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Reflexivity and the Pedagogy of Surprise 
 
By Peter Hussey 
 
This chapter emerges from my twenty-two years of practice with young people in Kildare Youth 
Theatre. In it I attempt to explore how reflexivity works in the process of collaborative theatre-making. It 
is a venture based on engaging with the unexpected in order to arrive at deep and lasting learning. I 
hope to show that the methods theatre-makers use to create a learning space where people have an 
aesthetic engagement with material can be the same ones that educators use to foster transformative 
learning. 
 
Theatre lends itself easily as a flexible conduit to explore any social, personal and political issue. It’s not 
surprising therefore that theatre-makers engage in reflexivity as a matter of course – it is a central 
process in making performances.  
 
Theatre-making is a site where by necessity learning takes place, attitudes are questioned and values 
are critiqued. Like all curiosity-led disciplines, from quantum mechanics to astrophysics, great theatre 
enjoys questioning. And great theatre-makers know that the question is as important as the answer. 
They also know that the process is often an end in itself, where the most exciting – and perhaps 
therefore the most dramatic – questions begin with “What would happen if ….?”  
 
Artists in general understand the value of the unknown and the undiscovered. The US poet Theodore 
Roethke’s mantra “I learn by going where I have to go” (1) is one all theatre-makers know. Among the 
world’s most respected theatre-makers, Cheek By Jowl founders Declan Donnellan and Nick Omerod 
recognise that what they do to create performances of international acclaim is based on engaging with 
the unknown. 
 

We do genuinely go in with a blank canvas. And that is quite frightening. But after 30 years, somewhere you know 

that you will come to the end with something effective and concrete that the actors can deal with. (Omerod, 2013) 

For British playwright Edward Bond the unknown is the site of the possible where we can ask questions 
about justice and imagine how we might organise ourselves in a way that reduces oppression. (Bond, 
2001) 
  
I have always seen theatre as a space where questions take precedence over answers and where not 
knowing what is going to happen is more exciting than anticipating the expected. For me, creativity 
itself is the process, driven by curiosity, of imagining the potential for something to change its current 
state (be it an artefact, a situation, an absence, a problem, an idea, a person, a group, etc) into 
something that does not yet exist. As a process it is not value-laden (it is not very useful, for example, 
to speak of 'good' creativity or 'bad' creativity). However, the results of the process are value-laden (a 
good idea, a bad play, a useful solution, a weird vase, a beautiful song, etc). The value is added after 
the creation of it by reflection.  
 
Each of these attributes - curiosity, imagination, action, and reflection - needs to be nurtured in order for 
creativity to happen. In our current educational climate great weight is being placed on schools and 

https://www.amazon.com/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_1?ie=UTF8&text=Anne+Ryan&search-alias=books&field-author=Anne+Ryan&sort=relevancerank
https://www.amazon.com/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_2?ie=UTF8&text=Tony+Walsh&search-alias=books&field-author=Tony+Walsh&sort=relevancerank


2 
 

colleges to nurture the entrepreneurial spirit, to make space for creative thinking, and to teach problem 
solving as a matter of course at all levels of the educational system. Much of this pressure can be seen 
to emanate form the apparent needs of the Western economy to supply a workforce that is flexible, 
reflexive and critical, able to solve and to invent, and capable not only of analysing the sores of a 
generation but of inventing an app that soothes them.  
 
There is an opportunity here for educators to harness this particular wave, and to develop what Ken 
Robinson (2015) calls creative schools, not so much for the purposes of employment but for the 
necessity of living. The attributes that inspire creative people to make dynamic enterprises are the 
same ones that help us make sense of the world and that drive our potential to name it and change it. 
And of these, reflexivity is the most crucial. 
 
‘Well govern’d youth’ (2) 

Perhaps the most interesting difference between working with teenagers and working with adults has 
been that teenagers are usually more surprised by what I take for granted than adults are. The ways 
people behave, the things people say and do, and all the interactions that compose the long sequences 
of human action-and-response that an adult has seen played out in cycles and in generations are 
difficult to appraise or predict when you are 16 and have not been through enough of them to discern a 
pattern.  The state of adolescence is one of routine surprise where engaging with the unexpected is a 
way of being. Theatre-making matches this state perfectly, supplying the young person with a set of 
tools that thrives on curiosity and that can build meaning from the surprising. Education (with the 
possible exception of the sciences) generally does the opposite, calming young people down and 
quenching curiosity with liberal dousings of routine, predicable and confining orthodoxy that replaces 
defiance with compliance. For many of our young people being in a youth theatre is the only space they 
have left at 16 where every question is not answered before you ask it. Young people’s surprise 
generally invigorates my own tired perspectives and I find myself relishing the freshness with which we, 
together, explore the world. 
 
