons from the Drama in ELT course. One of them was her
lesson plan based on Romeo and Juliet, and the second was based on a lesson by one of the
trainers, Mária Vargová, who led a structured drama about racism using the poem White
Wedding.

Milena concluded that the drama had a very positive effect on the students. Students found it
easier to understand the themes of the play and poem. They used English more frequently and
could better empathize with the characters in the pieces. The disadvantage was that a drama

73



lesson required much more class time. In a normal lesson she could cover the interpretation of
a play in one seminar, but when using a structured drama, she needed two.

While drama in a foreign language can lead to a better teaching process, few English teachers
have enough experience it. They lack both the training and confidence in drama. She concluded
that are not enough opportunities for teachers to get that training.

Milena is now retired. When I asked her if someone in the English department of the faculty is
using drama, she wasn’t sure, but said that it is not a priority of the department.

5.3. Silvie Doláková

“I was so narrow minded before I did the drama course. When I joined it, I started to think about
things in a broader sense. I definitely became a better teacher. I joined the course to improve
my English. But then I gained so much more. I got some sort of confidence… I felt like I was
succeeding.”

When Silvie joined the ELT Drama Network in 1999, she was a shy, tentative primary school
teacher. She joined the course mainly because she wanted to improve her English. In our
interview, Silvie spoke about her memories of the ELT Drama Network and how it affected her
career path:

“I remember my feeling at the first meeting- I felt very embarrassed because of my English. I
didn’t want to open my mouth. And I suddenly realized that I didn’t mind - it didn’t matter how
bad my English was. I just wanted to express myself.

“Once I took my students to Prague from Ostrava for a Drama Day workshop with Leah, they
created a show in a day. On the way home, the students were so chatty. They started to chat
with foreigners who were on the train - including one girl who had been such an introvert!
Drama should be obligatory at every university course for future teachers. I think they would
understand children more. That definitely happened to me.

“Šlapanice helped to ignite me.”

In the early 2000s, she studied in the English department of Masaryk University, learning from
some of her former colleagues from the ELT Drama Network. Silvie gained more ideas about
the use of storytelling and drama.

Afterwards, she used that knowledge and created a very popular series of books for English
teachers. It is called Story-based teaching project, and it consists of 18 volumes that use
chants, repetition, and other activities to help children learn English using well-known stories.
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“So now I share what I got a chance to discover - the experience, the techniques that people
don’t know, the psychological impact.”

In 2017 she received the Pearson ELT Teachers Award for best innovation for the publication.
She has presented at conferences around the world, as well as working as an ELT consultant
for the British Council.

5.4. David Fisher
David Fisher moved to Prague from the UK in 1990 to “try a bit of teaching.”46 He had a
background in amateur theatre, and he started the Bear Educational Theatre in 1996 with a
production of The Bear by Chekhov because he thought it could help students learn English. To
this day, the company produces interactive shows for students learning English, and David
takes the show on tour to schools around Europe.

David first got involved with teacher training projects as a volunteer for the Class Acts Theatre
Festivals. He later became a part of the ELT Drama Network, participating in seminars and
offering directing advice to teachers. He led Drama Day workshops for students and teachers,
and he worked on projects with the Slovak Drama SIG. He also met many drama teachers
working in ELT in Europe on his theatre tours. We invited several of them to the 2002 and 2003
EDEN conferences, including Karl Eigenberg from Austria. This resulted in a long-term
collaboration between Karl, Šárka Dohnalová and Radka Svobodová (see above). In 2005,
David organized a drama conference in tandem with Karl; it got funding from the Austrian
government and took place in Šlapanice. Many members of the ELT Drama Network
participated.

Several teachers from the Class Acts Teacher Network and the ELT Drama Network worked for
the Bear Educational Theatre. Nika Štěpánková, who participated in our festivals, was taking
Czech shows to elementary schools. After she met David, she helped him develop an English
show called Magic for very young learners which they started touring to schools. He later started
working with Dominika Adamová, an elementary school teacher who was in the ELT Drama
Network. Dominka co-wrote one of the company’s most successful plays, Jackie and the Giant,
which they still perform.

David’s work was greatly affected by his experience with the ELT Drama Network. “The British
Council project showed me how valuable a teaching resource drama is,” David said. He
changed the style of his scripts, incorporating more of the methods he encountered in the
course. “This was the ground that Jackie and the Giant and other shows grew out of.”

How does he see drama’s place in ELT today?

46 https://eltforumsk2014.wordpress.com/2014/05/23/david-fisher-touching-lives-with-theatre/
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“An English lesson can be structured like a drama lesson. Drama empowers people, but most
teachers undervalue it. It is still a niche subject. Teachers go through an educational system that
rewards passivity. School is there to get you through exams.

