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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Interest in drama has increased within the last thirty-

five years tc extend far beyond the bounds of the professional

theater. The influence of Little Theater groups and the Drama

League has been felt in our communities. As schools have be-

come more interested in the development of the entire person-

ality of their pupils rather than merely the intellect, drama

as well as the other arts have been added to the school cur-

riculum. Group working agencies and settlement houses, also

interested in the entire personality of an individual, have

found drama a valuable method for their work.

Recently some thought has been given to the methods

which should be used in dramatics to make it further the aims

of group work as it is conceived today. Because of the aims

of group workers, principles have been formulated for their

dramatic work which differ from the established procedures of

the professional theater.

However, dramatics as it is actually practiced in our

group work agencies may be based on principles ranging from

those of the traditional theater to those of present-day edu-

cators and group workers. The purpose of this thesis is to

study the methods which are being used in eight group working

agencies in Boston, to discover the possibilities of themethod.
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and to ascertain if possible in cases where poor methods are

being used the reasons which make them poor.

Eight selected group working agencies in Boston were

studied. An attempt was made to find out what types of dra-

matic work were done in the agencies and what methods were

used. These findings were compiled and set against what are

theoretically considered to be good standards for dramatics

in group work.

A study of this sort would seem to be of value for

several reasons. Very little study and research has been done

in the field of group work or of dramatics as a method in that

field. Dramatics as a method has almost unlimited possibil-

ities. It may be used with any age group. It may require

elaborate facilities or none at all. It can be a long term

project or simply an evening’s activity. Dramatics can be an

important factor in personality growth or it can be destruc-

tive.

The child too shy to come forward on his own ac-
count, in assuming another personality, will forget
his timidity. The aggressive child, the "show off",
finds that his activity must fit into a prescribed
pattern. Both children lose their great conscious-
ness of self in working for an end that is outside
of the self.

Most of what has been written concerning dramatics as

a method in group work has been done from a theoretical point

1 Corinne Brown, Creative Drama in the Lower
School, p. 220.
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of view. These writers have explored the possibilities of

the method. Where actual groups have been written of and dis-

cussed it has been done by someone well versed in group work

theory who has been pointing out what can be done with good

group principles. Writers in the field of progressive educa-

tion have written of experience with group dramatics done in

a creative way. Both group workers and progressive educators

have prepared books and pamphlets laying down principles which

should be followed. To find out what is actually being done

in the light of what are considered to be good principles is

the task this study sets for itself.

The Method of Procedure

Because it would be impossible in a study of this sort

to visit every group working agency in Boston a sample of dif-

ferent types of agencies was studied. The Directory of Social

Agencies lists seven church-sponsored neighborhood houses,

twenty- three settlement houses and thirteen youth agencies.

Eight agencies for study were selected representatively from

this group. They were selected from different types of agen-
2

cies so that the study would be well balanced. Agencies

2 Two groups in one agency were studied making nine
groups in all.
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were also selected from different parts of the city.

The method of procedure was to contact the agency, to

make arrangements for observation of a dramatic group, and to

interview the leader of the group. The schedules used may be

found in the appendix. Each group was visited once. The ex-

ecutive of the agency or a staff member other than the dra-

matic leader was also interviewed in each agency.
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CHAPTER II

THE THEORETICAL BASIS FOR THE STUDY

In a discussion of the theoretical basis for this study

of dramatics as a method in group work it is well to look first

at the aim of group work in general.

Social group work aims at the growth and develop-
ment of individuals through the group experience
and at the use of the group by its members for
social purposes. . . Group work is a kind of guided
group experience in which individuals are helped to
meet their needs and to develop their interests
along socially acceptable lines with the assistance
of a group leader.

1

It follows that the aim of dramatics in group work would

be in keeping with this major aim in all of its implications.

The special and specific aim of dramatics as a part of group

work must also be considered. Slavson states it as follows:

The emphasis in professional production is entirely
upon external effects: in educational production,
the end aimed at in a play is its developmental
value to the participants.