Our journeys into the unknown have always begun not with a first step but with the idea of a 
destination. Not with a movement but with a thought. All processes of inquiry should begin like this. It’s 
what most people call curiosity – what Emily Dickinson describes as the engine that drives imagination: 
(3) 

 
THE GLEAM of an heroic act,  
Such strange illumination—  
The Possible’s slow fuse is lit  
By the Imagination! 

 
 
Without the gleam of an impossible idea - Shakespeare’s ‘native hue of resolution’ (4) - or the thought to 
get to a place not yet here or now, the impulse to move cannot exist. Voluntary movement must be 
motivated by the idea of getting somewhere, even if the somewhere is only three steps forward to pick 
up a pebble, to lift a cloth, to head for home. The ‘gleam of an heroic act’ is the glimmer of an idea. 
Without this vital impulse human movement becomes zombie movement.  
 
In the context of this chapter, Dickinson’s ‘gleam’ is brought about by reflexivity. Without reflexivity we 
have purposeless movement and routine unmotivated actions, a going-through-the-motions whose 
purpose has been forgotten or has never actually explored. In educational settings we are always in 
danger of facilitating this involuntary, uncritical process of presenting the curriculum as information only 
rather than using it to learn about ourselves and the world. The pressure to prepare students for exams 
can often outweigh the desire to explore and generate meaning. At third level, students themselves 
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often expect teachers and lecturers to present information in advance of employment in the form of 
instructions about a range of practical matters that were once learned on the job, and that is usually 
already readily available online. Space for reflection, for developing independent research skills, for 
critically evaluating the purposes of methods, for evaluating and using information, and for the collective 
creation of value is being squeezed out of timetables in favour of training that, if adopted by the student, 
will guard them in the future against their having to develop responses of their own to problems that 
may confront them.  
 
It seems to me that we have learned very little from the great educators of the past century - from 
Dewey, Freire, Rogers, Illich, hooks, Robinson - who each say in despair the same thing: that education 
needs to facilitate learning and that learning needs to be engaged, aesthetic, experiential, joyful. 
Decade after decade educationalists and theorists passionately exhort us to create the conditions 
where people can be free to learn, but decade after decade we become more efficient at implementing 
the conditions where they need to be medicated or counselled to survive. (5) 

 
‘The mould of form’ (6) 

In the first years of our work in youth theatre we attempted to reproduce the pedagogy of second level 
education for our young participants. We devised programmes we thought they would be interested in, 
created short courses on selected topics (like An Introduction to the Stanislavski Method of Acting) and 
timetabled them for set hours in the week over a period of months divided into terms. We were very 
clear about the expected learning outcomes of each module, and described what means of teaching 
would be used to achieve these outcomes. Having hired tutors specialised in each module we 
promoted it to schools and colleges where young people would likely read about it.  
 
However, to our great surprise, no one registered for any of the modules. Instead they flocked to our 
traditional weekly workshop where there was no set programme. I was curious to know why: was it the 
timing, the tutor’s reputation, the level or standard of the module? I surveyed all 25 of our participants, 
each of whom recorded their responses in writing. All of the young people said, in various ways, that 
they believed they wouldn’t enjoy the module, even though it was about a subject matter relevant to 
them.  
 
“If I know what we are going to be doing I think I will be bored. What I look forward to is not knowing what will happen.”  
(Male, 16) (7) 

 
“I didn’t sign up for any of them because it felt too much like school. It wasn’t the fact that the courses were about things I 
should learn if I wanted to be an actor. Because that could have been fun, you know?  If it had said ‘this course will look at 
Stanislavski’ and it was left at that I might have signed up.  But I read the whole course outline and saw what each session 
would be about and what we should have learned by the end, and all that. It put me off. I felt almost like I had a duty to go to 
it. And that it would have spoiled my experience in drama.” (Female, 16) (8) 

 
Further feedback revealed that the group were attracted to the open workshop because it was the only 
place in their weekly schedule where they learned unexpectedly: they learned surprising things about 
themselves – about their abilities and attitudes; and they learned ways of performing, and about the 
nature of performance. They said they did not learn this way in school or college.  
 