“At the most prestigious teacher training courses, like the University of Exeter, there is usually
drama thread. It is seen as part of ELT, but not something that everyone should have in their
toolbox.”

David thinks this is because drama needs to be experienced, and few teachers have that
background.

“Drama doesn’t work in print. ELT is dominated by English book publishers. Drama is not the
thing that’s seen as being needed in the English classroom because people haven’t actually
done it.’

5.5. Bára Dočkalová
Bára Dočkalová was involved very peripherally with the ELT Drama Network. In the late 1990s,
she was a student in the English department of the Faculty of Education at Charles University.
She got involved in two play productions directed by a visiting teacher Rebecca Floyd, who later
invited her to stay with her family in the USA for a year and study theater. Bára spent a year at
Humboldt State University working mostly with Rebecca’s husband John Heckel, a director and
drama teacher who had also spent a year as a visiting teacher at the faculty of education at
Charles University (his work with the Class Acts Teacher Network is mentioned in Chapter 3,
and you can read more about his work at Charles University in the Chapter 6).

In 2002, Bára did her teaching practice for the Faculty of Education, and she was coincidentally
assigned to the class of Dominika Adamová at ZŠ Jiřího z Poděbrad. Dominika was a core
member of the ELT Drama Network and had also started working at the Bear Educational
Theatre with David Fisher. It was the first time Bára had seen a really good English class with
the kids on their feet the whole lesson. Dominika invited Bára to see her show, Jackie and the
Giant, and also to come to the EDEN conference on drama in ELT.

At the conference, Bára saw how theatre could be used in the English classroom. She was
particularly inspired by Conrad Toft’s Fairy Tale Lesson plan and David Fisher’s demonstration
of the Teacher in Role drama technique. (see Chapter 4).

Today, Bára develops innovative methods for teaching English through drama. She is on the
faculty of the English department at the Faculty of Education of Charles University teaching
courses on drama and methodology. For nine years, she taught English and drama at ZŠ
Marjánka and ran a festival of foreign-language student plays. She has developed materials for
a textbook based on her own method of teaching ELT, “Act and Speak,” which she hopes to
publish in the near future. She has just started her doctoral studies in drama education at
DAMU.
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5.6. Accidental encounters with drama
The drama work pursued by our former participants took many different forms: courses in Czech
faculties of education, training workshops for teachers, doctoral research, international
collaborations, projects with Czech drama educators, developing English textbooks using drama
as a method, running summer camps, launching a language school.

It is striking how many of the participants stumbled into drama. Naďa joined because I asked
her to do a methodology session, and she discovered drama methods. Silvie wanted to improve
her English. Lucie’s boss asked her to sign up because he thought the course would be about
something completely different. And yet all three of them were very quickly convinced that
drama was a valuable method for ELT teaching. Thanks to their accidental encounters, their
careers – and probably the careers of some of their students – have taken very different routes.

As David Fisher mentioned, drama needs to be experienced. It’s a long-term process, and a
one-off workshop will not give someone the necessary background. Unless it is offered more
consistently in faculties of education at Czech universities (as Šárka, Lucie and Naďa have
managed to do at Masaryk University), future teachers will miss out on the opportunity to have
that experience, and ultimately to give it to their own students.
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Chapter 6: Drama in English at universities

Earlier in this thesis, I mentioned the BELTS university theatre group in Slovakia. The group was
created thanks to the students’ British lecturer, Paul Stocks, who integrated theatre into his
teaching.

There were also many examples of this in the Czech Republic. This chapter will not present a
complete picture of English drama programs at Czech universities. I will describe several
projects initiated by foreign lecturers. How did these drama projects inspire some of their
students?

The information in this chapter is based on interviews with two Americans, John Heckel and
Adam Beck, who taught in the English departments of faculties of education at universities in
Prague and Plzeň. I also spoke with two students, Bára Dočkalova and Zuzana Partlová, about
their first encounters with drama at university, and how that influenced their careers.

These interviews were conducted in 2021 for the purposes of this thesis. I also write about
Rebecca Floyd, John Heckel's wife, who taught at Charles University in the late 1990s after
John returned to the US. Unfortunately Rebecca passed away in 2013, and the information
about her activities came from John and her former students.

I was affiliated to both John and Adam's work. John conducted workshops for the Class Acts
Teacher Network in the 1990s, described in chapters 2 and 3. I did not know Adam, but I ran a
drama project with students at West Bohemia University in 1998-96, which was a continuation of
the tradition he had started.

