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This thesis is about how the creative arts helps circumvent the negative 

effects of the traditional school, such as, its disconnectedness from the 

community, confined view of literacy, isolation of school disciplines, and its 

predilection for competition over cooperation. The study notes that beyond 

geographical barriers and other historical differences, the colonial practices of 

mainstream schooling as seen in the U.S and Guinea (West Afi-ica) have 

pernicious effects on the school success of linguistic minorities. To improve 

learning, this study supports that students learn better when the school embraces 

their identities, dreams, and values their "fund of knowledge" and beliefs. It 

advocates using the creative arts to mediate students' affective, experiential, and 

intellectual input within a problem solving approach to instruction. The social, 

affective, physical, and intellectual gains from their encounter v^dth the arts are 

not only engaging for critical thinking but also empowering for personal and 

school change. 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

The work to be presented is comprised of four chapters. In Chapter I, I present 

the socio-historical context of minority education in conjunction with my related 

experiences from which this work has emerged. It also includes an institutional 

analysis of the evolving context of schooling in Guinea from the colonial era to the 

post-independence period, and explains not only the rationale, but also the main 

framework and the methodology, used in this study. Chapter 11 provides insights into 

some theoretical considerations relevant to the schooling experience of minority 

students in the United States. It gives a synopsis of some major research in the field of 

minority education that advocate educational reform for the improvement of student 

learning and social justice, mostly in the United States, with a focus on the period 

following the publication of A Nation At Risk. Chapter III examines the integration of 

community culture and school culture in relation to student learning and postmodernist 

trends in educational research since thel980s. Chapter IV ponders further on the role 

of creative arts viewed as a supporting tool in the educational dynamic of schools. 

The main recommendations and the conclusion will then follow. 

Motivational Background and Statement of the Problem 

In "the shadow of silent majorities," then, as teachers learning 
along with those we try to provoke to learn, we may be able to 
inspire hitherto unheard voices. We may be able to empower 
people to rediscover their own memories and articulate them in the 
presence of others, whose space they can share. Such a project 
demands the capacity to unveil and disclose. It demands the 
exercise of imagination, enlivened by works of art, by situations of 
speaking and making. Perhaps we can at last devise reflective 
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communities in the interstices of colleges and schools. Perhaps we 
can invent ways of freeing people to feel and express indignation, 
to break through the opaqueness, to refuse the silences. We need to 
teach in such a way as to arouse passion now and then; we need a 
new camaraderie, a new en masse. These are dark and shadowed 
times, and we need to live them, standing before one another, open 
to the world. (Greene, 1986, p. 441) 

After sixty years of French rule, the Republic of Guinea was eventually declared 

a free nation on October 2, 1958. Exactly one year later I enrolled to go to school at the 

age of seven. My experiences with primary, secondary and post-secondary institutions 

as a pupil, student, teacher, and later as a teacher educator have been unique 

opportunities to witness several post-independence school reforms over the past forty 

years. Drawing further on my own academic experiences as a graduate student at 

various Western universities in England (1983, 1988, 1992) and the United States of 

America (1990, 2000-2002), I have become aware of major themes facing education in 

both established and newly formed nations. I have identified some important similarities 

in those themes as well. 

My present research interest grows out of my effort to try to reconcile my dual 

roles as educator both at home and school. As the parent of four children attending 

different secondary schools, including government and private institutions, I have 

become increasingly aware of the power structure of schools and the related oppression 

and suppression of students' voices. In the course of my regular duties as student-

teacher supervisor, I gradually became disturbed by the incongruity between students' 

lives at home and schooling experience. The dichotomy between home discourse and 

school discourse caused some discomfort as I represented both institutions 
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simultaneously on many occasions. As a parent and educator, I believe education to be 

about making sense of one's everyday experiences as well as others'. It should, 

therefore, aim at helping youngsters experience sound cognitive, affective, moral, and 

intellectual development. 

On the many occasions I visited the urban schools in Conakry either as a parent 

or student teacher supervisor, the students' lack of involvement was a constant 

disheartening experience. Students' disengagement often led to disruptive behaviors. 

This situation was very similar to what Boykin & Allen (unpublished manuscript) found 

in several studies (e.g., Piestrup, 1973; Sheets, 1996; Town, 1998). According to these 

studies. Black and Latino students from low-income urban backgrounds developed 

resistance behavior, and protective and defensive strategies when they felt that their 

ethnicity and culture were being "disrespected, misunderstood, devalued or ignored in 

their classrooms (p. 2). One immediate consequence is the lack of student interest in 

the lesson the teacher is struggling to teach. Disruptive behaviors in the classroom 

often result from the clash between the students' interests and experiences, their 

background knowledge and concerns, on one hand, and the priorities of the curriculum 

specifications, on the other. It is disconcerting to note the amount of time and energy 

the teacher ends up investing in controlling disruptive behaviors as opposed to 

advancing students' learning. It is no exaggeration therefore to state that when the 

integrity of the students' culture goes unrecognized, as a resuh, they fail to thrive 

educationally (Boykin & Allen, 2000). Moreover, the classroom format, including 

interaction patterns and learning activities, is often at odds with the interaction and 



learning experiences the students grow up with in the home setting. In view of these 

inhibiting factors for students' engagement my professional quest was triggered to 

dispel my parental discomfort and concern for students' academic success. I started 

looking at possible ways to curb the problem so that schools could provide more 

challenging, engaging, and fulfilling learning experience for the students. 

In the face of the growing demands on literacy in what is known as the 

information age, "reliance on a strictly bureaucratic, early twentieth-century corporate 

model of system operation" (Boykin, 2000, p. 148) may prove ineffective. Assuming 

"skill education" is but a subservient of "political education" (Lomotey, 1990) for the 

advent of a clear-sighted and responsible leadership and citizenry, it seems particularly 

urgent for war-torn, famine and HIV/AIDS-stricken African nations to find alternative 

ways for educating the youth to rise to the challenge. Without a doubt, the most 

prominent among public educational agencies is the school. However, for it to play a 

transformative role, we need a shift fi-om the vision of learning that values declarative 

knowledge to one that honors procedural knowledge. The school has the mission to 

achieve within every learner the responsible and critical citizen who is capable of 

changing culture rather than only reproducing it (Lecourt, 1999). 

In connection with this imperative, and following my disappointment after a 

long search for a convenient and committed school for my own children, I invested in 

1994 all my personal savings in the purchase of an estate, and soon started building my 

own school a few years later. In this school, I thought it would be possible to capitalize 

not only on my own schooling experience as a student but also on my professional 
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experience to try to introduce, however small, a few innovations which might 

eventually help to increase student engagement and commitment to learn. At the very 

least, it could provide some evidence of my goodvwll and commitment to educational 

change. It could further serve as a tribute to educators as members of a time-honored 

profession. Unfortunately, to my own disappointment, the twelve-classroom project is 

still waiting for completion due to lack of funding. Nonetheless, I have kept my dream 

alive, and have had a commitment to this personal goal since 1996. To help it come 

true, I chose to pursue other educational opportunities, and applied for and received the 

2000 Fulbright Staff Development Scholarship to come to the University of Arizona. 

My present research is predicated on the assumption that creative arts in the 

classroom can help channel the student cultural knowledge into classroom activities 

making them appealing to students, and, thus, conducive to greater enthusiasm for 

learning. In Guinea, although the entertaining function of the arts as extra-curricular 

activities was nothing new in the school experience of most students, the educative 

function of the arts, however, had never been associated wdth classroom practice. 

Only four years ago, I attended a student talent show in Conakry, a school-

organized dance performance to mark the end of the academic year. This event was 

truly a unique opportunity to see adolescents beam with self-worth and pride on school 

premises. I could see lit up faces when these students performed in front of a large 

audience of friends and relatives. This special audience of significant ones had gathered 

to acknowledge in cheers and applauses the many talents the students had brought to 

heighten the school closing ceremony. It then dawned on me that culminating events 
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and public displays of this nature are educationally justifiable goals yielding 

tremendous rewards for youth because they are less about competition or one-

upmanship and more about student's "pride of accomplishment in ways other than 

formal performances" (McLaughlin, 2000, p. 13). For once, the smartest students, 

academically speaking, were not necessarily the most applauded performers. Usually 

joyful, carefree teenagers often from modest families, who grew up close to the typical 

African community life of dance rituals, wedding and baby naming and other religious 

ceremonies or rites of passage, performed outstandingly well with the perfect mix of 

vigor, splendor, and amazing grace. 

This particular encounter with the arts on school premises turned out to be the 

"Aha!" experience. It triggered my quest for other ways of making schooling a 

fulfilling, enjoyable, and liberating experience for secondary school students so that 

they can feel engaged in, and self-empowered for their own intellectual growth. It 

occurred to me that home and community culture could well be fed into the students' 

educational experience, as it always did in Pre-Colonial Afi^ica. In my opinion, the 

student background culture and knowledge of the world remains the bedrock of any 

sensible curriculum that seeks to make room for other forms of knowing and learning. 

In this respect using the arts as a pedagogical tool can make this happen. Within the 

most culturally diverse urban schools the learning and the demonstration of it can be on 

display in "art-mediated instruction". 

From this point on my inquiry drew ever closer to the creative arts as I sought to 

understand their possible connection to learning. The arts became only the tip of the 



iceberg as I considered the array of contributions likely to come from the community at 

large and most importantly from its culture (Lipka, J., Mohatt, G. V., & the Ciulistet 

Group, 1998). Ultimately, community culture would become the core component of the 

curriculum in educating the whole child. 

The question that frames my thesis is "How can creative arts help best connect 

school to the student cultural knowledge as means to academic achievement?" In other 

words, my hypothesis is that through creative arts it is possible to alter so as to expand 

the range of cultural themes that form the basis of the learning and performance 

contexts in schools. 

Rationale 

In line with what has been said thus far it seems within reason to think that one 

can capitalize upon the fundamental cultural assets of a wider range of students and yet 

provide a platform where they can all participate in a more diverse set of cultural 

experiences to enhance their learning and performance outcomes. In order to research 

my question, however, it became necessary for me to attend a foreign institution with a 

teacher preparation program, which addresses school reform and encourages 

educational research in arts education. The United States, and the University of 

Arizona, in particular, became my choice for carrying out my project, on the strength of 

its research commitment to educational issues affecting linguistically and culturally 

disadvantaged students including those of African descent. Moreover, the abundant 

literature and the longstanding expertise that is available to prospective researchers 

fiirther confirmed this choice. Still a more compelling reason for conducting my 
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research in the United States of America (USA) lies in the politically fertile and 

culturally enduring history of its Black involuntary immigrant community. 

Conceptual Framework 

The overarching frame of this piece of research is based on a "metadiscipline" 

approach deemed conversant with a student-centered instruction. I used Banks' (2001) 

five-dimensions model comprised of: content integration, knowledge construction 

process, prejudice reduction, an equity pedagogy, and an empowering school culture 

and social structure. 

Method 

My research approach consists in investigating the schooling experience of these 

immigrant minority students in the United States. I set out to identify curricular and 

instructional theories and practices pertaining to the educational value of the arts that 

are likely to be relevant to the Guinean context. In fact, putting aside its remoteness in 

time, and beyond the distance between Africa and America, it is a well-documented fact 

that the bulk of slave trade took place in West Africa. 

Far better remembered from Africa were traditions, early 
socialization habits, and rites of passage and intensification. Thus 

1 naming ceremonies, types of scarification, rituals associated with 
birth, death, release, and protection from potential harm by spirits 
from the unknown world remained long after individuals (the 
African American community) lost full control of the grammars of 
the languages of their West African homeland. (Heath, 2000, pp. 
166-167) 

Based on these circumstances, I argue that Afroculturally-infiased curriculum 

and pedagogy that could cause a positive difference in African American students' 

learning could most possibly have similar impact on African students' learning in the 



local context of Guinea. I believe art-in-education to be such a medium of instruction 

whereby students' cultural experiences, skills, interests, and understanding of out-of 

school events are called upon to enhance their learning of a particular academic content. 