Interestingly, they also felt that sometimes the open workshop does not produce moments of insight or 
revelation. Sometimes it lacks energy and it is not exciting. So one never really knows if there will be a 
transformative moment. This is part of the unpredictable nature of the learning. However, more often 
than not the experience will be transformative, even in minor ways, and this happens often enough to 
guarantee their attendance.  
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“We can put up with some workshops not going well or being a bit boring because you know that next week there will surely 
be something magical. And if not next week, then the week after.” (Female, 17) (9) 

 
‘weary with disasters, tugg’d with fortune’ (10) 

In schools and colleges the curriculum is set and there is little that a teacher can do about changing 
that.  
 
In this learning system both teachers and learners can know, or quite easily find out about, the 

curriculum before the programme starts. Each has set their expectations for positive learning based on 

how much of the curriculum has been ‘covered’ by the teacher. In this limited sense, ‘covered’ can 

sometimes mean simply being mentioned. Phrases like ‘we covered this last year’ or we ‘did this 

already’ come to mean that the items have been ticked off the list of things about which information has 

been given by the teacher and understood by the learner. ‘Understood’ equates to ‘memorised with a 

minimum of comprehension’.  

Part of the problem I believe lies in the fact that a curriculum is decided in detail before the learning 

begins (whether it is relevant or not to the learner is a matter of luck in most cases). Both learners and 

teachers know what to expect in this system. The unexpected, the spontaneous, and the unpredictable 

usually has no place in today’s classroom. Little seems to have changed since Carl Rogers wrote in 

1974 that:  

In the vast majority of our schools, at all educational levels, we are locked into a traditional and conventional 

approach that makes significant learning improbable if not impossible. When we combine certain elements into 

one scheme – a prescribed curriculum, similar assignments for all students, lecturing as almost the only mode of 

instruction, standard tests that externally evaluate all students, instructor-chosen grades as the measure of 

learning – then we can almost guarantee that meaningful learning will be an absolute minimum. (Rogers, 1974. 

p37). 

In fact, the unpredictable is actively prevented from emerging. In written feedback from 600 pupils of 

second-level education who took part in a drama-based programme run by Crooked House in County 

Kildare in 2015 – 2017, over 70% of them said they were regularly ‘bored in class’ and found learning 

‘predictable’ and ‘depressing’. (Crooked House, 2017) 

On the one hand we want, as learners and teachers alike, to have a fair idea of the curriculum so that 

we know in advance if the learning will be useful to us, if we have made the right choice in selecting 

one particular course over another one, and if the material will be relevant to our situation and 

experience. There is an onus on managers of education that courses must be clearly described and 

they should adhere to relevant advertising legislation, while teachers and their methods must be 

transparent and accountable. Educationalists need to publish clear and unambiguous criteria by which 

their curricula will be assessed, they must predict the level of learning that will be reached, and they 

should identify the indicators by which this learning will be measured. Teaching has become as 

involved in the business of management as it is in learning. Nick Frost writes about the impact of new 

managerialism on teachers today, concluding that most feel stressed and feel “that their major task in 

life has become handling information, rather than working with people.” (Frost, 2010. p17) 

In this environment it is difficult for teachers to take risks and to provide learning experiences for their 

students other than the ones the student/consumer has been sold and expects to encounter. 
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The changes linked to globalisation demand flexible ways of producing and relating to the consumer, but 

simultaneously demand standardisation and measurability. This places particular pressures on the professional to 

supply the ‘personalised’ service, whilst they are subject to audit, inspection and measurement.” (Frost, 2010. 

p19). 

On the other hand we are regularly bored as learners when the class does exactly what it says on the 

tin, when the teacher diligently goes through the lesson plan enumerating the points presented and 

achieving the outcomes that are expected to be achieved. Of course there are some exceptions, some 

gifted teachers who create engaged learning environments, and even some whole schools who provide 

an exciting place in which to encounter ideas and process experiences. These though are rare. 

Based on what young people have told me over many years about their experience in schools I began 
to construct a process of learning that attempted to provide the opposite experience to them than the 
one most of them encounter at second level.  
 