There is also a brief mention of the work of John Martlew, a British lecturer who established an
English student drama program at the Faculty of Arts at Charles University which continues to
this day.

6.1. Charles University

6.1.1. Faculty of Education: John Heckel + Rebecca Floyd

John Heckel was a drama teacher at Humboldt State University (California) and taught at the
English Department of the Faculty of Education at Charles University for the 1996-97 academic
year. He had previously taught in Poland and was interested in the intersection of drama and
English education. Recently, John described the atmosphere at the time, and the challenges of
teaching in the department. It has been slightly edited for clarity:

“The Pedagogical faculty had a very definite age/experience split. The older faculty members
dominated and controlled most decisions, had all lived and taught under communism for most of
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their academic careers, The younger minority faculty group had been educated and started their
teaching/working careers post communism. You can imagine the tensions and conflicts that this
split caused. I was caught in the middle. I had been invited by the older established control
group but was employing teaching techniques (drama) more familiar to the younger group.

“As I remember there was also an attitude towards classes that ran along that same split. There
were the important classes, grammar, syntax etc. You can teach these topics with lectures and
you can test these courses, versus classes in conversation, American arts, English lit type
which were more interactive. Remember that the older group had almost no experience in
interactive classes. Under the communist model that kind of personal interaction did not take
place. Because of my background (theatre, dramatic analysis, script analysis, acting and
directing) I taught the “less important” more interactive classes. They were mostly electives and
not the core ‘important’ classes that were required. None of the students had experience in
drama, at least that I remember.”

John used drama to elicit original ideas from his students. During his classes, he would create
scenes with the students. One of his rules was "no censorship," and he encouraged students to
explore their emotions. This could sometimes be challenging when working in a foreign
language:

“Part of the value of the use of drama is connected to the idea that a language becomes yours
when you can express yourself emotionally in that language. Drama allows that to happen,
playing a role, and then making that dialogue yours, finding a way to engage with the emotions
of that character or of that situation. It provides you with the experience of emotional expression
through a new language. But this makes many people uncomfortable.”

John was involved in many drama and theatre education projects outside of the university. As
mentioned in Chapters 2 and 3, he led teacher training workshops at the Class Acts Teacher
Network and workshops for children at the Class Acts Theatre Festivals. He also consulted with
David Fisher on the Bear Educational Theatre.

After John left, his wife Rebecca continued to teach drama at the faculty, initiating several
theatre projects. In her first year, she started an extracurricular English drama group and
directed a show of David Mamet scenes. Because it was non-credit, few students participated.
The second year she directed another student show, but this time students for academic credit.
There was much more interest. The class was set up as a 2-semester course, but Rebecca
taught it as a 6-week intensive program. She created a full-length production of Our Town, an
American classic play by Thornton Wilder. It was a huge production with a large cast, and the
students did everything (production work, fundraising, rehearsals...).

John and Rebecca maintained close ties to the Czech Republic after they left. For many years,
they kept an apartment in Prague and ran occasional theater projects for English language
learners.
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6.1.2.1. How did they influence some of their students?
I spoke to two students of Rebecca and John. Both of them are now drama teachers, and they
spoke about how their chance to do drama at university had a profound impact on them.

6.1.2.1.1. Bára Dočkalová

Bára Dočkalová, mentioned in the last chapter, studied with both Rebecca and John.

As a child, Bára had loved doing theater with her friends, but she didn't feel she was "right" to be
an actor. In 1997, her second year as a student in the English Department of the Faculty of
Education, she saw a flier about a new English drama group and decided to join because
"drama in English didn't seem as intimidating as Czech drama". She began studying with
Rebecca Floyd, who founded the club. Bára loved it: “Suddenly school made sense.
Everything was more colorful, more human. I looked forward to being at the university. The first
few years of university were very theoretical - linguistics - and this was the first time there was
something practical.”

Through this experience, Bára gained confidence in her acting skills. She joined an acting class
taught by Renata Bulvová, who had studied devised theater under the renowned Czech director
Ivan Vyskočil at DAMU.

She continued to explore theatre in the English department. Bára played the lead role in
Rebecca’s production of Our Town. The project brought together people from different
departments and formed lifelong friendships. Bára began writing scripts in English, which she
used in her teaching practice (one of them was the basis for her MA thesis). “I was studying in
the English and the Czech departments. The English department was so much more open -
some of the teachers went abroad, worked with foreigners, and they brought that spirit to us.”