More precisely, I intend to use data from scholarly studies of the 1980s and 

1990s that have addressed the issue of cultural mismatch between the Eurocentric-

school culture and the learning preferences of students from African American 

backgrounds. The belief is that student identity and ethnicity, more often than not, 

interact v^th learning viewed as a classroom event that makes social and psychological 

claims on learners. I hope to identify research findings that would provide some 

guidance and support to the educational project undertaken by several Post-Colonial 

states in Africa decades ago (Heyneman, 1971; Stem, 1964). 

Demographics and the Educational Framework 

Guinea, a country of the size of Oregon (95,000 square, miles) and a population 

of 7.2 million (1996 census) including refugees and foreign residents, is located on the 

Atlantic Coast of West Africa and is bordered by Guinea-Bissau, Senegal, Mali, Cote 

d'lvoire, Liberia and Sierra Leone. It is sometimes referred to as the "Water Reservoir" 

of Africa because 22 West African rivers among which the Niger, Gambia, and Senegal 

Rivers, have their origin in Guinea. 

The country's colonial period began in 1898 after the defeat of one of the most 

well known heroes of the national resistance, Almamy Samory Toure, warlord and 

leader of Maninka descent. It is important to note that as early as 1902 Catholic 

missions were already in the country where they created orphanages, schools, 



dispensaries and other training centers (Houis, 1953) along with the French 

administration's efforts to create public schools to suit its own needs. 

However, prior to coming into contact with the European commerce, the area 

occupied by Guinea today was included in several large West African political 

groupings such as the former empires of Ghana, Mali, and Songhai at various times 

between the 10'*' and the IS''* centuries (U. S. Department of State, 1999). This goes 

toward explaining the rich political and cultural legacy of the country. The brain 

washing that was soon to follow Guinea's becoming a French colony was commensurate 

to the secular beliefs and traditions that prevailed in its people. 

Statistics on the colonial period (Houis, 1953) indicate that in 1951 public 

school student population had reached 15, 826 of which 2,074 were female. In 1952, 

this figure went up to 17, 390 of which 2,390 female students. Projected estimates for 

1953 were 159 public schools of 419 classrooms, and 21 Mission schools of 78 classes 

to be operated by some 389 local instructors of varying abilities and qualifications. As 

for secondary schools for that same year, there were 295 students of which 33 were 

female in the only two high schools that were located in Conakry for the entire country. 

Five years later, in 1958, the people of Guinea overwhelmingly rejected membership in 

the proposed French Community during a September plebiscite. The French withdrew 

soon after, and on October 2, 1958, Guinea proclaimed itself a sovereign and 

independent republic after 60 years of French rule. Sekou Toure became the first 

President of the newly independent nation until his death in February 1984. 



The first government of national elites fi"om the French colonial school system 

took charge. Following a series of social and educational reforms that were initiated by 

this new leadership, the Cultural Socialist Revolution was officially adopted on August 

2"^ 1968. Mass literacy campaigns and mass education in native languages came as a 

resuh of the reorientation process. However, due to inadequate planning the experience 

was not conclusive despite all the promises to take the school close to the community 

life. The linguistic and cultural pluralism appeared to have been a stumbling bloc not 

only to a successful implementation of any coherent language policy but also to any fiill 

realization of national unity. The persistence of pervasive segregation practices by 

those in authority based on cultural, linguistic and/or family membership has put many 

language minorities at a disadvantage as regards education, employment, and other life 

opportunities. 

Guinea's four geographic regions reflect its ethnic and cultural makeup. Lower 

Guinea, a narrow coastal belt along the Atlantic Ocean is populated by the Soussou 

(20%) and other sub-groups such as, Baga, Nalou, Mikhifore, whose major activity is 

fishing beside farming cash crops mainly banana, pineapple and mango. Middle 

Guinea, the pastoral Fouta Djallon highlands are inhabited by the Peuhls (40%) also 

called Fulani or Fulah who are mostly known for their pastoral music and nomadic 

traditions, form the best part of the business community of the country. Upper Guinea, 

the northern savannah is the domain of the Maninka (30%), who are well knowoi for 

their sense of tradition associated with the cast of griots or chanters often regarded as 

the living memory of the historical past of the community. Finally Forest Guinea, the 



southeastern rain forest stands as the bam of the country. Its minority population (10%) 

of Kissie, Loma, Kpele, and Manian live off land and water resources but are also 

remembered for their endogenous culture including the traditional Loma print and 

Loma currency known as "Guinze". 

On the religious front there are three main creeds (U. S. Department of State, 

1999): Muslims 85%, Christians (8%), Traditional beliefs (7%). Creed, language, 

culture and politics find their ramifications in the school system. These social forces 

play out in the lives of students to determine what they will do and who they will be in 

later life. 

The economic base of the Guinean school is largely dependent on agriculture, 

which represents 76% of the country's income, industry and commerce 18%, and 

services 6%. The natural resources include bauxite, iron ore, diamonds, gold, 

waterpower, uranium, and fisheries. According to the 1996 estimates the literacy rate 

for the total population aged 15 and over that can read and write (Roman and/or Arabic 

print) is about 36%. Compulsory education is up till 8'** grade and according to the 

1996 figures, 51% of the youth attend primary school, 15% go to secondary schools, 

and 3% for post secondary institutions (U.S. Department of State, 1999). 

The Guinean system of education is organized into three main cycles. Primary 

school starts at age 7 and lasts 6 years. Secondary school goes from age 13 to 17 and 

then from 17 to 20. Post-secondary education has a vocational track (3 years) and an 

academic track (5-6 years). 
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CHAPTER n. THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON MINORITY 

STUDENTS' SCHOOL SUCCESS 

As a general case, minority children were found to have poor schooling 

experiences in the United States (J. Coleman Report, 1966) and in other places. The 

report generated a wealth of research among progressive scholars of late 1960s and 

early 1970s. For the purpose of this paper, I would like to consider the contributions 

from ethnic and non-ethnic scholars alike and their effort to demolish the theoretical 

and empirical foundations of the various deficit discourses used to legitimize minority 

students' school failure real as it is. 

From middle school up, students tend to be less involved with what 
schools are about. Students say it causes them to live into two 
separate worlds—^the school world and the real world. Stimulus-
response instruction will no longer, by itself, produce learners or 
leaders for today's world. We have moved from a society where 
we were told what to do, to a creative, risk-taking society, seeking 
more control over our own lives. (Areglado, R. J.; Bradley, R. C.; 
& Pamela, S. L.; 1996, p. 10) 

The underachievement of U.S. non-mainstream students, particularly in 

secondary schools, has raised a growing concern for many scholars in the past two 

decades. As a result, considerable research has emerged in fields such as educational 

anthropology and drama, theory and philosophy of education, socio- and 

psycholinguistics. Generally speaking, the theories put forth to account for this 

underachievement of U.S. minority students fall into four main categories; a) genetic 

deficit; b) structural reproduction of inequalities; c) social deficit theory also known as 

social Darwinism; and d) cultural difference theory (Lomotey, 1990). In addition, 

Boykin (as cited in Hale-Benson, 2001) has repeatedly pointed out the fact that African 
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American students are usually from a highly dynamic, variable, colorful home culture. 

It becomes a problem when students from such backgrounds attend schools where quiet 

and passivity are classroom operating modes oflen leading to less eventful and 

stimulating classroom life compared to life at home and in the community. 

If we add the ever-growing socioeconomic gap, which seems to affect the school 

performance of White and non-White underclass minority students, there is a good 

reason for concern. Indeed the steady rise in the population of students of color in U.S. 

schools when paired with high rates of high school dropout (Hale-Benson, 1986, 2001) 

seems to suggest the urgency for more appropriate alternatives in order to counter a 

similar increase in inmate population. It comes as no surprise that students who drop 

out of school are likely to become law offenders in later life for being ill equipped to 

compete in a market driven economy. To prevent such disastrous outcomes of wasted 

minds, it seems imperative to stop what Woodson (1933) once called the 

"miseducation" of disadvantaged students. And as James Baldwin (Foster, 1996) 

explains; 

... a child cannot be taught by someone who despises him, a child 
cannot afford to be fooled. A child cannot be taught by anyone 
whose demand, essentially, is that the child repudiates his 
experience, and all that gives sustenance, and enter a limbo in 
which he will no longer be black and in which he knows that he 
can never become white. Black people have lost too many black 
children that way", (p. 12) 

True education goes well beyond mere acquisition of basic skills and pre-processed 

information. It seems rather urgent to help this important section of the school 

population to get connected to their education through the provision of a rich cuhurally 
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appropriate learning experience that can foster critical thinking for all students. 

"Education for the best of us is good for the rest of us" (Dewey as cited in Hale-Benson, 

1986, p. xv). 

Competition and the cultural miscommunications that are characteristic of the 

traditional classroom, often culminate in cultural clash and academic failure (Delpit, 

1995; Irvine, 1990). The ensuing student withdrawal and/or underachievement are no 

less than an educational failure rather than a victory for the schools. Although teachers 

cannot change the socioeconomic environment of the students, they can act to change 

the way schools go about the business of instruction." The emphasis in the schools 

must be on changing the schools—not changing the students" (Lomotey, 1990, p. 5). 

In a three-point argument premised on the fact that the teacher comes first in the 

learning lives of children, Irvine (1990, 2000) observes that Afi-ican American students, 

for instance, tend to be more teacher dependent and that cognition is culture embedded 

as representation of a world view. She argues for the necessity to initiate dramatic 

changes in the organization structures, policies, and procedures in the school system in 

order to empower the teacher. She further points to the need for an increase in the 

minority teacher representation figures (Foster, 1996) to pair with the rocketing 

population of the minority student in order to help contain the alarming concerns for 

their academic achievement. Finally, she asserts that differential treatment of students 

during classroom interactions comes as an additional disconnecting factor of students, 

and the pervasive use of an alien curriculum content can only make matters worse. To 

reverse this trend, I suggest using the arts to embed students' learning in multi



dimensional contexts that makes it possible for them to draw on their social and cultural 

experiences, as much as on their economic environment for meaning (Nelson, Colby, & 

McIIrath, 2001). 

The approach seeks to allow for a robust learning community to emerge. By 

this I mean a vibrant community that operates in some completeness of body and soul. 

Within such a community of learners, both affect and cognition are cared for and geared 

toward knowledge of the multiple selves within every individual. In order for 

classroom communication and cooperation to improve participants are encouraged to 

learn about one another. Culturally negotiated pedagogy (Lipka, Mohatt, & the 

Ciulistet Group, 1998) perceives schooling less as a place for transferring knowledge 

than a meeting place between cultures, therefore, a site for cultural negotiations. Apart 

from the fact that competition has been self-perpetuating, there is little evidence to show 

that human nature is inevitably competitive (Areglado, Bradley, & Pamela, 1996). 

In the face of the push for content equalization and the press for educational 

excellence John Gardner's old question, "Can we be equal and excellent too?" (Lomotey, 

1990, p. 49) is still worth asking today. The next section will try to describe the way in 

which the role of the school is a function of the social model it is called to serve. 