What are some of the values which may be found in the

use of the dramatic method in group work? We may first of all

consider the values to the individual. Good use of the dra-

matic method may help an individual to gain poise and help him

1 Grace Coyle, "Social Group Work", Social Work Year
Book , 1939, p. 413.

2 S. R. Slavson, "Creative Dramatics and Play Writing",
Creative Group Education , p. 116.

L
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to learn to work with others. Good dramatic experience may

lead to a release of tension. "Drama offers an opportunity in

a natural way for the exercise of pantomine or gesture, good
3

carriage and bodily poise." It may be of value to a shy per-

son who can be helped to portray another when he is too in-

secure to be himself.

Charlotte Chorpenning who has written a great deal in

this field has analyzed quite clearly what drama can do for

personality growth.

Some twenty-five years ago, I began asking why
certain methods of rehearsing plays apparently
produced observed profound effects in personality
growth and development. Some five years ago, the
complex answer began to emerge from certain ways
of thinking of the personality and of the dramatic
experience itself. . • Because it is unique, every
personality is to some extent its own prison. You
can learn a lot about another personality by read-
ing or by observation; but you can experience it
only in so far as you can take on the tension pat-
tern which is his unique configuration. . . We
should all be hopelessly cut off and alone if we
had no way to do this. . . Under the stimulus of
imagination, your pattern may reconfigure itself
to approach that of an imagined character so nearly
that your organism will be flooded with emotion and
meaning alien to your own skin. . . It is this dra-
matic experience of another personality through a
more or less extensive reconfiguration of the actor’s
own tension pattern which seems to bring about the
changes in personality growth and adjustment spoken
of above.

Winifred Ward who is the supervisor of dramatics in the

public schools of Evanston, Illinois, and an instructor in

3 Corinne Brown, 0£. cit . , p. 214

4 Charlotte Chorpenning, "Dramatics and Personality
Growth", New Trends in Group Work , pp. 140-142
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7

dramatic production. School of Speech, at Northwestern Uni-

versity, has written two books on dramatics. Her Creative

Dramatics is relied on by group workers as an excellent guide.

As the drama is an integration of all the arts it
offers probably the greatest possible opportunity
for creative self-expression recognizing that the
creative is the richest life, both for the individ-
ual and for society. Bound up in these great aims
are all the lesser ones. The oral English training
which is involved, with its development of vocabu-
lary, voice and diction, is a tremendous help to
every child in learning to express himself. Freedom
of bodily expression, with the poise that results
from ease of movement, fits him to appear well with
his fellows. The independence, resourcefulness and
ingenuity always evident in a creative drama class
develop personality and leadership.

5

Dramatics is also valuable for the group. "A group

displays the integration which is so vital for members when
6

there is a common purpose which requires members to do things."

It can be used for broadening horizons and for developing

creativity. "The drama, more than any other single art,

represents an integration of all the processes of self-

expression. Bence, its creative possibilities are practically
7

unlimited .

"

5 Winifred Ward, Creative Dramatics , p. 9

6 Charlotte Chorpenning, "Contrasting Values of the
Drama and Festival in Group Work,” Proceeding of the National
Conference of Social Work , 1939, p. 356.

7 H. 0. Rugg and Ann Shumaker, The Child Centered
School, p. 264.
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Techniques to he Used

Group work according to the stated aims of leading

group workers is primarily interested in the growth and de-

velopment of the individual. Professional theater is a busi-

ness enterprize designed to provide entertainment for the

audience. The feelings and needs of individuals in profes-

sional theater are not one of the major considerations, al-

though Stanislavski in his Moscow Art Theater did encourage

a more subjective approach than is used in other schools of

the theater. This subjective approach is the aspect that

Charlotte Chorpenning stressed as an important factor in

personality growth and development.