In August 2000, Bára went to Humboldt State University and studied dramatic writing, acting,
and analysis with John Heckel and other teachers for a year. “Acting in English, being in the
USA, gave me a new sense of identity. Even my name was pronounced differently.
“Dokalohva.” I discovered I could do things in this different language, and be someone a bit
different.” As her final project, she wrote a play with original music. Someone saw Bára after the
show and told her how much they had enjoyed her show. The experience gave Bára a new
confidence, a realization that even strangers appreciated her original work. Back in Prague,
Bára wrote and performed a play in Czech. “English theatre opened the world of Czech theatre
to me.”

Bara completed her master’s thesis in 2003 entitled Drama project with a mixed ability group,
which has been cited in numerous theses. Bára founded Jeviště, a private language school
where she teaches language through drama. She went back to California three times to
co-teach a drama-based English summer course for international students with John Heckel. In
2007 she began teaching at ZŠ Marjánka, developing her own methods which are described in
Chapter 5.
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In the same year, she found out that the English drama course that Rebecca had started was
still officially listed as a course at the Faculty of Education at Charles University, but there was
no one to teach it. The head of the faculty agreed to let Bára revive the class. At the end of the
course, some students said to Bára: “This is the first class that makes sense.”

Through Rebecca’s English drama group that she joined as a student at university, Bára gained
the confidence to pursue her dream of acting. Along the way, she discovered so many of her
other talents.

Today Bára is one of the most influential people in the field of drama and language teaching in
the Czech Republic. She gives many children and future teachers the chance to experience
drama, just as she did as a student of Rebecca Floyd and John Heckel.

6.1.2.1.2. Zuzana Pártlová

Zuzana now teaches at DAMU in the Department of Authorial Creativity and Pedagogy. Like
Bára, she was a student of Rebecca Floyd at the English Department of the Faculty of
Education at Charles University.

Zuzana has always been interested in foreign languages. She had done some theater in high
school, but not much.

“The English department was good, sort of conservative, and then suddenly Rebecca Floyd
appeared with her long flying hair, snake tattooed on her wrist, huge smile. She was a miracle
there in that environment of polite, unobtrusive people.

“I applied for her seminar, Drama in Education. Rebecca was so different, so courageous and
open. She had gotten special permission for the course. We could skip obligatory subjects and
work on the play. It was freedom. We rehearsed in Karlinské spektrum and then performed in
Akcent Theatre. Rebecca gave us lots of confidence, and she helped us believe that we can do
it. We produced the show by ourselves. Rebecca picked someone to be assistant director so
she could learn a lot. It was a lot about English. We didn’t know how to speak onstage so we
improved our performance/presentation. She wasn’t trying to make us actors. We did games
and exercises for speech at the beginning to get more fluency and speech. We got the script
and were encouraged to find the Czech translation. The tasks we were doing- it was like at
DAMU. Students at the pedagogical faculty could be a bit stiff, and she was very warm, really
trying to make us work.”

After this experience, Zuzana joined Bára and attended the Renata Bulvová’s acting classes.
The following year Zuzana started teaching at a school in Germany. She used drama with her
students and also applied for a course in drama education.

“I probably wouldn’t have done that if it hadn’t been for Rebecca. I think I would have dropped
out of the pedagogical faculty if I hadn’t met her.”
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After Zuzana returned from Germany, she decided to study in the department of Authorial
Creativity and Pedagogy at DAMU, where Renata had studied. Zuzana is currently on the
faculty of that department.

“I learned so much through exploring drama. Getting to know other people. Getting to know
myself.”

6.1.2. Faculty of Arts: John Martlew
I feel like this thesis should include a brief mention of John Martlew, a British teacher who taught
literature in the Department of English and American Studies at the Faculty of Arts at Charles
University. In 1993, one of his students suggested that instead of talking about Shakespeare,
they should act it out. John accepted the challenge, even though he had never directed a show
before. It became a tradition that continues to this day. Every year, students from Charles
University stage a classic play to give non-native speakers a chance to explore the text through
performance. The project is more literary than theatrical, but it has given hundreds of students
the opportunity to direct, produce, and see a production come to life.

6.2. West Bohemia University
Adam Beck taught English in Plzeň for two years, and he continued to work with his Czech
students from San Francisco. He created a drama tradition in the English department that
continued for many years after his departure.

6.2.1. Adam’s first projects
Adam Beck was pursuing a master's degree in theater arts at San Francisco State University
when he came to Czechoslovakia (later the Czech Republic) as a Peace Corps volunteer in
1992 (see Chapter 1).

Adam had done plays and musicals with children and teens before he came to Plzeň.

“My theatre stuff started because everything I did was theatrical. We had to read, so we did
scenes. I brought props, and we did skits. My students took to it so quickly - the culture was so
artistic and expressive.