School as a Design 

Given the fact that schools have shown to be ideological grounds rather than 

institutions of "mere and pure academics", it stands to reason that the ideological 

orientation and the related policy-driven schooling practices often define and decide to a 

large extent the development of society. Therefore, who should participate in 
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formulating the priorities that shape the curriculum in the nation's schools, colleges, and 

universities, becomes the crux of the power struggle over the content and outcomes of 

schooling (Bernstein, 1990; Heyneman, 1971). In similar veins the pressures on post-

independence Afi-ican schools are also on the increase. Whoever wins the curriculum 

debate "has essentially defined the goals of society and has determined the training of 

those who will become the leaders of the new societies (Heyneman, 1971). 

The questions to be addressed are whether schools should serve as instruments 

for social hegemony and control or as agents of change that adjust to the needs of a 

pluralistic society and towards social justice. Henry Giroux (1989) argues that 

we need to determine what kind of society we want and how to go 
about educating students for a truly democratic society. What 
conditions do we need to provide to both teachers and students for 
such an education to be meaningful and workable? (p. 729) 

Much of the inadequacy of modem education is connected with its failure to 

assimilate real life, even though schools reflect most of the contradictions, unresolved 

issues such as gender, race, and class inequalities of one kind or another. Beyond the 

mere fact of reflecting these issues, schools need to assimilate, to incorporate them into 

classroom activities so that they can be addressed from multiple perspectives. 

Educators Andy Hargreaves and Michael Fullan (1998) share the view that because of 

technological and societal changes and pressures, 

[T]he walls of the school have—and should—"come tumbling 
down". Problems that were once "out there" are intruding more 
and more into schools. Schools must engage and connect more 
openly with the wider community—^with all its complexities, 
problems, and rapid change—if they want to improve the fiiture of 
education, (p. 61) 



It is vitally important, these authors argue that "educators not ignore these outside 

forces, for if they are unprepared, they will only fall prey to their most damaging 

effects" (p. 61). 

It is worth calling to attention the fact that in most societies and Guinea is no 

exception, housing, leisure and entertainment, food and clothing, health care and similar 

commodities including education, vary according to the individual's profession and 

income. In a liberal society with deep-seated capitalistic values like the United States, 

wealth becomes the most divisive element that echoes in homes and higher strata of 

society. A fiirther connection between income and academic achievement, as is often 

the case, promotes schooling as one of the top priorities, and suggests knowledge as the 

ticket for access to higher social status and economic mobility. No wonder that 

American politics has in the last two decades shown a vested interest in education as 

judged from its political agendas since the 1980s such as A Nation At Risk. Goals 2000 

to the most recent No Child Left Behind of the present administration. Interesting to 

note is the fact that during the 2000 presidential campaign, candidates from both major 

parties supported adamantly greater "accountability" as a measure to strengthen U.S. 

public schools (Vinson & Ross, 2001, p. 55). 

When we consider the way knowledge is transmitted and tested vwthin any 

particular school system, a selective tradition prevails and operates to shape both the 

content and form of curriculum materials. It consists of denying access to certain ideas 

and perspectives while validating others. The selectivity that gives shape to school 

curriculum is neither politically disinterested nor socially benign. The same selective 
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tradition, while helping maintain existing social relations, serves to support the interests 

of powerful groups but denies the authenticity and value of "minority" groups and 

viewpoints. Unmistakably, designing a curriculum is ultimately a political act. 

Affective and Social Dimensions of Learning 

In light of the foregoing observations, standards-based reform as a system of 

accountability impedes individual fulfillment for both teachers and students. Beyer 

(1996) is worth quoting in length as he addresses the issue, and describes some 

important concerns for the future of education when he declares: 

An acceleration in the deskilling of teaching observed and 
analyzed over the last few decades is in keeping with many of the 
assumptions that guided the first normal and common schools, and 
is fully understandable only within the dynamics of power that 
characterize U.S. society. As more and more decisions are taken 
out of teachers' hands with classroom activities bounded by norms 
of accountability for standardized test scores and classroom order, 
and the use of behavioristic, technical languages and values 
dominates, teaching becomes increasingly routinized, the creative, 
visionary voices of teachers muted. For example, when behavior 
modification techniques are utilized to maximize students "time on 
task"; when commercial curriculum materials dominate, reducing 
the teacher to a technician who simply follows the step-by-step 
directions provided by elaborate instructional manuals; when the 
school day is fragmented into discrete time blocks that isolate 
subject matters and undermine student projects; when the demand 
on teachers' time cut short opportunities for reflection and inquiry; 
and when the un-interpreted resuhs of standardized test scores are 
used to make summary judgments about teachers' effectiveness, 
the classroom becomes a place of monotony, even drudgery. This 
pattern of deskilling has of course been furthered by the increased 
use of textbooks and mechanistic approaches to curriculum 
making, (p. 6) 

Given the above information, there was ground for concern, particularly during the 

1980s and 1990s. 
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It is my perception that education is mostly a cultural act within a social context. 

This, in my view, calls upon teachers, by virtue of their profession, to be politically 

proactive and to not reduce teaching to a mere passing of facts. A close look at the 

intricate relationship of knowledge and power suggests that alternative epistemologies 

are needed if new ways of processing, interpreting, knowing, and conveying historical, 

cultural, linguistic, and social-political realities behind these facts, should make their 

way into the classroom. Most theoretical and pedagogical constructs about schooling, 

in fact, appear to be distorted, and often single-sided, thus, oppressive. Other 

perceptions based on cultural and social factors also need to be explored in the 

classroom. We need to listen to others in order to expand our learning of other's 

perspectives. 

Theoretical Perspectives 

The rest of this chapter is a synoptic review of various paradigm shifts from 

explanation of minority student school failure to alternative research geared towards 

their academic success during the 1980s and 1990s. Of special interest are the evolving 

perspectives from cultural reproductionists, Post-Marxists ethnographers, 

ethnomethodologists, including sociolinguists and educational anthropologists, to the 

new generation of native ethnographers. 

Marxists and Cultural Reproductionists. 

Marxist and cultural reproduction theorists generally argue that schools are 

instrumental in the reproduction of social inequalities using various institutional forms 

such as tracking (Oakes, 1985), separate curriculum and instructional strategies, teacher 
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social class bias, and informal peer group life (Willis, 1981). However, most of their 

critics (Davies, 1996; Liston, 1988) observe their overemphasis on class inequality as 

opposed to other parameters such as race, ethnicity, and gender interface with class. 

Although these scholars did little to challenge the notion of culture and ethnicity as 

underpinnings of the deficit theory, several unconventional theorists did help put the 

concepts of culture and ethnicity (Foley & Moss as cited in Foley, 2001) into 

ethnographic perspectives. 

Post Marxist Theorists 

Contributions from nonethnic (non-native) scholars (Bourdieu & Passeron, 

1977; Willis, 1981) have been influential within the post-Marxist perspective—also 

referred to in some educational circles as the "cultural production" and/or "practice" 

perspective (Levinson & Holland, 1996). They contend that youth from affluent 

backgrounds have an enormous advantage over working-class youth because of the 

proper etiquette, demeanor, taste, speech and literacy styles they bring from home. 

These students from the "right classes", who possess the "right" or preferred speech and 

literacy styles as a form of power or "cultural capital", are expected to do better because 

their speech and literary styles fit into the school's middle-class cuhure better (Foley, 

2001). 

This post-Marxist tradition therefore emphasizes the multiple struggles of 

cultural minority groups against race, ethnic, class, and gender dominance. 

Consequently, middle-class schools and teachers often face the challenge of 

"oppositional" collective identity and anti-school peer groups (Delpit, 1995; Ogbu &. 



Simons, 1998; Willis, 1981) who struggle in any possible ways they can, to valorize 

their working-class manners of speaking and acting. A direct consequence of the 

institutional efforts to devalue the linguistic and cultural practices of this working-class 

youth is that they come to view the requirements of school success—mastering the 

school curriculum and writing standard English—as "acting White", and of losing their 

ethnic culture (Foley, 2001). 

Unfortunately, it is this rebellious stance of minority students against the 

bourgeois norms of the school, much as its denial of their linguistic and cultural rights 

to an identity of their own, which often consigns them to academic failure. Not only do 

they become inattentive and openly defiant, they also refuse to work hard and can 

sometimes be confrontational. In other words, "the academic failure of minority 

students has more to do with the institutional bias or the mismatch between the culture 

of the school and the class culture of the students, than any inherent cultural and 

linguistic deficiency" (Foley, 2001). Indeed, research shows socioeconomic status to be 

a more consistent indicator of school failure than race or ethnicity (Rasool & Curtis, 

2000). 

Unlike ethnomethodologists, who are often preoccupied with developing a 

universalistic, scientific theory of why non-mainstream minority students fail, new 

ethnic (native) scholars seek to deconstruct the intellectual debate surrounding such 

things as Ogbu and Simmon's (1998) cultural ecological (pathological) theory as 

anchored in his concepts of "voluntary" and "involuntary" immigrants. Indeed, in sharp 

contrast to perspectives from an earlier generation of sociolinguists (Heath, 1983; 



Phillips 1983) and anthropologists (Ogbu & Simons, 1998; Gibson, 1997), many of 

these contemporary ethnographers are deeply influenced by the anti-foundational 

theories of science that are characteristic of critical race, postmodern, post-Marxist, and 

feminist perspectives. In this pursuit of decolonizing the academy, it need not be 

forgotten that opposition to progressivism remains a political project (Bernstein 1990). 

These contemporary ethnic scholars are usually committed to their people and to 

producing knowledge that challenges the social order and helps the oppressed people. 

Most of them reject the positivist contemplation of a "universal", "scientific" 

explanation of ethnic minority school failure. Instead, these scholars are primarily 

concerned with documenting and producing ethnic school success through policy-

relevant studies often referred to as "critical ethnography" and "action-research" 

(Nelson, Colby & McIIrath, 2001). 

This new trend has been termed "a pedagogy of hope" (Trueba, 1999). Its 

proponents and promoters a) believe in deconstructing the philosophical foundations of 

various forms of deficit thinking theory; b) aim further than their radical White 

counterparts in the deconstruction effort; c) reach beyond the dearth of research on the 

causes of the academic gap (Hale-Benson, 2001); and d) search for educational 

practices and programs, which actually narrow the achievement gap (Ernst, Statzner, & 

Trueba, 1994; Mehan, Villuanueva, Hubbard, & Lintz, 1996). 

Furthermore, this new generation of ethnic ethnographers has produced copious 

research (Fordham & Ogbu 1996;Gibson, 1997; Valenzuela, 1999) documenting low-

achieving "voluntary minorities" and/or high-achieving native-bom "involuntary 



minorities" using "intimate, complex, less stereotypic, humanizing portraits of their 

subjects"(Foley, 2001, p. 25). They usually probe the in-group variability of these 

ethnic groups with greater cultural and linguistic sensitivity than earlier investigators. 

My own research belongs to this latest perspective, in so far as it is an attempt to change 

school into a place of educational justice in the classroom, through the inclusion of 

other cultures in the school culture so as to allow minority students to not only "fit in" 

but also thrive educationally. 

Influence from Feminists and Critical Theorists 

To this end, feminist pedagogy allies with critical pedagogy to produce even 

more "oppositional knowledge" (Foley, 2001, p. 24) in order to advance the cause of the 

disadvantaged. In her seminal work on Afi-ocentric epistemology, African American 

feminist Hill-Collins (1990, 1998) postulated that a cultarally distinct African American 

way of knowing is rooted in four basic cultural practices: a) common sense and 

intuition, b) dialogue with peers, c) an ethic of caring, and d) an ethic of personal 

responsibility. 