‘the undiscovered country’ (11) 

Devising is the business of creating performance material from anything except a play-text. Material 
most usually comes from the feelings, opinions and experiences of the participants who devise the 
work collaboratively. Devising offers participants a huge amount of control and ownership over the 
shape, content and structure of the performance. It also allows them to choose the extent to which they 
wish be to be involved in the finished product. Many people find devising difficult at first because there 
is no script with which to begin, there are usually no characters or situations, and sometimes there is no 
theme. Often it is a completely bank slate – rather like a white page facing a writer – simultaneously 
attractive in that it offers endless possibilities for creation, and repulsive in that it challenges the group 
to begin with nothing but themselves.  
 
Working in the unknown and relishing the unexpected requires both learner and teacher to have 
developed a capacity to imagine. When working only with each other and starting there to create 
something that does not yet exist, participants must be able to see beyond the material into the 
possible.  
 

To call for imaginative capacity is to work for the ability to look at things as if they could be otherwise. To ask for 
intensified realisation is to see that each person’s reality must be understood to be interpreted experience – and 
that the mode of interpretation depends on his or her situation and location in the world. It depends as well on the 
number of vantage points a person is able or enabled to take – the number of perspectives that will disclose 
multiple aspects of a contingent (not a self-existent) world. To tap into imagination is to become able to break with 
what is supposedly fixed and finished, objectively and independently real. It is to see beyond what the imaginer 
has called normal or “common-sensible” and to carve out new orders in experience. Doing so, a person may 
become freed to glimpse what might be, to form notions of what should be and what is not yet. And the same 
person may, at the same time, remain in touch with what presumably is. (Greene, 1995, p19). 

 
If this capacity is to be developed then certain conditions need to be in place. First among these is the 
establishment of a learning group who are comfortable enough with each other to share what they 
consider to be, as Greene puts it, ‘what is supposedly fixed and finished, objectively and independently 
real’ (1995). In theatre-making this learning group is called an ensemble. 
  
The ensemble’s first task is to spend some time learning about itself. This takes the form of developing 
an ethos, and a set of norms that are unique to this particular group of learners. There may be two 
ensembles working in the same youth theatre, for example, but each has a different way of working. 
One might like to discuss, reflect and process a lot; and the other might like to act, move and test a lot. 
The teacher here has the role of proposing ways of working that are tested by the group and accepted 
or rejected. The teacher also makes space for the group members to propose their own ways of 
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working. Time is given in an ensemble to build relationships between the members and between the 
group and the teacher that will result in effective communication, open more possibilities for 
experimentation, and create conditions for trust, sharing and collaboration. Finally, the teacher 
develops the groups’ skills to research, using whatever means they find most useful. This process 
might take only two or three sessions, or it could take months. 
 
‘Ripeness is all’ (12) 

Once the ensemble is established the group focuses on what it wants to learn about. The teacher here 
proposes structures (or forms) and strategies that he or she has used in the past, and which the 
ensemble tests and rejects, applies or adapts to its own needs. For example, a teacher might show a 
method of creating a scene that uses rotating characters and asks the group to make a short piece 
using this method. The theme they choose to explore, the dialogue, the characters and the situation are 
all left up the group to devise.  
 
In addition to being experienced in using many different structures, and being clear and supportive in 
explaining these structures to the group, the teacher or facilitator needs to be open to the possibility 
that these structures will change due to the way the ensemble uses them. In fact, this for me is one of 
the most enjoyable aspects of teaching. I am regularly surprised by what a group does to a tired old 
structure: this inspires me to re-create it for another group, which they in turn may adapt, and so the 
process continues.  
 
In this pedagogical process the participants do not know what or how they will learn until they have 
embarked upon the activity and reflected on it. The curriculum emerges from the learning the ensemble 
does about itself.  
 
In the context of devising a new performance the curriculum is the material the ensemble generates 
that will be shaped into the performance. A performance might be likened to an exam or assessment or 
end-of-programme display of what has been learned. All the participants and the facilitator must 
actively embrace this concept of learning unexpectedly otherwise there will be no performance. Not 
only should they discover the theme of the work as they develop, but also the tools of teaching, or the 
methods of facilitation, should be based on this principle.  
 