“I set up an extracurricular theatre group and our first show was called “1+4=1.” It was an
original theatre piece without language. We explored deeper symbolic ideas through music,
sound… My preference was always creating original work.

“The second year, we made a show called Mushrooms: 15 students got involved. This was a
bigger piece. We created a language called “mushroom” - connected to fairy tales, nature of
culture, humor.”
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6.2.2. Reflections: Plzeň Meets San Francisco
After two years in Plzeň, Adam returned to San Francisco to finish his studies. But he wanted to
continue working with his Czech theatre students. This led to Reflections, an international
project that ran during the 1995-96 academic year and involved students at SF State and
students from West Bohemia University.

The students from both groups created a show about each other. “At the beginning, I paired
Czech and American students. I wanted each to get to know their counterpart. We used audio
cassettes, letters - we were sending them back and forth. We dug deep into who these people
are. They couldn't see each other physically at the beginning. Each group created a reflection
of the other group. In San Francisco, we did a lot of work as an ensemble: improv, theatre
games. The Czechs did a lot of that process by themselves because I had worked with them
and they trusted each other and me. We worked with material based on the other group. This
was a memorable experience for all of us – the sort of experience that I don’t think you’re going
to forget. It's going to stand out in your lifetime, no matter how long you live - it certainly has in
mine.”

In the end, they performed the show together – the Czechs went to San Francisco and the
Americans came to Plzeň thanks to funding from the Open Society Fund and contributions from
private donors (including Miloš Forman, to whom Adam wrote on a whim).

In addition to the drama group, Adam taught American literature and methodology and practical
English classes. He did not teach a drama course, but he brought drama into his classes.

“I taught a class connected to fairy tales and fables. We would read them, we would do puppet
shows, or we would act them out in certain ways. I would bring theatre games into the regular
classroom. Those sorts of activities are natural for ELT because you can do role playing, it’s
very engaging and effective.

“During a retreat in my second year, we split into different groups. There were about twenty
students. We were in the countryside. There were big trees, a forest. I made a handout and told
the students to invent a fairy tale character. And there were a bunch of questions. First of all,
they had to write it out: and they were writing this out in English of course - what do you look
like, what’s your background.. We were in the forest, they were sitting on rocks, I gave them
about thirty minutes to come up with some ideas for their character. And then it was remarkable,
we are going to have a fairy tale party, a cocktail party. They were prepared, and then they could
improv. And then I said: talk to someone and find out who they are; you are meeting new
people. Then they would talk, and I would say mingle, and they would change. It was hilarious,
they were so into it, and it was clearly so effective. They were using English and they weren’t
even thinking about it.

“The students were so receptive to those kinds of dramatic activities.”
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Adam met with the students 23 years later in Plzeň. Some of them did continue doing theatre in
Plzeň, including their technical assistant who ended up becoming quite a successful actor.

“It apparently did have a lot of impact directly in terms of theatre work later in their lives, Some
went in different directions, in education and psychology. But it was clear that our experiences
together were a very formative part of their youth.”

6.2.2. Continuing Adam’s legacy
Adam had sparked an interest in drama at the university which Kate Spike developed when she
began teaching in the Faculty of Education after his departure. She directed several
English-language plays and the students performed in local theaters. When Kate left, I
supervised a project with her former English students who wanted to start an after-school
English drama group. I coached them as they selected and directed their own scenes, which
they presented in the spring of 1999.

Two of these students, Ondřej Adámek and Martina Popadučková, joined the ELT Drama
Network the following year. They became leaders of the Drama Days, created lesson plans and
continued to develop their drama skills and knowledge.
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Conclusion

My first English drama projects started in Prague thirty years ago. As I leafed through dusty
folders, studied grant applications, thumbed through photo albums, read old scripts, and talked
about the project with former participants (teachers, students, former colleagues), I was struck
by the level of passion that we all had had for our drama projects.

At every stage, people went above and beyond all expectations to make projects come to life.
My gymnázium students spent hours after school and on weekends to rehearse English plays.
Teachers in the Class Acts Teacher Network put on shows despite skeptical colleagues and
difficult conditions in schools. When we organized Drama Days, some teachers traveled across
the country to lead a workshop for free, while others took groups of students by train to join. The
university students from Bratislava came to Brno regularly to join the volunteer teaching team.
Almost 25 years later, the ELT Drama Network participants’ eyes sparkle when they remember
the experience of being part of Radka Svobodová’s lesson about a Schiller play.

Very early on, it became obvious to me that the drama projects described in this thesis did
much, much more than teach language. They touched participants on an emotional level. We
laughed together, we were moved together. Drama allowed us to dive deep into stories together,
empathizing with characters who taught us something about ourselves. This gave us a sense of
fulfillment and satisfaction which was hard to find in other ELT activities.