Relevance of Culturally Responsive Teaching 

As the ethnic texture of schools deepens because of the inception of more and 

more students from interethnic marriages, the cultural complexion of school population 

broadens as we consider intraethnic factors, such as, gender, faith, sexual or class 

orientation. One direct consequence is that problems related to diversity rather than 

diminish will be on the increase (Banks as cited in Hollins, 1996, p.76). The growing 

number of people of color in U.S. schools (Hollins, 1996) is more than a demographic 
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issue, but also an educational concern which educators should be prepared to address. 

The 1990 census suggests that in another decade one of every three Americans will be a 

person of color, and by 2020 almost half of the nation's students will be of color (Banks 

as cited in Hollins, 1996). These marginalized groups extend to women, disabled 

individuals, and students from less affluent backgrounds or with different sexual 

orientation and religion. 

I am of the opinion that an intelligent blend of the critical pedagogy of Paulo 

Friere into Vygotsky's concept of "scaffolding" or building "zones of proximal 

development" within a "fund of knowledge" approach to a culturally relevant pedagogy 

and curriculum (Foley, 2001, p. 28.) may well be the way forward. The assumption is 

that the linguistically and culturally sensitive and politically conscious teacher agrees to 

the fact that he/she is the key to the school success of marginalized groups. I believe 

that such teachers could artfully tap into ethnic funds of knowledge and gradually 

explore the learners' enormous cognitive, affective, cultural, and linguistic possibilities. 

It is further worth stressing, however, that teacher preparation determines, in 

some important measures, any successful implementation of culturally relevant 

teaching, regardless of how sound the approach may appear to be. Teachers who share 

"cultural solidarity", different from "racial solidarity" (Foster, 1996, p. 575) help 

students become successful in ways congruent with their own identities and goals, 

community expectations, and values and norms—including high-test scores and skill 

proficiency. This requires that teacher education programs at colleges and universities 

develop some vision. In this respect, McCammon (2001) identifies three main 
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difficulties that seem to confuse the issue as regards drama/theater education courses for 

teachers. Even though she acknowledges tremendous possibilities for drama/theater in 

teacher preparation programs, she explains that a) courses in this area are often on the 

fringe of such programs at universities and within colleges of education, departments of 

theater alike. One immediate consequence of this is that b) not many drama specialists 

are committed to teacher preparation, and those who exist, work in isolation most of the 

time. A further predicament, she adds, is c) the overemphasis in U.S. secondary schools 

on play production and performance skills similar to university theater departments. 

Regarding cultural sensitivity and literacy, Gonzalez and associates (1995) 

suggest, for instance, that turning White teachers into ethnographers experiencing the 

rich sociocultural environment of Latinos could be a very effective way of producing 

antideficit, antiracist White teachers. How minority students are taught is as important 

as what they are taught and for what purpose (Irvine, 2000). It still takes teachers' 

willingness, time, and training to be in step teaching to students' learning styles and to 

the goals, which measure and incorporate home and community values. Therein lie the 

full meaning and the success of culturally relevant pedagogy seen as a form of 

liberation pedagogy for social justice. 

Within culturally responsive pedagogy there are finer distinctions worth noting. 

For some like Ladson-Billings (1995) it is less about helping minority students just "fit 

in" than preparing them to effect change in society. Her view of culturally responsive 

pedagogy supports students' home and community cultures, empowers students 

intellectually, socially, and emotionally and urges collective action grounded in cultural 



understanding, experiences, and ways of knowing (Irvine, 2000). For others, culturally 

responsive pedagogy serves as the foundation for emancipatory pedagogy. The former 

helps students become "co-creator [s] of culturally affirming emancipatory learning 

experiences that oppose and transcend it [culturally responsive pedagogy]" (King, 1991 

p. 263). 

Another key point worth bearing in mind is to critically review the educational 

support and materials within the control of the administration. It is vital that 

educational resources are used towards promoting a peaceful, equitable community 

within and outside of school. Indeed, decisions pertaining to the staffing of schools, 

size of classes, relevance of the curriculum content, and the pertinence of the instruction 

methods to the students' needs, abilities, and interests affect instruction. Schools should 

also be prepared to use sound research findings that help improve the learning 

conditions of students with special academic and emotional needs. 

Ideally education should seek the attainment of fi-eedom and democracy, whose 

quality is ultimately commensurate to the level of divergent, critical, and, at best, 

subversive thinking (Barrow, 1984) possible. Most to the contrary, within the tradition 

of the objective approach to curriculum design, there is all too often the assumption of a 

universal "law", the "only way", the "best way", or the most "efficient" way to map 

instruction. The way often ignores subjects, time, countries, and cultures. It is an 

illustration of "scientism" in education. In other words, it is simply "science's belief in 

itself (Kirk, 1988 p. 123). This dangerously ahistorical and atemporal nature of 

"objectivism", taking over objectivity in curriculum making, has often induced the 



belief that facts can be a substitute for the foundation of all forms of knowledge and 

values (Giroux, 1981). The perception of most education specialists (Apple, 1979; 

Barrow, 1984; Stenhouse, 1975) is that "education is induction into knowledge to the 

extent that the behavioral outcomes of the students become unpredictable" (Stenhouse 

as cited in Kirk, 1988, p. 121). Eisner (1969) concurs that there are forms of knowledge 

as in the creative arts, where much of the learning outcomes remains unspecified out of 

necessity. This, however, does not devalue the worth of a drama activity or any other 

form of the creative arts for that matter. 

Improvisational drama or process drama, for example, provides illustrations of 

such unforeseen learning outcomes and yet retains the logical properties inherent in the 

creative arts. Divergent thinking, as the operating mode of drama among other art 

forms, is the essence of creativity, which serves as the fuel science and other human 

activities use to promote even greater divergence. For example, in Brunner's perception 

there are only two modes of thought: a) story making construct to create meaning, and 

b) scientific construct, both in search of the "objective reality or conceivable truth" 

(Brunner as cited in Wagner, 1998 p. 27). Therefore, it is understood that culturally 

responsive teaching that is woven in the creative arts such as drama—improvisation, 

story dramatization, dramatic play, puppetry, pantomime, storytelling, and readers' 

theater—provides a powerful asset model. Students' learning is embedded in their own 

background culture and worldview as best found in their home language, folk stories, 

paintings, and other works of art. Rather than being subtractive (Valenzuela, 1999), the 

model empowers because of being additive. One such approach seems to induce greater 
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student involvement, in indication of their interests much as it helps stimulate student 

interactive skills in the construction of the particular form of knowledge likely to 

empower both student and teacher. 

In Search of an African-based Approach to Instruction 

Although the context of African schooling cannot be juxtaposed to that of the 

U.S., it nevertheless bears some similarities because of being biased, oppressive, and 

culturally out of tune, like any known colonial systems of schooling including that of 

the United States. Indeed Euro-centric schooling has been rightly criticized for being 

far too verbo-centric, as if knowledge resides exclusively in books, people, or 

disciplines (Leland & Harste, 1994). In truth, knowledge cuts across people, disciplines 

and sign systems, at one time or another, under given circumstances. Therefore, it is 

unreasonable to reduce or confine the concept of literacy, which is central to schooling, 

to one particular language ability only, because this is de facto, exclusionist. It is rather 

crucial to extend the concept to the individuals' ability to mediate their own world 

through a multiple sign system within the context of their own belief system and culture 

in order to offset the school language inequality. Signs, according to Vygotsky (1978), 

are thinking tools much as writing, which the artist uses to record personal perception 

and sensations about the world. 

Two major forms of ethnocentrism often plague both literacy and educational 

research practices that usually fail to incorporate informal community-based instruction. 

Eurocentric schooling is one such form of cultural ethnocentrism (Reagan, 2000), which 

evaluates other societies using the European canon as yardstick. Within this view, there 



is always the tendency to equate schooling to education and then to dismiss traditional 

practices as illegitimate forms of education (Boateng as cited in Diouf, Sheckley & 

Kehrhahn (2000). 

Epistemological ethnocentrism, on the other hand, uses the dominant paradigm 

usually out of mere ignorance and misunderstanding of the inherent value of informal 

education (Fafunwa, 1974) to determine topics for "legitimate discourse". To come to 

terms with the negative consequences of the long, brutal legacy of imperialist research 

requires some "archeological excavation" of educational thought (Foley, 2001, p. 23). 

In the same vein, Maori Tuhiwai-Smith (1999) echoes similar concerns when she 

chronicles the way Western "scientific" studies of her people in New Guinea have been 

instrumental in their economic and cultural colonization. In sharp contrast, both groups 

of scholars seem to advocate an ethical, collaborative, community-based type of 

research that can demonstrate a real respect for indigenous ways and still co-produce 

findings that are usefial to the local community. 

The outside definition and subsequent imposition of what counts as knowledge 

does have negative consequences on the academic achievement of students from 

African background and, in similar ways, on the development of local African 

communities. Diouf, Sheckley & Kehrhahn (2000) describe the way in which the 

Western construct of knowledge and teaching has sometimes led to unsuccessfiil and 

yet onerous implementation of some community development programs in Africa. His 

study is about a United Nations Development Program project, which was intended for 

the improvement of literacy and agricultural skills of Senegalese adult villagers in West 



Africa. Data collected from the study indicate that in the established tradition of the 

villagers, expectations for learning outcomes were community-oriented and embedded 

within the culture of the community. Moreover, the learning content was age -

appropriate and context-dependent and defined by the ability to discharge social roles 

responsibly. Likewise, domains of learning, different from domains of knowledge, 

appear to be defined according to age, sex, and social roles. 

In this traditional model, experience stands as the source of knowledge. Elders, 

as guardians of the past and the authoritative sources of knowledge, are therefore 

accredited transmitters. It follows that the family becomes the proximal zone of 

learning, much as the neighborhood functions as a resource center. In no case, the study 

concludes, was a government extension agent preferred as source of knowledge and/or 

learning (Diouf, Sheckley, & Kehrhahn, 2000). 

It is further worth noting that, although knowledge as product was culturally 

defined, the learning process of these adult respondents featured what Lave & Wegner 

(as cited in Brown, Collins & Duguid, 1989)"legitimate peripheral participation"(p. 40). 

The study interestingly found that knowledge was not influenced so much by cultural 

traditions as by the social and psychological factors, which is the case in most learning 

situations. Moreover, a major criticism leveled in the study is that the Western-biased 

view of most educational research and schooling practices emphasize human agency 

while fiill consideration of the social and cultural context and meaning of learning is 

oftentimes down played if not dismissed altogether (Diouf, et al., 2000). 

My argument, therefore, is that students will get involved in literacy acquisition 



when the school makes it possible for them to access the learning materials through 

pictures, projects, stories, symbols, drama, and/or hands-on problem-solving 

experiences as transmediations of their own community life. The enthusiasm and 

ownership that they experience following their participation in these various forms of 

construction of knowledge are impossible to match when work is assigned. 

The forthcoming chapters are organized around two main divisions. In my next 

chapter I discuss the key issues of culture and community and the multidisciplinary 

function of the arts with a special focus on the way in which educational drama helps to 

achieve greater integration, unity, and harmony in the structure of schools. 
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CHAPTER m; COMMUNITY AND CULTURE 

Community and Schooling 

The interrelation between community and schooling is real and continuous. 

There is a two-way flow between the two whether we like it or not. Jeffreys (1972) 

observes that "Plato was well aware, education cannot be what it ought to be, except in 

a perfect society, and yet the perfect society can be created, if at all, only by education" 

(p. 84). If the purpose of education were purely academic, a divorce between school 

and community would not be of great concern. Prior to the establishment of special 

institutions for conducting education, the act of educating was always paired with real 

life. In Africa, for example, before the coming of the European trader, the young 

people could learn all they needed to by simply growing up in the tribal community. In 

fact, the life of the tribe, with its daily and seasonal tasks, its initiation ceremonies and 

other rituals, was the school. And education was community in action. Even more 

important than the participation of the school in the life of the community was the 

participation of the community in education. To sum it all up, Jeffreys (1972) further 

adds. 