In collaborative learning environments of this kind games, tasks and exercises are used to stimulate 
imagination, and reflection about the activity is used to stimulate critical thinking. The reflection follows 
the action immediately and it is the place where the surprise is processed and the learning generated. It 
is central to this method of teaching because without it a teacher is simply pandering to the desire for 
novelty and distraction by providing fun game after fun game until the fun runs empty. Moreover, the 
reflection about the activity must connect the unplanned, subjective experience of the student to the 
world outside of the activity. This is where the unexpected learning for both teacher and student really 
occurs. 
 
‘for there is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so’ (13) 

Most great theatre exercises have unexpected learning at their heart. There is one, for example, called 
The Glass Cobra, that was created by the late, great Augusto Boal as part of his collection of exercises 
designed to stimulate critical reflection (Boal, 1992). It involves the participants forming a circle, with 
their hands on the shoulders of the person to their right, their eyes closed, and an agreement to 
perform the exercise in complete vocal silence. The facilitator guides the group through a series of 
actions – ranging from using your fingers to explore the shoulders of the person you are connected to, 
right through to letting go and walking around the room in random directions. With your eyes closed you 
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have to find the pair of shoulders you were initially connected to, and form the circle again, without 
speaking.  
 
It is a simple exercise. At the beginning the participants do not know what they will be asked to do. The 
facilitator of course will explain in general that there will be silent and blind movement around the room 
so that anyone who is fearful of this may step out and observe the exercise. Beyond this the group 
simply participates.  
 
However, at the end the facilitator spends a considerable length of time asking them how they felt at 
various stages of the exercise. At each point, she asks the group to consider if this feeling could be a 
smaller, more localised or personal version of the same feeling a displaced person has. She asks if the 
loss of place and attempt to regain security is similar to what families who lose everything go through. 
She asks if there are any other connections the group can make between what they felt and 
experienced and what they imagine entire communities might feel or experience in migratory situations.  
 
This discussion and reflection is the main point of the exercise. The group are reviewing their 
experience (which lasted perhaps 4 minutes) through a new lens of social or political shading, which 
usually produces learning of a deep and lasting kind. It is deep and lasting because it is connected to 

an emotional and personal experience.  

In this exercise the learning emerged by surprise. If the group had known the questions beforehand, or 
had anticipated that they should connect what was happening to them to a wider social reality, then 
they would have perhaps shaped the exercise to produce those results, or begun to ‘enact’ characters 
and situations from their understanding of the reality of migration. They will not experience the complete 
immersion in the game, the frustrations, problems and trauma of not knowing, which are central to 
understanding the social reality. So the game must be played with no prior knowledge of what is going 
to happen and no knowledge of what is to be learned. 
 
In the pedagogy of surprise we learn to embrace not knowing, and use the unexpected as a source of 
learning. It involves procedural learning (the how to kind) and is in the long tradition of learning by 
inquiry. The teacher’s job is to facilitate situations that will stimulate the imagination of the learners. In 
this process we are aiming for a revelation about the self and/or about the world. We are usually 
looking for a discovery about ourselves in the world. The revelation then needs to be processed in a 
period of critical reflection in order for the learner to understand it for him or herself. It inevitably leads to 
a change in perception and a re-naming of the world.  
 

To exist, humanly, is to name the world, to change it. Once named, the world in its turn reappears to the namers 
as a problem and requires of them a new naming. Human beings are not built in silence, but in word, in work, in 
action-reflection. (Freire, 1970. p69) 

 
It is a form of praxis in which the learner takes a risk that what they knew before – and crucially what 
was named for them - may be revealed to be partial, biased, subjective, or false.  
 
‘imagination bodies forth the forms of things unknown’ (14) 

Boal (2002) invented another exercise called The Great Game of Power that is designed to encourage 
reflection about how power is used, abused and retained in human relationships.  It involves individuals 
in a group arranging seven objects (a table, five chairs, and a bottle of water) in a formation that 
expresses concepts like ‘oppressive power’, or ‘one dominates all’ or ‘abuse of power’ and so on. Each 
person, without speaking, arranges the objects in a formation that they think represents the concept, 
and then they step back into the group. After some discussion about the nature of power being 
expressed in the image, the facilitator asks the group to view the formation through a particular lens – 
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for example, to see this image as an expression of work-place bullying, or pupil-teacher dynamics, or as 
a comment on social class. The lens will usually be the one that the group has come together to 
explore during the course of the session. 
 
In this type of exercise, participants are projecting meaning onto the objects. The meaning originates in 
their own experience, and the objects serve as a form or frame within which the experience can be (a) 
made visible, (b) shared and (c) critiqued.  
 