In 1999, I wrote an article for the British Council Czech newsletter outlining the possible wider
uses of drama: “Beyond language, drama can be used to explore issues that most teenagers do
not want to discuss with their teachers. By placing a difficult topic (such as the generation gap or
drug abuse) in a fictional context with fictional characters, students can gain a new
understanding that might affect their perspective long after the drama has ended.”47

This is the power of drama when teaching any subject. The advantage of drama in ELT is that it
can attract a much broader base of participants. Students take English classes to practice the
language. Along the way, they can learn so much more.

And yet drama is still considered a fringe subject. It is only taught on an ad hoc basis at most
English departments at Czech faculties of education, and usually the amount of time devoted to
drama is too little to be effective. It certainly is not a priority. Many English teachers still do not
believe that students can learn much through drama activities.

Perhaps the potential of drama will be recognized as schools are becoming increasingly
focused on students’ well-being. A new perspective on the role of the school in teaching
wellness and promoting positive mental health could encourage all teachers - not just ELT
teachers - to embrace a holistic approach.

47 GAFFEN, Leah. English Language Teaching and Drama Education. Prague: The British Council
Newsletter, Czech Republic, October-December 1999, p. 2.
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How long will it take for Czech schools to finally implement an atmosphere of “leisure,
enjoyment and solid progress” recommended by Jan Amos Comenius hundreds of years ago?

Lucie Podroužková, one of the former members of the ELT Drama Network who now teaches at
Masaryk University, told me about a recent experience she had in a Brno elementary school:
“The other day I was guest teaching, using interactive storytelling and drama. The kids loved it,
they always do in fact, and one girl said ‘I want all English lessons to be like this.’ I was
delighted, but don’t think it was a compliment for me. She was asking for a change.”
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Appendix 2 - Class Acts Festivals: Lists of participants

First Class Acts Festival, 1995

Gymnázium Nad Alejí Prague Little Shop of Horrors -
musical theatre

Leah Gaffen

Akademické
gymnázium

Brno The Foreigner - Larry Shue Leah Gaffen

Sladkovského
Gymnázium

Prague Ernestine’s Amazing
Imagination - by Alan
Ackbourne

Leah Gaffen

Gymnázium
Českolipská

Prague The Sandbox - Edward Albee
/ The Lesson - Eugene
Ionesco

Laura Zam

Gymnázium Nad Alejí Prague Lysistrata - Aristophanes Amery Rock

Gymnázium
Slovanské

Olomouc Mother Figure - by Alan
Ackbourne / Black and Silver
by Michael Frayn

Ondřej Lukáš

Second Annual Class Acts Festival, 1996

Gymnázium
Františka Křižíka

Plzeň Jack and the Beanstalk by
Carolyn Graham

Michaela Nováčková

Gymnázium Nad Alejí Prague A Midsummer Night’s Dream -
adapted by Amery Rock

Amery Rock

Gymnázium Nad Alejí Prague Macbeth - adapted by Amery
Rock

Amery Rock

Gymnázium Nad Alejí Prague Visit to a Small Planet - by
Gore Vidal

Eoin Dubsky
(student)

Gymnázium Hejčín Olomouc Able Caine and Caned Able -
by Kumar Višwanathan and
Hana Mádrova

Kumar Višwanathan
and Hana Mádrova

ZŠ UNESCO Uherské
Hradiště

Where the Wild Things Are-
devised by ensemble

Ann Marie Schultz

Obchodní akademie Karlovy Vary Hope in a Bottle - by Chris
Martin

Chris Martin

Soukromé jazkovké
gymnázium

Hradec
Králové

The Unicorn in the Garden -
by James Thurber

Pavel Smítka
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Third Annual Class Acts Festival, 1997

English productions

Gymnázium Aš Aš Project “Z” - devised by
ensemble

Roman Černík,
Weldon Robinson

Soukromá mateřská
a základní škola
DOMINO

Brno Paper Planet -original show
by ensemble

Nika Štěpánková, M.
Brustlová

ZŠ Majakovského Prostějov Chicken Little- Carolyn
Graham

Jana Procházková

Gymnázium
Františka Křižíka

Plzeň The Three Billy Goats Gruff
by Carolyn Graham

Michaela Nováčková

Gymnázium
Františka Křižíka

Plzeň The Waiting Room by Daniel
Casey and ensemble

Michal Grill, Daniel
Caey

Gymnázium Nad Alejí Prague The Jabberwocky
adapted from the poems of
Lewis Carroll