It is not too much to say education can never fiilly and completely 
be related to the life of the community—the school will never do its 
job—^until the whole community takes its share in the work of 
education. By that means alone can education recover, in the 
context of civilized society, something of the primitive naturalness 
of growing up in the life of the community. (p.81) 

This is probably what Dewey (1902/1956) meant by school as a microcosm, as 

an image of the world when he stated: 
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[We]... must get rid of the prejudicial notion that there is some gap 
in kind ... between the child's experience and the various forms of 
subject-matter that make up the course of study, ... abandon the 
notion of subject-matter as something fixed and ready-made in 
itself, outside the child's experience, ... cease thinking of the 
child's experience as also something hard and fast. See it as 
something fluent, embryonic, vital and we realize that the child and 
the curriculum are simply two limits, which define a single 
process. Just as two points define a straight line, so the present 
stand point of the child and the facts and truths of studies define 
instruction. It is continuous reconstruction, moving the child's 
present experience out into those organized bodies of truth that we 
call studies (p. 189) 

School and community cannot function independently. Each student brings 

unique problems into the classroom that can be attributed or linked to factors or 

problems in society. In addition, each student will become an aduh participating in 

social, cultural, economic, environmental, and political activities of one kind or another. 

In this chapter I intend to bring into focus the ways in which community-based 

organizations can fiirther student learning when a close partnership with the schools 

develops (McCarty & Lipka, 1994). 

Issues confi-onting the modem society can be successfully addressed if only the 

students, whose lives are usually impinged on, are involved, on regular basis, in the 

process of identifying and solving the many issues confronting their community. Such 

urban issues include violence, poverty, homelessness, family dysfunctions, street gangs, 

peer pressure, addictive disorders, racism, crime, pollution, injustice, unemployment, 

environmental destruction, child, substance, sexual abuses, etc. The school can do 

nothing better for the education of citizens than to make its boys and girls members of a 

true community. By this I mean a community of "free fellowship", one in which 
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freedom and responsibility, liberty and order combine, a community in which 

individuals are respected regardless of age, color, sex, social or economic status, and 

one which acknowledges the value of reason and experience over fear or status. 

However, for the school to fulfill the lofly goals of this form of practical 

education in "free fellowship" some conditions are required. The most important of 

these are the personal qualities, professional skills of the teachers, and a committed 

belief system to support their understanding of their role in the larger society as 

guardians of community life and agents of social change. 

In the same logic some scholars (Boykin & Allen, unpublished; O'Connor, 

1997) have argued for a reinventing of school so as it is endowed with culture-specific 

learning contexts and performance conversant with African American students' home 

background. Resilient schools (Boykin & Allen, unpublished) are described as schools 

where students from low-income and cultural or ethnic minority backgrounds are found 

to achieve academic growth. Different culturally defined pedagogies are part of this 

effort to shift focus from fixing the child to fixing the educational process in order to 

help students at risk for educational failure (Boykin & Allen, unpublished). Modem 

educational researchers and practitioners alike embrace the view that acknowledging 

what students know, can do, and do get at home or from their neighborhood community 

(Boykin, 2000; Boykin & Allen, unpublished; Hale-Benson, 2001) is the first step 

towards creating resilient schools. 

Similarly, leaders of post-industrial nations throughout the 1990s devoted more 

attention to nonschool environments in their concern for effective educational reform. 



Their attention went not only to neighborhoods with labels of "disadvantaged" (Heath, 

2002 - p.4) but to all communities. These later developments in educational research 

are predicated on the assumption that the human experience gathered in the pursuit of 

happiness remains at the core of all knowledge, therefore, of all forms of learning. 

Culture is the embodiment of this sum of knowledge within a given community. It 

follows that schooling, as the most common form of socializing the youth of modem 

times, needs to turn away from the time-honored deficit view of the learner so that it 

accommodates the cultural assets of the community. A study by Mehan, Hubbard and 

Villanueva (1994) of an "untracking" program known by the acronym AVID 

(Advancement Via Individual Determination) confirms that students can develop 

academic identities without assimilation to mainstream cultural values. The students 

eventually develop strategies to overcome learning problems associated with cultural, 

structural barriers and other drawbacks inherent in the school versus community divide 

(Delpit, 1995; Heath, 1986). 

Knowledge as Cultural Product 

In order for the school not to interrupt this momentum in the child's early 

development toward self-identity, self-esteem, and growth into responsible adulthood, it 

is my suggestion that an arts program be built into the culturally sensitive curriculum. 

Over a long period of time, the traditional school has held a tabula rasa view of the 

child crossing the classroom threshold, rather than carrying out preliminary appraisals 

as to what the child brings to school that the school could build on. The dichotomy 

between the child's preschool assets and the school's ignoring of such assets altogether, 



suggests strong evidence for its disconnectedness from the family, the community, and 

the culture. It usually results in a school that is alien to the community and alienating 

for the child, who is denied any form of visibility. Further consequences of this type of 

schooling are that on exiting the program, students often feel at a loss and at odds with 

community values, customs, and traditions due to long years of what turned out to be a 

form of brain washing (Nieto; 2000). Putting this in the words of one American Indian 

grandmother, "If a child learns only the non-Indian way of life, you have lost your 

child" (McCarty & Lipka, 1994, p. 84). 

Therefore, I contend that unless the curriculum acknowledges the cultural 

production of the community, it will not successfully connect the child to the school, 

and /or the school to real life, which allow both the child and the school to be reconciled 

and placed on the same continuum (Dewey, 1902/ 1956). 

Matching School with Home Culture 

A group of researchers in the field of the ethnography of communication were 

asked to consider why schools were failing "low-income and minority " children 

(Cazden as cited in Hull & Schultz, 2001, 579). Their main conclusion was that" many 

school problems of minority students could be explained by discontinuities, and 

specifically by differences in how language was used, between a child's home and 

school community" (Hull & Schultz, 2001, p. 579). A major finding fi"om subsequent 

studies, and reported by these authors, has been that when children who are socialized 

in diverse contexts come to school, they are differentially prepared and positioned to 

respond to the demands of school. Therefore, they experience school differently; the 
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result is success for some and failure for others. Further ethnographic work reported by 

the same authors (Hull & Schultz, 2001) point to the fact that the definition of basic 

skills such as reading and writing may not take into account the way in which the 

student uses these skills out of school. Indeed, Heath's (1981) concept of "ethnohistory" 

of writing, for example, speaks to this point when she maintains that how to teach 

writing is a function of how a particular community uses writing. Research in the 

function and uses of literacy in the background community of the learners can help 

inform classroom practice. 

Education occurs primarily during the preschool years As such, it is first and 

foremost a function of the culture and not of the school (O'Neill, 1970). The school is 

an artificial device in some ways. The whole problem lies in this artificiality of the 

school insofar as it does less than simulate real life for which students are to be 

prepared. There has always been education even when there were no schools. Most of 

what we call education is mostly reeducation (O'Neill, 1970). The family home, the 

neighborhood, and the community provide the most significant segment in the natural 

learning process of the child. The child's future 'educability' depends on them in some 

important measures. They determine the relevance and probable effectiveness of, 

virtually, all formal instruction in later years (O'Neill, 1970). 

In an Afi^ican context, it is common to hear say that it takes a whole village to 

educate a child. Unfortunately, the dichotomy in most large cities, in terms of housing 

practices, causes one to observe clusters of "disadvantaged" neighborhoods, which 

contrast with those of more affluent families. One implication is that, a happy home 
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and a difficult home produce children with different outlooks on life. These children, as 

products of lived home, emotional and cultural experiences, come to school 

differentially prepared. A fiirther implication is that this housing pattern limits the 

amount of interaction between children from different social classes. It results in 

awkward feelings that could have been dealt with and overcome through play with other 

children fi-om different living conditions, had that been the case. Important 

opportunities for children to share and learn from these experiences are missed because 

of their segregated neighborhoods, which soon produce their own subcultures, values 

and norms, practices and habits. As these subcultures grow apart, so do the children. 

Key to the view of the educational ideal purported in the present study is the need to 

incorporate emotions, culture, experience, and play as a regular mode in the learning 

experience of children. 

Fulfilling Democratic Goals in Education 

School has a long history of power dominance. Economic and political 

domination results in cultural subjugation, which in turn is reflected in the system of 

education. This reflection is seen in the educational philosophy, the school policy, the 

cultural values embedded in the curriculum, classroom practices, textbook selection, 

evaluation, content and procedures. Beyond the mere fact of reflecting a Western, 

Middle-class cultural tradition, the traditional schools appear to be self-perpetuating 

institutions of differentiated power relations. As Woodson (cited in King, 1991) puts it; 

If you control a man's thinking you do not have to worry about his 
actions. When you determine what a man shall think, you do not 
have to concern yourself about what he will do. If you make a 
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man feel inferior, you do not have to compel him to accept an 
inferior status, he will seek it for himself (p. 265) 

Within the traditional model of schooling, a particular form of intelligence is being 

developed to the exclusion of others, and so is competition over cooperation. 

Conversely, education in non-Western cultures is more concerned with Howard 

Gardner's Multiple Intelligences, which include linguistic, musical, spatial, bodily-

kinesthetic, interpersonal, and intrapersonal intelligence. Intelligence appears to be the 

ability to solve problems or to create products that are valued within one or more 

cultural settings (McCaslin, 2000). This expanded view of intelligence to include the 

arts provides greater understanding and respect for the cultural backgrounds and values 

of others. It covers many new possibilities of inclusion. 

Classrooms in both the U.S. and Guinea represent a rainbow of cultures, with 

their values and traditions; students bring with them varied ethnic, linguistic, racial, and 

cultural backgrounds. Beyond the challenge the teacher may face in this new classroom 

context, there are unprecedented opportunities to help children learn about one another, 

to foster their willingness and to arouse their interest in hearing one another's voice and 

understanding one another. In order for the teacher to achieve this laudable group 

dynamic, s/he "must acknowledge the classroom at all levels, as an equitable and 

communal ground where cultures meet and mingle and shout and whisper" (Manley, 

1997, p.4). 

In the context of a democratic society that is serious about promoting diversity, 

it is necessary to educate all children because they can all learn. Educational 

practitioners must take on this challenge, which can only be successfully overcome 
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through inclusion, multicultural education and by practicing democratic teaching that 

accommodates the various learning styles, strengths, needs and motivation of individual 

learners. Nanda (1994) argues that 

[W]hen Western-style middle-class schools and education are 
imposed on traditional kin-based, non-western communities,... 
teaching style, educational context, and cognitive skills appear to 
conflict with the traditional informal socialization in non-western 
cultures...A common result of an imposition of an alien and 
[somewhat] irrelevant system of education is that children do not 
learn; they learn a set of evasive strategies that... become in 
themselves the child's primary adaptation to the schoolroom, (pp. 
147-149) 

Wholesale View of the Child 

One real problem of traditional schooling is its isolated view of the child from 

his/her social milieu and experience that make him/her unique as a person. Every child 

has peculiar capabilities, needs, and innate direction. This holds true even for siblings 

growing up in the same home environment, with the same treatment but who would still 

process the world differently. 

Education, as a humane undertaking, a people business—^whether parenting or 

schooling—must begin by acknowledging individual differences but also the social 

meaning of learning as a cooperative undertaking. After all, literacy, as the central goal 

of schooling, is mainly a social skill as well as an act of cognition. 