The form in this instance is fixed (i.e. the furniture has been arranged into a formation by another 
participant) so that the group member is forced to make their experience fit the arrangement of the 
objects. A small number of people are unable to do this as they cannot find any correlation between the 
symbolic expression of power and their lived experience of it. But for others this process is a revelation. 
The image ‘speaks’ to them. It provokes them to view their experience in a way that they had not 
previously done.  
 
It does so because they have to work within the confines of the fixed image and must work hard to 
make ‘sense’ of the formation in relation to their experience. For example, one participant might say 
“This image represents how my boss always bullied me in front of others. That’s me there, and this is 
my boss.” The facilitator may ask “Ok. So who or what is the table?” The participant has to reflect for a 
moment, and may say something like “Maybe the table is the system we work in. It supports this kind of 
bullying.” Or they may be asked to find meaning for the other chairs – which could represent their co-
workers, in various positions of compliance or conflict with the bullying boss. 
 
This method of projecting meaning onto objects is not a new one in education, as it derives from the 
psychological drive to find order in randomness, and to make the unusual fit into our own cultural 
habitus (Bourdieu; 1979). The consumption of art is predicated upon the viewer finding meaning and 
relevance in fixed expressions of objects. “The prereflective, that is, what we perceive before we reflect 
on it, becomes the launching place of rationality.” (Greene, p53). From here we can expand the 
horizons of what we knew, or thought we knew.  Greene argues that as teachers if we “are to develop a 
humane and liberating pedagogy, we must feel ourselves to be engaged in a dialectical relation”. We 
should, in other words, strive to be spontaneous, to be aware of all the stimuli around us, and to be 
really present in the relationship with our learners. Greene offers art as one of the means by which we 
can “uncover or be able to interpret what we are experiencing.” (Greene, p52).  And of course, the art of 
theatre depends upon audience members relating their experiences to the stories, characters and 
situations staged before them. So it is not surprising that learners will respond positively to the use of 
objects as a way to excavate experience and reflect on the meaning this experience can have for those 
involved.  
 

Curiosity aims to go beyond the familiar, to explore a space that opens up to the realm of possibilities. It actively 
strives to hone itself on reality and to gain experience that gives reality a clearly perceptible form that can be 
interacted with. (Nowotny 2010: xviii) 

 
Similarly, the use of objects can be helpful to focus expression into a confined depth of field. Such work 
is particularly useful when reflecting about past experiences, and perhaps evaluating processes. An 
exercise such as the treasure chest is one I developed for evaluation purposes.  
 
It requires that participants on a learning process spend some time choosing an object that is already 
formed (i.e. they may not create something new) and bring it into the group feedback session during the 
evaluation stage of a project. The object should be chosen due to its appeal to the participant as a 
symbol for something they’ve learned. One by one, they talk about the reason they chose the object, 
and begin to express their understanding of the learning process through the characteristics of the 
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object. For example, one might choose a coin, another a leaf. The person who brings the coin may talk 
about the visible value of the learning, the possibilities for trading knowledge, the many hands it passed 
through, how it was hammered into shape, etc. While the one with the leaf may speak about the way 
their learning was absorbed, how it fed a larger system, perhaps how it branched into a number of 
directions, the organic process she went through, and how she changed and grew.  
 
It has been my experience that people, when choosing objects for reflection - if left unaided - will 
always choose the right one for them. Partly this is because, as cognitive neuroscience is beginning to 
show, our brains make images first, and language second (Lakoff and Johnson, 1999). We have an 
inbuilt facility to relate to images, and to interpret them metaphorically. Our understanding of the world 
is based on metaphors that are created early in our lives which in turn are based on our physical 
movement though the space we inhabit. 
 

Regarding spatial-relations concepts, for instance, the “source-path-goal” schema, which humans learn at an early 
age by crawling from a starting point to an end point, undergirds numerous metaphors that organize certain events 
in our lives as narratives with a beginning, a middle, and an end. (p 2, McConachie and Hart: 2006) 

 
Being able to marry images to experiences we are trying to process activates a cognitive function called 
conceptual blending. Actors use this repeatedly when they have to blend their concepts of themselves 
with the characters they are performing. Bruce McConachie maintains that ‘blending allows people to 
borrow parts of concepts and put them together in new combinations (McConachie: 2013, p28).  
 