Amery Rock

Gymnázium Kroměříž Kroměříž Peter Goes Fishing - devised
by ensemble

Keith Painter

ZŠ UNESCO Uherské
Hradiště

Something Like A Midsummer
Night's Dream- devised by
ensemble

Ann Marie Schultz

Obchodní akademie Karlovy Vary Dance with Me -devised by
ensemble

Chris Martin

Střední pedagogická
škola

Karlovy Vary Journey Around the World in
15 Minutes - devised by
ensemble

Blanka Dryková

Czech Productions

Soukromá mateřská
a základní škola
DOMINO

Brno Pipi dlouhá punčocha -original
show by ensemble

Nika Štěpánková

Střední pedagogická
škola

Karlovy Vary Souvislosti - Daniil Ivanoviič
Charms

Milada Štiková

Gymnázium Cheb Cheb Ionesco, pendlovky a plešatá
zpěvačka - Eugene Ionesco

Alexej Kokorev

SDS Kšandy Brno Křičící žena - Ray Bradbury Tomáš Doležal
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ZUŠ Humpolec Humpolec O stařečkovi, který dával
rozkvést stromům - Kusajamo
Mocco

Jitka Jojtíková

Gymnázium Ohradní Prague O Popelce - jinak skončena Martin Boućek

Rafinofóra Havířov Pastička - Markéta Bláhová Jan Karaffa

Fourth Annual Class Acts Festival, 1998

Mateřská a základní
škola DOMINO

Brno Indian stories-original show
by ensemble

Nika Štěpánková,
Markéta Brustlová

ZŠ Majakovského Prostějov Little Red Hen- Carolyn
Graham

Jana Procházková

Gymnázium Františka
Křižíka

Plzeň Jack, Who Almost Got
Married -original show by
ensemble

Michaela
Nováčková

Gymnázium Františka
Křižíka

Plzeň In the Beginning - original
show by ensemble

Michaela
Nováčková

Gymnázium Františka
Křižíka

Plzeň The Old Friends of Bohnická
Street 90210- original show
by ensemble

Petra Štěpánková

Dvořákovo
Gymnázium

Kralupy nad
Vltavou

The Fisherman and his Wife
by Carolyn Graham

Katherine Wagner

Gymnázium Aš Aš Snapshots - devised by
ensemble

Weldon Robinson

Gymnázium Kroměříž Kroměříž Gwendolen - devised by
ensemble

Keith Painter

SOU Brno Brno The Talking Fish - adapted
by ensemble

Alice Horalová

Gymnázium
Jeronomovo, FX
Šaldy

Liberec The Importance of Being
Earnest -adapted by
ensemble

Bronislav Havliček

Vosto5 Prague Podivíni na jevišti by A.T.
Averčenko (inspirational
performance that opened the
festival)

Ondřej Cihlář

Note: Drama workshops for students during Fourth Class Acts Festivals were led by Joel
Sugerman, Peter Meier, Laura Zam, Robert Orr, Kate Spike, David Fisher, Leah Gaffen
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Appendix 3 - Participants, ELT Drama Network (1999 - 2001)

Participants

Ondřej Adámek** Plzeň Student, Faculty of Education, West
Bohemia University

Dominka Adamová Prague ZŠ - state, Bear Educational Theatre

Ludmila Baliková Olomouc ZŠ - state

Šarka Bendová (Dohnalová) Brno University, JAMU

Markéta Bohmová Brno ZŠ - private

Tomáš Dohnal Jablonec nad
Nisou

Gymnázium - private

Silvie Doláková Fulnek ZŠ - state

Eva Duspivová* Vimperk Gymnázium+Obchodni Akademie - state

Hana Baarova Dušková ** Hradec Králové - state

Ivana Farkačová** Jablonec nad
Nisou

Gymázium - state

Pavla Fejfarová Hradec Králové University, Faculty of Education

Zdeňka Filková** Valašské Meziříčí

David Fisher** Prague Bear Educational Theatre

Ludmila Havriljuková* Plzeň Language school - state

Irena Klečková Ostrava Gymnázium - state

Tamara Kopřivová Plzeň

Marcela Kovářová Batelov u Jihlavy ZŠ - state

Martina Kozáková Brno Gymnázium - state

Hana Kuzdasová** Brno Language school

Lenka Lánská* Prague University, Faculty of Education

Marcela Lukovská Frýdek-Místek Pedagogical High School - state

Milena Mrkvánková Vsetín Gymázium - State

Anna Palacká Brno SOŠ - state
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Participants