Unfortunately, all too often, literacy (much as the child) is stripped from the 

social milieu, and so devoid of purpose (Wagner, 1998), It should be recalled, however, 

that literacy's lack of purpose, other than academic and as a mere intellectual exercise 

of the mind, is at the origin of the lack of student involvement. Unless instruction 
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emphasizes active involvement with a text to generate new meanings, students' literacy 

is unlikely to improve (Wagner, 1998). Piaget (as cited in Kohn, 1999), adds, "helping 

students become active learners isn't just more respectful; it works better^' (p. 66). 

Involvement, as a concept, suggests a meaning making process of symbols and data 

within a given context. For example, in a child-centered approach, understanding the 

child and being aware of the emotional and intellectual demands of reading and writing 

as processes, counts towards the successful running of the whole language class, given 

the most supportive, social and physical environment we can create and sustain. All 

this certainly takes time, patience, perseverance, resources, energy, commitment and 

courage for the language teacher as well as for the students. 

One important contribution of socio-historicism is the embedding of learning in 

everyday cultural practices (Petraglia, 1998). Schooling as a cultural activity recovers 

its full meaning only in the most appropriate cultural setup. This close relation between 

socio-cultural context and learning further implies interplay between formal and 

informal learning. The school, being only one site of activity among others cannot by 

itself give a full account of the complex nature of the learner without taking into 

account the out-of-school experience of the child. Only then can it be possible to make 

room for the child's input in the school curriculum, as formal learning becomes but an 

additional means towards the fiill development of the child. 

Based on the understanding that the world is nothing, if not multi-mediated 

through the senses (Way, 1967), the child's school curriculum would seek to provide 

various inputs channeled either visually, tactually, aurally, and / or affectively. The 
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fullness and richness of the learning environments depends on the extent to which a 

variety of these channels are built into classroom procedures. 

In Realitv Bv Design. Petraglia (1998) and other socio-historicists, namely 

Leontiev and Elkonin, sustain that episodes of play provide children with some of the 

most productive learning opportunities. Indeed, in a make believe play, children 

interact with one another to assign categories, negotiate roles, establish explicit or 

implicit rules using language in order to reorganize their environment which they 

modify to suit their learning needs. During play-making children are therefore actively 

involved, trying to make sense of their environment. Their minds are at work. 

On the issue of symbolism viewed as a constant feature of the sort of make 

believe play most children engage, Horowitz (as cited in Hale-Benson, 1986) argues "... 

play is the natural "work" of children and the symbolic expression of their personalities. 

Surprisingly little effort has been directed towards measuring those aspects of play 

behavior, which could provide to the young child's level of competence (p. 93). 

Consistent with this observation is Addams' (as cited in Matassarin, 1983) 

concept of "enchanted surroundings". According to this first American Nobel Prize

winner "only occasionally do the educators demonstrate that each child lives not only 

in an actual environment visible to all, but in enchanted surroundings which may be 

reproduced by the child himself (pp. 13-15). Children's drawings and their ability to 

easily connect with children's book are good illustrations of this truth. 

A major observation fi-om Dixon (1967) is that most children fi-om any 

sociocultural background engage in such dramatic play fi'om a young age. Putting it 
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another way, "the taking on of such dramatic role, the dramatic encounter, is not 

something we teach children but something they bring to school for us to help them 

develop" (p. 38). 

Unfortunately, the transmission version of teaching sees children as empty 

vessels, passive responders to the environment rather than active thinkers and meaning-

makers. The old Western philosophy, consisting in splitting up the same reality into 

parts and parcels, has had a limiting effect on the schooling experience of too many 

students for too long. The truth of the matter in real life terms, Kohn (1999) argues, is 

that "different forms of learning are so connected that it's hard to say where one leaves 

off and the other begins. Put plainly, pure academic doesn't exist, and pretending 

otherwise creates a fragmented school experience and study in missed opportunities (p. 

68). 

Drawing sharp lines between academic and non-academic pursuits, a further 

separation of academic disciplines, learning tasks, students, and isolating learning from 

doing, is shortsighted. It is beyond human control that the intellectual part of oneself 

can be kept separate fi^om the rest of who we are. "Even when she's multiplying 

numbers, a child remains a whole and complex person, with a unique perspective, 

someone defined by her expectations and fears and desires" (Nanda, 1994, p. 67). 

As we consider the long-term negative effect of a model of teaching that was 

' done" to the learners rather than with them and for them, it can be equated to the 

robbing of the soul (King, 1991). Their unique identity received no acknowledgement, 

and the individual was ignored altogether. In the following chapter an integrative 
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approach to schooling will be examined, as opposed to the pre-packaged, fact-driven, 

piecemeal view of schooling. 

Despite the commendable outcomes of students' involvement and empowerment 

using an asset model, such as the "cultural continuity" or "cultural discontinuity" 

approach, they are only isolated cases. In order for schools to benefit from culturally 

relevant teaching, a word of caution is in order so that the relative success, which is 

reported in some of these studies, is not short-lived. In their impressive work on 

teaching efficiency, Meier, Stewart, and England (1989) conclude like Foster (1996) 

that the single most important factor for all forms of second-generation discrimination is 

the small proportion of minority teachers. However, without a doubt, "the culturally 

and linguistically sensitive, politically conscious etlmic teacher" (Foley, 2001, p. 28), 

who shares this vision of more opportunity for "disadvantaged" students' classroom 

participation is one key factor to African students' achievement. 

The most important agents of socialization of teachers, according Waller and 

Lortie (as cited in Placier & Richardson, 2001) are students in addition to parents or 

colleagues because "a teacher's greatest difficulty is coping with student complexity 

and diversity" (p.924). This, in turn, adds to the complexity of teaching as we look at 

the characteristics of the classroom in terms of its multidimensionality, simultaneity, 

immediacy, unpredictability, publicness, and history (Doyle as cited in Placier & 

Richardson, 2001). By virtue of the nature of teaching as hereto characterized, the 

teacher, willy-nilly, is always on the spot. The teacher's perception of her/ his role is as 

crucial as the view of knowledge, learning, learners, and most important, of the school 
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context she or he upholds. Crucial, therefore, is the role of leaders and educators with a 

democratic vision in helping forward the dialogue between cultures represented in 

schools as the best strategy to deal creatively with the challenges of an ever-increasing 

diversity in school population. 
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CHAPTER IV: THE MULTI-DISCIPLINARY FUNCTION OF THE ARTS 

This section sets out to explore the pedagogical relevance of the semiotic 

systems, such as those in the arts activities. The ability of art education to promote 

personal and social transformation is rooted in several early works of thinkers and 

learning theorists such as Dewey, Aristotle, and Plato. They concur that the arts can 

help "explore our own and others' thoughts, feelings, critique ourselves and our worlds, 

express our voice, and influence our social contexts by using non violent means" 

(Halloway & Krensky 2001, P.357). 

In this chapter, I suggest using educational drama as one means of providing for 

culturally different backgrounds and a wide range of individual learning styles. My 

intent is to help students discover and appreciate other cultural perspectives on any 

particular learning theme the drama class sets out to explore. In my own line of 

thinking, creative arts activities in the classroom, especially drama activities, are 

opportunities for students to reflect, negotiate, analyze, synthesize, create, share, 

understand, various life circumstances using different expressive modes as they see fit 

their individual personalities and learning styles. The arts then become not only a 

display board of multiple intelligences, abilities, and personalities, but also a powerful 

springboard for multiple voices. 

Role of the Arts in Education 

My assumptions for using creative arts to enhance students' learning experience 

as well as influence the power structure of schools are threefold: 



1. The arts are about life. They give students insights about other people's 

perspectives on life, their culture, ambitions, but also their frustrations. By using 

multiple signs as symbols of representation of reality, the arts provide both different 

levels and media of communication within new forms of literacy (Wink, 2000). 

2. The arts are about education. They can provide better learning opportunities 

by engaging leamers in activities that can uphold their fiill attention because of that 

personal connection and/ or encounter with a work of art. Through these activities 

students are given opportunities to evaluate and/or compare pieces of art, to discuss, 

narrate, or comment on any given art form. They can also voice criticism, suggestions, 

or apprehensions when the classroom allows students to cooperate and negotiate 

meaning not on a "right or wrong" basis, rather in collaboratively constructive ways. 

The arts can help import real life issues into the schoolroom for closer examination. For 

example, engaging learners in drama activities gives them practice in critical skills such 

as analyzing, synthesizing, inferring, or hypothesizing. The arts are as much about 

education as education is much about life (Way, 1967). 

3. The arts as forms of expression offeelings and perceptions can go a long way 

towards the advent of a more democratic classroom while building classroom 

community through sharing and mutual understanding. They can genuinely connect 

students to their cultural background values, but also to on-going issues when these 

prove to be of relevance to their own lives and needs, and/or that of their ovm 

communities. 

In addition, the arts can help individual students achieve self-portrayal, through 



their discovery and projection of their own identity. Drama, in particular, reinforces 

this sense of identity and belonging because of the level and quality of the interactions 

among its participants. A further benefit of this is that students find a better fi-ame of 

reference to carry out community projects or services (Edwards, 2001). Education then 

takes on a utilitarian role different from a mere acquisition of marketable skills 

(McLaughlin, 2000). 

We sometimes hear complaints that students forget what they have learned. But 

did they actually learn in the first place or were they just taught scattered bits and pieces 

to be stored and hopefully retrieved on request? As educators remind us "We learn 

most readily, most naturally, most effectively, when we start with the big picture" 

(Kohn, 1999, p. 55). 

The wholeness of a child requires a coherent, meaningful learning experience. 

Even at younger age, children are meaning-makers. New facts and theories are 

examined in light of previous experiences and existing beliefs. If given new facts and 

no opportunities to grapple with them, to think them through, to use and assimilate 

them, they will most probably forget them, if learned at all in the first place. To curb 

this problem, creative arts, which encompass, music, dance, visual symbols, story 

dramatization, and improvisation of life scenes, seem to offer better alternatives because 

of their social origin and functions, but more so because of the pedagogical 

opportunities they provide to the schools. 

Despite the major debate currently surrounding arts curricula in the schools 

about whether it is concept and principle-based like other school subjects, or has aims 



that are different in fundamental ways (Bullough & Goldstein, 1984), the contribution 

of art-in- education to modem schooling would seldom be overstated. The reason for 

this is that the arts are more about feeling, doing, enjoying, and not primarily about 

thinking. Aristotle himself did not perceive education as a punitive discipline so much 

as a cooperative art (Carr, 1970) 

Finally, the arts through their natural bonds with the community will ultimately 

help bridge the gap between the school and the community. They will provide 

opportunities for more community input in schooling via integrated projects while 

students get more awareness and understanding of community life and how the social 

fabric works. This will most probably indicate the beginning of natural learning. It all 

leads to this remark from Tolstoy (as cited in McCaslin, 2000) who predicts, "the school 

of the future will perhaps, not be a school as we understand it—^with benches, 

blackboards and a teacher's platform—it may be a theater, a library, a museum, or a 

conversation" (p.55). 

I have elected to examine the social, heuristic, pedagogical, and the 

transformative potential of the arts for the following reasons: First, there is an 

increasing dropout rate among secondary school students from minority backgrounds in 

the USA, which needs to be addressed. Likewise, Urban secondary schools, especially 

in Conakry (Guinea), prepare students less and less for academic success. This situation 

results in students' disaffect for learning, drug abuse and drug-related violence which is 

often seen between factions of the same student body. The emerging gang culture 

locally known as "clan" culture takes them out of schools into jails. My second reason 
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for this line of research comes from the transformative focus of my project as this 

relates to change in the power structure of schools so as to optimize classroom 

instruction. In art-mediated instruction such as educational drama not only do students 

take control over their own learning lives, they tend to cater for the needs of others in 

their community. 