In the same way, I have discovered that participants often find it easier to choose objects that 
symbolise their experience than they do to speak about that experience. Blending both processes 
together, whereby the participant describes the experience in terms of the chosen object, develops the 
symbol into a metaphor, and as such, creates something new. The word normally associated with this 
act is imagination. We are using our imagination to make meaning which in turn results in agency.  
 

Cognitivists define agency as an image schema in the mind that allows a subject to intend and cause a material 
change in the world. (McConachie and Hart: 2006, p6) 

 
Both Edward Bond and Augusto Boal speak of the imagination as the faculty which can critique 
oppression, and produce new metaphors that actively challenge it. Boal calls imaginative meaning-
making a ‘rehearsal for reality’ where various new ways of being and acting are tried out or tested in the 
rehearsal room (Boal, 1992). For Edward Bond “In drama, imagination seeks the extreme situations 
which will take us to the limits of meaning which is where humanness is defined.  It takes us into the 
extremity of the self.”  (Bond, 2000: 190-1) 
 
For me, the imagination is that cognitive process whereby we create relevant meaning by blending 
together the disparate material of the world we inhabit. The material may be tangible (as in actors, 
tables, people, objects, forces of nature), ephemeral (emotional reactions, behaviour, conversations, 
words, sounds) or subconscious (dreams, needs, reactions). 
 
The purpose of most education today, according to Ken Robinson, is “to prepare young people for life 
after school” (Aronica and Robinson, 2015) and adults for the world of work. Because this is so, 
Robinson maintains that the curriculum is designed to relay information almost exclusively about the 
external world, even though we all experience both subjectively sensed (inner) and objectively informed 
(external) conceptions of reality.  
 

The conventional academic curriculum is focused almost entirely on the world around us and pays little attention 
to the inner world. We see the results of that every day in boredom, disengagement, stress, bullying, anxiety, 
depression, and dropping out.” (Aronica and Robinson, 2015. p52) 
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Imagination allows us to conceptually blend the inner and outer worlds so that one informs the other. It 
allows for an acceptance of complexity and discourages the Cartesian tendency to separate.  
 
Participants using a tangible object to express an experience are essentially using imagination to 
generate something new. In the case of an evaluation, it may be a new value assigned to a previous 
experience.  
 
In the case where participants are using objects to describe a structure or system, imagination is the 
means whereby they generate new metaphors that challenge the dominance of the old ones. For 
example, an old metaphor of top to bottom implies that the natural and therefore correct direction of 
movement is from above to below. This is based on the effects of gravity on our bodies. It may be 
challenged by the use of smoke, or music from a music box, suggesting that what comes from below to 
above is also natural or has value.  
  
Because the metaphor is shared with others in the group, and because sharing is an action, it has 
consequences (McConnachie; 2013, p28). It is like an act of performance, a piece of theatre that 
affects both the performer and the audience. Together they are considering different sets of possibilities 
informed by the new knowledge, or the new reflection. They – in turn – are generating new images that 
replace old images, contributing to a shift in the paradigm that underpinned what was there before. 
 
‘strange intelligence’ (15) 

The process of projecting meaning onto objects, or experiences, is revelatory. It revels to the participant 
previously unconsidered or dormant suggestions about the self, and the world in which that self finds its 
context. The suggestions are unexpected, often surprising, and sometimes result in transformation. 
Using material in this way to stimulate the imagination depends upon the learner not knowing quite 
what to expect in the process.  
 
Drama pedagogy is built upon this principle of engaging with the unexpected. It emerges from the 
tradition of actor training which, in the UK and Ireland, aims among other things, to develop the actor’s 
openness and sensitivity to the stimuli around her. As the stimuli are often unpredictable the actor 
should be open to using whatever emerges in a situation in order to create a so-called truthful reaction 
to that stimulus. Therefore they will practice being responsive to the unknown. The training also 
encourages the actor to recognise and reduce the impact of the ego which often gets in the way of 
being open to the unknown (for example, a person’s ego may help them avoid being in a situation 
where there is a possibility that they will look foolish to others). Both the censuring ego and the desire 
to know or control in advance what will happen, are detrimental to the act of conceptual blending and 
therefore to the use of imagination. In other words, they help the actor or learner stay within the limits of 
the known – within the comfort zone. The comfort zone is where habit and routine rule, and as Samuel 
Beckett declared in Waiting for Godot ‘Habit is a great deadener.’ (Beckett, 1949). 
 