Renata Papoušková* Pardubice freelance

Máša Pešková** Hradec Králové

Lucie Podroužková Opava Faculty of Arts, Silesian University

Martina Popadučková Plzeň Student, West Bohemia University

Jana Procházková* Prostějov ZŠ - state

Galina Šedivá* Šumperk

Věra Šprunglová Příbram University, Faculty of Education

Renata Štulcová Litoměřice ZŠ - state

Hana Modrová Švecová Olomouc Gymnázium - state

Elena Verešová ZŠ - state

Milena Vodičková* Olomouc University, Faculty of Education

Nada Vojtková* Brno Gymázium - state

Jindra Votrubová* Sedlčany

Slovak participants

Martin Dinga Bratislava Student, Comenius University / founder,
BELTS

Silvia El Helo Bratislava Student, Comenius University / founder,
BELTS

Margita Jaurová Bratislava ZŠ - private

Barbara Lucká Bratislava Student, Comenius University / founder,
BELTS

Polish consultant

Peter Whiley Czechanów,PL Head of MAD (Music and Drama),
comparable program in Poland

Main Presenters

Leah Gaffen Prague freelance

Eva Kučerová Sikorová Ostrava University, Faculty of Education - state
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Participants

Radka Svobodová Prague Charles University, Faculty of Education

Mária Vargová Prešov, SK University of Prešov, Faculty of Education

Conrad Toft Nitra, SK Constantine the Philosopher University,
Faculty of Education

Andrea Sabová Billíková Nitra, SK Constantine the Philosopher University,
Faculty of Education

Geoff Fox Exeter, UK Exeter University

Stephen Cockett Exeter, UK Exeter University

Main Organizers

Leah Gaffen

Malcolm Griffiths British Council

Staša Závitkovská British Council

Danuše Zahradníčková Masaryk University, Center of Distance
Education

* Member of the British Council Teacher Training Network
** Joined the project in 2000
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Appendix 4 - EDEN Conference Presenters, 2002 + 2003
“Entering the Garden of EDEN,” April, 2002
Dominka Adamová Prague Bear Educational Theatre

Šarka Bendová (Dohnalová)
+ Martina Kozáková

Brno JAMU / Gymnázium

Karl Eigenbauer Vienna Faculty of Education, Vienna

Leah Gaffen Prague Freelance

David Fisher Prague Bear Educational Theatre

Gabi Friedman Vienna High school

Martina Popadućková Plzeň Language school, Plzeň

Julie Štastná Brno ZŠ

Radka Svobodová Prague Charles University, Faculty of
Education

“Crossing Borders” - April, 2003
Dominka Adamová Prague Bear Educational Theatre

Šárka Bendová (Dohnalová) Brno JAMU

Misa Bubleová and Eva
Komorousová

Plzeň University, Faculty of
Education

Pavla Fejfarová Hradec Králové University, Faculty of
Education

David Fisher Prague Bear Educational Theatre

Emelie Fitzgibbon Ireland Graffiti Theatre Company

Sally Kowanda and
Ferdinand Stefan

Salzburg + Klagenfurt,
Austria

University, Faculty of
Education

Sile Nibhroin Prague International School of
Prague

Thomas Santos USA School of International
Training

Radka Svobodová Charles University, Faculty of
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Education

Conrad Toft Bratislava

Milena Vodičková Olomouc University, Faculty of
Education
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Appendix 5 - Programs and Photos, Class Acts Teacher Network
National Festivals
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Regional Festivals
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Shows with students

110



111



112



Gymnázium Nad Alejí, Prague

Akademické Gymázium, Brno
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Teacher Workshops, Class Acts Teacher Network

114



Appendix 6 - Teacher evaluations, Class Acts Teacher Network
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Appendix 7 - Call for participants, Class Acts Teacher Network
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Appendix 8 - Drama Lesson Template, ELT Drama Network
Daniela Bačová, founder of the Slovak Drama SIG, created this lesson plan template in the
summer 1999 to help Slovak teachers create English drama lesson plans. We also encouraged
teachers in the ELT Drama Network to follow it when creating lesson plans for the Dramalogue.
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Appendix 9 - Drama lesson from Slovakia

Conrad Toft and Andrea Bilikova Sabova taught in the English department of the University of
Constantine the Philosopher in Nitra, Slovakia. They developed a series of lesson plans using
drama to teach English grammar. This was published in the Dedicated Space journal and
presented at our conference.

123



124



125



Appendix 10 - Dramalogue, Sample Drama lessons
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Eva Duspivová, Richard Cory, Lesson for students Age 17-18
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Ludmila Havriljuková, Marcela Kovářová, Snow Boy, Age 10-12
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Appendix 11 - Letter, Minister of Education
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Appendix 12 - Photos, ELT Drama Network
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