Power of Drama in Education 

In most art forms, notably in "process drama" as mode of teaching and learning, 

teachers as leaders, and students as participants, co-create and sustain imaginary 

contexts through an extended artistic and linguistic enterprise. One major advantage of 

the approach is that the playing field is even and safe because there are no losers. The 

emphasis is not on the production of standard right answers but rather on the process of 

discovering new meanings and understandings. Unfortunately the traditionalists have 

conditioned us to take for granted that learning is a process of getting answers "right" 

and that the "good" students get more "right" than the "bad" ones (Kohn, 1999). 

Therefore, central to my drama approach to classroom cultural diversity, school change, 

and student learning, is the concept of process (Holloway & Krensky, 2001). 

Process vs. Product in Educational Drama Approach 

Over the years arts education has evolved into several subsets (Halloway & Krensky), 

including community-arts education, feminist-arts education, empathic-arts education, 

critical-arts education, and multicultural-arts education. Within the field of drama 

education there are a variety of approaches such as creative drama, process drama, 

theater in education. 
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In order to help understand the term drama as it is used in this thesis, it is 

important to first clarify what drama is not. Different theorists and practitioners in the 

field of drama often have different foci. For Gavin Bolton (1986), for example, drama 

is a process dramatic in kind, which focuses pupils' feelings and intellect towzirds 

educational goals. Whereas in Neelands' (1990) perception drama can be defined as 

The direct experience shared when people imagine and behave as 
if they were other than themselves in some other place and at 
another time. It is a meaning-making endeavor that interprets life 
and helps us to understand our world. Like other art forms, it uses 
symbols as means of shaping and crafting and expressing feelings 
and ideas and participants are involved both as spectators and 
participants, in exploration and in performance, (p.l) 

Classroom drama, also called educational drama, is neither audience-oriented, 

nor product centered. It is first and foremost participant-centered and process-focused. 

In educational drama, the process is seen as the final product. The quality of the 

process the students are likely to experience during the drama is commensurate to the 

quality of the sort of learning they engage. Through their participation in the drama 

activities and the accruing experiences, students hold a stake in both the process and the 

outcomes of their learning. Only then can they feel empowered to move more readily 

toward becoming creative and communicative individuals (Campbell, 2001; Holloway 

& Krensky, 2001; Wilson, 2001). 

It goes without saying that language used in this process of peer and group 

interactions, negotiations, descriptions, and/or explanations achieves highly social 

functions in forming a community of learners. Language ceases to be the focus of 

learning but only a subsidiary tool in the construction and acquisition process of a more 
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situated form of knowledge. Due to the fact that this form of knowledge rather than 

being acontexual is context defined, it stems fi"om and speaks to individual students' 

background experience. 

Each individual learns to become human by doing what others 
already do; ... it is, however, difficult to assume roles one has 
never witnessed; [only] verbal explication and demonstration by a 
caring respected adult and older peers help make this possible. 
(Heath, 2002, p. 6) 

The term participant as opposed to student is a far more appropriate concept to 

use in this particular context because of being power-neutral. Implicit in the meaning of 

student, is teacher, which has come to be a synonym for "power pole" in the classroom, 

according to the traditional view. Educational drama, even though dialectic in nature as 

a result of being simultaneously real and unreal, spontaneous and structured, 

performative and reflective, lays the ground for equal participation. Similarly, 

participants' engagement with the drama world can be both subjective and objective 

while activating participants on an affective as well as a cognitive level. 

In sharp contrast to this, is the uncreative form of teaching pervasive in the 

Guinean context, which turns schooling into a dread. The practice of schooling 

assumes a banking model in which students are required to regurgitate other people's 

ideas, instead of being encouraged to bring their own perspectives. I am of the belief 

that drama has a great future in education as relates to the liberation of the mind. 

Winifred Ward is known to be the forerunner of what was soon to become 

creative dramatics as a field; her work is said to have taken roots in Dewey's pragmatic 

idealism (Wagner, 1998). Creative drama, as defined by The American Alliance for 
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Theater and Education (as cited in Wagner, 1998) is 

an improvisational, non-exhibitional, process-centered form of 
drama in which participants are guided by a leader to image, enact, 
and reflect upon human experiences. Although creative drama has 
been thought of in relation to children and young people, the 
process is appropriate to all ages. (p. 6) 

The stepping-stone in creative drama is usually a story, poem, original idea, or music 

provided by the participants or the leader. The most common activities within this 

mode are pantomime, movement, gestures, facial expression, improvisation and role-

playing. Notwithstanding innovative ideas in the field, creative drama retains two 

distinctive features; not only is its substance known in advance, dramatization and 

pantomime are shown to be a constant (Wagner, 1998). 

On the other hand, Process drama, also called drama-in-educaiion, usually 

refers to a string of events. In the unfolding of these events the process will contain 

powerful elements of composition and contemplation, but improvised encounter will 

remain at the heart of the event as the source of much its dramatic power (O'Neill 

(1995). 

The power of drama originates from its unique balance of thought and feelings, 

which causes learning to be exciting, challenging, relevant to real-life concerns, and 

enjoyable (Wagner, 1998). The drama is then fuel by the perceived need to explore 

issues or dilemmas, and it serves a heuristic function in the development of social and 

theoretical skills. The nature of drama challenges students to form and test hypotheses, 

invite supposition, and experience the art of logical argument. Through the practice of 

drama, students leam to "walk in other's shoes". They leam to experience vicariously as 
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many perspectives as roles they play so that they develop empathy but also broaden 

their own understanding (Wagner, 1998). In drama students not only learn particular 

historical facts but they do so through living the history. For example, students might 

study the downfall of a dictatorial regime such as that of Idi Amine Dada from Uganda 

through drama. They might go in role as families, civil servants, peasants, or members 

of his cabinet and experience the fears but also the hopes as stems from the individual 

circumstances framed by the particular drama. This dimension of drama is 

characteristic of the Mantle of The Expert approach (Heathcote & Bolton, 1995) 

wherein students feel empowered by the sum of information they glean from research 

on a particular aspect of the drama. 

Maxine Greene's (1986) transformative perspectives emerge from a critical 

appraisal of the present and call for action toward greater social justice. As she 

observes 

We live, after all, in dark times... Our great cities are bumished on 
the surfaces, building high technologies, displaying astonishing 
consumer goods. And on the side streets, in the crevices in the 
burnt-out neighborhoods, there are the rootless, the dependent, the 
sick, the permanently unemployed. There is little sense of agency, 
even among the brightly successftil; there is little capacity to look 
at things as if they could be otherwise (p. 438) 

Participants in classroom drama cooperate to deepen understanding as they explore 

issues that are relevant to personal, social, and economic concerns (O'Neill & Lambert, 

1982). They may even embrace cross-cultural identities as motivation and substance 

that fuel the drama work and make it come alive. 

Drama as medium of instruction provides a rich, multi-layered learning 
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environment of friendship, trust, and support that accommodates the social, emotional, 

intellectual, aesthetic, and linguistics needs and abilities of the children. For example, 

in process drama many language-based and non-linguistic sign systems merge to form 

an ideal setting for trans-mediation of meanings, information, skills, and understanding 

gathered across multiple sign systems and from previous experience. The student as 

performer is likely to build a mental stage, fill it with people, scenes, events, and sustain 

a role within the context that is so created (Wagner, 1998). 

In drama as in theater, participants adopt roles, pretend to be what they are not 

and so transcend their everyday selves to take a glimpse of their potential selves. While 

projecting themselves and re-inventing a world of their own, they rediscover themselves 

and at the same time they get to understand better the human condition. However, a 

major distinction between the two art forms is that 

In drama we are not seeking solutions or finding answers... we are 
trying to release students into finding their own questions. The 
power of the teacher in-role comes not from theatrical skills or 
desire to perform but from courageous, imaginative, and authentic 
engagement with students in the co-creation of an imagined world. 
(McCaslin, 2000, pp.262-263) 

Through drama students have a unique opportunity to share their experiences of 

life both inside and outside the classroom. In drama the concept of empowerment is 

reflected in both students and teachers turning their beliefs into behaviors for self and 

social transformation (Wink, 2000). 

Drama as transformative art combines three main perspectives of cognition, 

affect, and conation (Turner, 1986). The cognition or civilizing perspective takes the 

view that the arts are "instrumental to the formation of admirable characters, to the 
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maintenance of participatory democracy, and to the institution of the just society" (Levi 

& Smith 1991, p. 21). The affective or romantic perspective takes the view that artistic 

creation is the expression of emotion through inspiration that leads to self-discovery and 

self-defmition. The conative view, on the other hand, refers to the arts as "an 

incomparable organ of instruction " (Dewey, 1934, p. 374). Based on their findings, 

Harste, Woodward, and Burke (1984) indeed argue that all instances of literacy appear 

to be multi-modal as is the case for vmting. For example, using a focused nature study 

learners are encouraged to keep track of their daily observations of a particular aspect of 

the moon, landscape, or the sky using a Writer's Notebook and/or an Artist Sketchbook 

to form their Nature Notebook unique as this may be. It is one thing to teach literacy 

skills such as reading, writing, and computing but it is another thing to get the students 

to practice these skills in an out of school setting. 

The transformative perspective grows out of these three perspectives to provide 

alternative ways of "transcending and of being in the world" (Greene, 1995, p.8). It 

creates a free space comparable to Turner's (1986) concept of "liminal phase" or 

threshold, where anything could happen (Greene, 1995). In the dramatic context of this 

liminal world of fantasy and play, social barriers disappear and students feel 

empowered to name themselves, to label their own reality, to envision alternative 

realities, and engage in remodeling their world to convenience. 

Owing to this liberating virtue of dramatic play, I hold the view that it has a 

great potential to stimulate the intellectual abilities, and foster critical thinking. 

Cognitive and affective responses, Carroll (1988) argues, are inseparable in the 
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intellectual development of students. Profound learning is that which fuses both 

thinking and feeling. Drama gives access to prior knowledge and opens windows to 

more specific forms of learning (Wagner, 1998). It ensures growth in understanding of 

relatedness and connections. 

A further justification for drama is that it serves as a powerful medium of 

building a strong learning community and fosters mutual understanding of differences. 

Unlike regular classrooms with no out-of-school language use, drama provides life-like 

situations that promote authentic language use because meanings are embedded in 

social situations that produce them. As a result of students' vicarious experience with 

drama they feel empowered as to what language is appropriate and effective within a 

particular context. In addition to the fact that drama alone develops four of the seven 

Gardner intellegences (Wagner, 1998), it presents students with tremendous 

opportunities for self-actualization. Not only can they alter their status through the roles 

they assume in a given dramatic context, but they can also influence the traditional 

classroom mode of communication as they ague, inquire, persuade, inform, explain, 

discuss and reflect. The deeper the drama, the greater the learning (Wagner, 1998). 

Through drama, students build understanding of social issues and 

responsibilities. It gives students a chance to explore possibilities for liberation and 

social transformation (Dewey, 1934). Students within the dramatic context that is 

created in the classroom have the opportunity to create alternatives modes of thinking 

along their learning pursuits. These alternatives might guide their quest for better 

politics regarding a future course of action, and the muhiple interpretations consistent 
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with various economic and cultural constructs represented in a particular classroom. It 

is my belief that new perspectives towards viable solutions to hypothesized or identified 

real life situations can start to emerge from the sort of cultural dialogic process the 

students engage in dramatic play. 

Drama as Enactment of Culturally Responsive Pedagogy 

Students within the dramatic context that is created in the classroom have the 

opportunity to create alternatives in their learning pursuits. These alternatives might 

guide their quest for better politics regarding a future course of action as they grapple 

with multiple interpretations consistent with social-constructivist perspectives towards 

viable solutions as regards hypothesized or, indeed, identified real life situations. They 

develop a sense of agency to name and to find ways to cure some of the social ills. 