In order to move beyond the comfort zone, and become open to the unexpected, we must be reassured 
that there will not be a threat to our egos.  
 

When [the learner] is in an environment in which he is assured of personal security and when he becomes 
convinced that there is no threat to his ego, he is once more free to…move forward in the process of learning.” 
(Rogers, 1994, p. 161).  

 
As hooks says “As it is difficult for individuals to shift paradigms there must be a setting for folks to 
voice fears, to talk about what they are doing, how they are doing it, and why.” (hooks, 1994, p 38) 
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However, even when the threat to the ego is removed, or significantly reduced, we must then take a 
risk and enter the unknown. The risks are many in this context, such as feeling that we will have no 
control over achieving an outcome; or that we won’t have enough time to get something right; or that 
we will be struggling to keep many impressions and feelings at bay while completing a task; or that we 
will encounter material that might challenge our attitudes and belief systems.  
 
Part of our work as facilitators, I believe, is to focus the fearful learner’s attention onto the positive 
aspects of risk-taking.  Risk taking can indeed be positive, generating a feeling of excitement, and an 
attitude of anticipation, given that we will be outside our usual routines and comfort zones for the 
duration of the process. The excitement often associated with risk can in part be accounted for by the 
fact that we all desire to learn (Rogers, p 157), and we know that meaningful learning occurs when we 
engage with the unknown and unexpected. An exciting space is one rich in the potential for learning. 
“Some version of engaged pedagogy is really the only type of teaching that truly generates excitement 
in the classroom, that enables students and professors to feel the joy of learning.” (hooks, 1994, p104).  
 
When we make theatre we rely on the participants moving outside their comfort zones, taking a risk, 
relinquishing the need to predict the process and know in advance the outcomes.  
 
‘A mingled yarn’ (16) 

If, as Edward Bond says, that “theatre has only one subject - justice” (17) then our efforts to nurture great 

theatre-makers are also our efforts to promote equality. Boal sees theatre as ‘a rehearsal for reality’ (18) 

by which he means that we name and shape the reality in we wish to become human. In the theatre-

making process we rehearse new possibilities and practice being in a more just world. Freire’s urge for 

educators to help learners name and own the world on their own terms comes from the same desire, 

that is, to use education as the practice of freedom.  

However, as Ken Robinson points out, most great learning happens in groups. (19) Freedom is by 

definition collaborative. We do not meaningfully become free in-and-of ourselves, but free in the context 

of others. Freedom is defined in terms of relationship with others. We need, therefore, to see learning 

as a social intelligence: we need to cultivate groups who depend upon each other for success and 

achievement, and to shift the locus of transformation from the individual to the collective.  

We have, however, moved so far from the practice of real collaborative learning that now our young 

people only know how to have individual relationships with learning material. It does not matter how 

others in your company fare, the only work that counts is the work you do yourself, alone. Your results 

are predicated solely upon your ability to concentrate, to memorise, and to understand what everything 

means to you personally. Success is determined by a standardised test of your ability to privately 

articulate your thoughts to an unseen and anonymous reader who will never meet you. 

The focus is firmly on the monologue. Most young people have forgotten how, or are too fearful to be 

social, and the result is that any attempt at dialogue, let alone public, critical questioning, is fraught with 

anxiety and thought best left alone.  

This is ultimately why theatre-making is so important. It cannot be done alone. At the very least, as 

Peter Brook pointed out in his influential The Empty Space, it requires an audience. It is fundamentally 

public and elementally social. Many of our young people have great difficulty learning how to be in 

theatre-making ensembles because learning to be in groups is learning how to take risks in the 

company of others. For them, it is forgotten, but the process of remembering how to do it is invigorating. 
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It is a small step to shift the focus from self to other. But once we do, we begin to see the condition of 

others everywhere: we begin to empathise. Both education and theatre can help us position ourselves 

in the collective and teach us how to engage with the community. And in engaging with it we can 

transform it. 

…learning is a place where paradise can be created. The classroom with all its limitations remains a location of 
possibility. In that field of possibility we have the opportunity to labour for freedom, to demand of ourselves and our 
comrades, an openness of mind and heart that allows us to face reality even as we collectively imagine ways to 
move beyond boundaries, to transgress. This is education as the practice of freedom. (hooks 1994: p207) 
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