My underlying assumption is that by using culturally responsive teaching, 

whereby the teacher, materials, participant structure, arrangement of classroom space, 

and nonverbal communication cues draw on the student's fiind of knowledge, we allow 

the students to contribute to the process of construction of classroom knowledge. We 

bridge several cognitive, emotional, and psychological gaps (Moll & Whitmore, 1993) 

that impede the academic success of most students from non-mainstream backgrounds. 

Art-based culturally relevant teaching fleshes out the concepts of ownership and 

authorship, which inherently carry a motivational value even more so in classroom 

context. Usually children are interested in what is current, the here and now, as 

opposed to the rituals of the traditional schooling practices where the subject matter is 

often remote from the child's everyday life. The ability of children to act 
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spontaneously, as is often the case in dramatization activities keeps them at the edge of 

their own learning and sets them up for even more learning. Their self-challenge, 

enthusiasm and involvement stimulate both their thinking and imagination and 

ultimately produce creativity in them. 

The major theory of knowledge that seems to emerge from this view is one 

validating individual ditTerences and growth as suggests the multi-modal, art-mediated 

approach to curriculum (Rester-Zodrow, & Chancer 1997) in congruence with inquiry-

based learning. Together art-mediated curriculum and inquiry-based learning allow 

students to gain voice and express their own identities in the classroom rather than seek 

the so-often traditional "consensus", of which Eisner (1990) speaks as the time-honored 

educational "virtue" in traditional schooling. Much to the contrary, the educational goal 

purported in culturally relevant teaching as trans-mediated through classroom drama is 

the "cultivation of productive differences" in a context of multiple intelligences and 

cultures. The approach makes room for children to be able to follow their own "bliss" 

in pursuance of their inclination, and yet, sustain democratic values of trust and respect 

for their differences. This noble goal of education has challenged individual 

professionals and researchers alike to reflect on alternative ways of schooling minority 

children. The rationale is to get to the point where knowledge and skills gained in the 

classroom can be used to explore their own lives and environment and to act upon their 

individual selves, their natural and social environment in view to effecting positive 

changes. 
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Drama in a Holistic Approach to the Subject-Matter 

It is worth pointing out that knowledge about facts has nothing wrong in itself. 

In a learning/teaching situation, the problem arises when schooling becomes a mere 

stuffing of facts into children's heads. It is crucial to provide opportunities, activities 

and strategies they can then use to analyze, invent, communicate a given situation, make 

distinctions, or draw connections and conclusions for themselves. 

In order to meet the challenge of the complex, social, political, and economic 

world of this 21^ century, we must challenge the old simplistic view of education as a 

set list of things to know. Indeed, we must move away from the usual stereotypes of 

"students will be able to recite X and define Y" (Kohn, 1999) so characteristic of 

standards-based teaching, to a more connected, open, exploratory conception of 

education. We need a form of education in which mind-broadening activities and 

challenging ideas are put forth for children to experiment, critique, define, create, and 

act in organic way (Beyer, 1996). 

Nature and life offer the perfect model. Looking around, we can easily convince 

ourselves that life is not set up in a series of unrelated incidents, but rather a free-

flowing stream of inter-related situations. Why then should we teach children in a 

fractured, incongruous style? The artificial arrangement of school subjects as a result of 

mere convenience and academic politics is only questionable insofar as it appears to be 

rather confining to the extent that it denies a coherent educational program to the 

children. The sort of regimentation we often see through the wall erected between 

subjects can also contribute to the students' failure given that "an incoherent curriculum 



is hard even for the 'good' student to understand, much less to care about" (Kohn, 1999, 

p. 69). 

However, while making a case for more connectedness between school 

community and out-of-school community, among subjects across the curriculum in a 

meaningful and exploratory manner likely to keep the children involved, I also wish to 

stress the importance of depth over breath for the good reason that learning takes time. 

Coverage of basics in a wide range of subjects often stands as another threat to 

understanding. It is often argued that real thinking is persistently undermined by the 

effort to transmit information on countless topics to ensure that children possess basic-

cultural, scientific, mathematical, economic and civic~"literacy". However, an 

emphasis on basics, it is recalled, is death to depth. 

Therefore, a genuinely holistic approach to the teaching of school subjects is one 

that cuts into the life fabrics for being purpose-driven and drawing on contributions 

from various bodies of knowledge to meet the children's learning needs. A good 

illustration is from the account of a junior-school teacher (Beyer, 1996) who reports 

working with her students on a mural painting project that was initiated by the principal. 

As a team, the teacher and her students started off by thinking of five topics to 

choose from. The topics included the environment, fantasy, a painting of the town, a 

painting of the school, and famous people from Illinois. Then using ballots, students 

voted for their favorite to make sure that no one was left out. From the ballot, the 

environment came out the winner. The project team soon started to research animals, 

plants, and environmental issues they felt would fit into the design. 



In order to enhance the importance of the project, they retained endangered 

species as their focus. And the teacher reports bemg extremely impressed with the level 

of enthusiasm expressed by the students and the pile of information they gathered 

including books, posters, and pamphlets. The class as a team then sketched ideas on 

paper. The reporting teacher points out that they did not begin to sketch until many 

tasks that most people would not think of as art-related were completed. They included 

research in biology, politics, environmentalism, botany, and many other areas. The 

team performed these tasks outside the classroom—in the community—^before the 

actual sketching involving art-related procedures. After they had delved into sciences 

and history, their project was much more as convincing as accurate. 

This epitomizes perfectly well the type of empowering model of teaching, which 

not only encourages students' interests beyond the original discipline but also helps 

them to understand the social, political, and moral beliefs of their society and how they 

can change or adopt them. The encompassing nature of the arts allows the teacher to 

peer into the minds of the children, to see through their eyes while providing them with 

a bigger and better picture 

The Impact of the Arts on Learners 

Research findings of special interest to my project are those pertaining to 

secondary school students with a special focus on the way creative arts effect positive 

changes in student attitude towards learning and the possible social and academic gains 

that ensue. Also included are findings related to the effect of drama in reducing the gap 

between school and community and subsequent student empowerment to act on their 



environment. My third strand involves findings indicating the way in which 

educational drama is "cultural responsive pedagogy in motion" and how this impacts on 

students' self-esteem, knowledge of self and others around them. 

Two studies by Heath & Roach (1999) and Burton et al. (1999), for example, 

found that youth that are involved in rich in-school and out-of-school programs, such as 

community arts organizations, report a number of positive gains. They not only feel 

positive about themselves and participate in positive social activities but they also 

perform better on creativity, fluency, originality, elaboration, and resistance to closure 

and these competencies extend into non-art curricular areas as well. Heath and Roach 

(1999), using data from the National Educational Longitudinal Survey, found that 

participation in community arts improved children's sense of satisfaction with self and 

feelings of self worth as well as promoted reading for pleasure and community service. 

Drawing on the same analyses of the National Educational Longitudinal Survey 

(NELS), other studies (Holloway & Krensky, 2001) followed 25,000 students in U.S. 

th secondary schools over a period of ten years. The report found students between the 8 

and 12^ grades who were involved in arts in and out of school to have higher level of 

academic achievement. This was measured both in terms of class grades and 

standardized test scores. These students were found to have stayed in school longer but 

also had better attitudes about self, school, and community compared to non art-

involved students. The differences between the two groups of students had been 

significant at the p<. 001 level. The same results had been consistent for all students 

surveyed including those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. 



The impact of arts education on students in both in and out of schools has been 

underscored by a number of educators (Dewey, 1934; Greene, 1995) who have found 

that the effects of arts on personal development influences the social context and bears 

profound implications for social change. 

Elsewhere Boykin & Allen (unpublished) report a body of comparative research 

(e.g. Ellison & Boykin, 1999; Miller, 1997; Albury, 1997; K. Coleman, 1996; Hurley, 

1997, 1999) involving Black and White participants. The different studies sought to 

demonstrate whether there was a correlation between the students' exposure to 

communal values at home and their comfort level within individualistic, cooperative, 

and/or communal modes of learning in the classroom. Respective findings fi"om these 

studies support the conclusion that "African American children's task performance can 

be enhanced by incorporating the opportunity to learn material in a communalistic 

setting"(Boykin & Allen, unpublished, p. 12). By weaving these findings into a larger 

context of culturally appropriate teaching, such as resilient schools, it is possible to 

increase African American students' attitudes, motivation, and learning outcomes. 
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CONCLUSION 

Opportunities to learn which take advantage of the learner's preferred learning 

style are likely to yield the most permanent learning. We all have different ways of 

internalizing our experience; by helping learners discover their own and best way to 

record their learning experiences, they get a better chance to learn more efficiently and 

effectively (Kendall, 1983, p. 12). 

Findings from various educational drama studies examined in the present 

research could further the cause of education, if used to inform educational policy 

committed to improving student learning as much as providing greater schooling 

opportunities for various ethnic and socioeconomic groups across regions and cultures. 

In the specific African context of continuous political unrest, insensitive governmental 

practices contribute to the suffering of the majority, and it often takes its toll. It may 

continue for more generations to come unless students are involved in and empowered 

by their own education. Classroom drama has been shown to be one pedagogical 

avenue that gives students an opportunity to grapple with real life issues. Through 

drama students learn to represent these issues symbolically, identify and describe 

possible causes. In the course of this new pedagogical encounter with drama students 

learn to inquire into ways of tackling such issues critically and responsibly drawing on 

personal experiences and other life stories. Indeed, if offered opportunities to voice 

personal experiences using familiar socioeconomic, historical, political, and cultural 

references from home and/or their community, students would feel empowered to have 

more control over their own learning. 



Other outcomes of this research range from short term, mid-, and long term 

plans. In the short-term plan, the study could be a call for more classroom-based 

research. In addition it could alert and sensitize the research community in Guinea on 

the urgent need for studies based on an asset model versus an overused deficit model. 

The endpoint would then be to try and find ways in which to blur the boundaries 

between the school curriculum content and real life using out-ot-school, community 

based, youth focussed activities as enhanced forms of educational drama. This, in my 

view, helps make a clear-cut demarcation between schooling, as mere stuffing of the 

mind, or banking education, as opposed to education as a self-examining, interest-

based, reflective, change-oriented experience. 

Regarding mid-range outcomes, local educators promoting cuhurally responsive 

teaching through creative drama could have helped transform the deep-seated Colonial-

based school found in the African context of Guinea. They can do so by working 

towards a community-embedded institution that is in tune with students' interest, 
V 

learning preferences, and affords students with opportunities to think critically and to 

become agents of social change. Culturally based approach to education holds promises 

of liberating the minds from the hegemonic philosophy and indoctrinating practices of 

the traditional school. It has the potential to curb most of the negative influences 

associated with inappropriate, inhibiting, and often alienating information received from 

expensive Western-biased textbooks (Stem, 1964). 

As for long-range outcomes, the study fiarther suggests that educators could 

ultimately develop into agents of school change and social advocacy. They can do so 



by providing contexts for the students to be able to practice critical thinking and self-

examination as a skill central to their becoming responsible citizens. Within a 

transformative, life-long learning process geared towards greater social justice, I believe 

that becoming critical thinkers should be regarded as one of the most desirable and 

rewarding outcomes of education 

Finally, this and similar studies are an exhortation for closer collaboration 

among Western-based and African-based progressive educational researchers, in their 

search for alternative ways of educating the whole child. Indeed more comparative 

research projects of cross-cultural design that could isolate both specifics and 

commonalties in the learning experiences of students across cultures and places are 

much needed. 
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