If dramatics can have such values to the individual

it would be well to consider now what techniques should be

used to obtain these values. It must be borne in mind that

dramatics used in group work is basically group work and not

professional theater. "The Commercial Theater with its single

stress on 'The play's the thing' proved inadequate to impli-

ment the purpose of providing a more enriching experience for
8

the individual." The materials used for dramatization would

8 Louis H. Blumenthal, "Lnter by Stage Door," The
Practice of Group Work , p. 155.
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—
either be creative or at least within the experience and

capacities of the individuals participating. "The material

must not be difficult until the children have had considerable
9

experience in dramatizing." Their level of experience should

be gradually broadened. "Analyze your players and select

material that will lead them up or around to good plays a few
10

steps at a time." (Italics in the original)

When formal plays are used, an important first step is

the discussion of the underlying motive of the play and the

careful analysing of the characters. This gives the partici-

pants an opportunity for creativity in the development of their

parts. "Each member must have a share in originating and

defining the purpose. . . A group creating something also
11

creates itself." The aim in casting should be to put people

In parts which will help them and still not ruin the play.

The general rule for casting is that the weak
individual should be given a part which is not
too much for him to interpret satisfactorily and
which has elements of character in which he seems
to be lacking. T2

9

Winifred Ward, 0£. cit .

,

p. 35.

10 Pearl LeCompte, Dramatics , p. 18.

11 Charlotte Chorpenning, "Contrasting Values of the
Drama and Festival in Group Work," Proceedings of the National
Conference of Social Work, 1939, p. 355.

12 Pearl LeCompte, £2 . cit . , p. 69.
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Every member of the group should be made to feel that

he is an important part of the group. "Teamwork must be culti-

vated and the teacher finds it necessary to call attention
13

often to the reaction of one character to another."

The director should be a group worker in that he likes

people and is sensitive to their needs. He acts as a "guide
14

and co-worker rather than as director." Ideally he should

have the "skills of a dramatic director and skills of a group
15

worker." Methods of directing may be divided into the fol-

lowing types: dictatorial, chaotic, and democratic or coopera-

tive. The dictatorial method of directing is one in which the

actors must conform to preconceived patterns set by the di-

rector. This is of little value to the participants. Cn the

other hand a director who expects things sin ply to take their

course and offers no help to the group is also of little value

A good director for dramatics in group work should work as a

part of the group and should encourage their creativity. He

should be able to understand the needs of individuals and the

interactions among them. He should remember that he is work-

ing with people trying to help them have a satisfactory group
16

experience.

13 Winifred Ward, op. clt . , p. 44.

14 ^ld . , p. 41.

15 Louis E. Blumenthal, op. pit . , p. 156.

16 This material Is adapted from a course given in Group
Work Activities at Boston University School of Social Work, 1946,
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A good teacher knows she is justified in giving
a generous amount of praise to those who are lack-
ing in self confidence when they make an effort
that is only mildly successful. . . She will he a
fellow worker and because of her experience, she
will be able to help them to build better than they
could alone .

^

Thus we see that a theoretical basis of good dramatics

in group work would rest on the following things. The inter-

est in the welfare of the individual should be primary.

Creativity should be developed and encouraged. Good literary

standards should be sought, and horizons broadened. The

leader should work along with the group, be able to understand

the needs of certain individuals, and be able to help the

individual work these out through group activity. The follow-

ing chapters will show what is actually being done in groups

in Boston in the light of these principles.

17 Winifred Ward, ojd. cit . pp. 22, 26.
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CHAPTER III

TYPES OF DRAMATIC WORK DONE IN THE AGENCIES STUDIED

Many types of dramatic work were being done in the

agencies studied. The following is a short summary of the

types found.

In the Boys’ Club in Charlestown about twenty- five

boys were working on a review type of show made up of songs

and repartee. They eventually hoped to put it on in the army

and veterans’ hospitals.

In the Central Square Center in East Boston two after-

noon groups were working on plays. There were eleven girls

aged eight to twelve in the group visited.

The Margaret Fuller House in Cambridge had the follow-

ing program: story acting for children, four to thirteen;

a teen-age group working on plays; an older teen-age group

working on a show for the USO; and a Mothers’ Club which was

doing a more formal play.

The Hecht House in Dorchester was planning a drama

festival in which thirteen club groups were participating.

The leader who was working as a consultant for these groups

also had her own Little Theater Group at the House. This was

a group of fifteen girls fourteen to eighteen years of age.

Another worker in the house worked with younger children in

story acting.
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At the Olivia James House there were two dramatic

groups. One group of teen-agers had been working on a musical

review. The other group was made up of younger children aged

eight to twelve who were working on plays.

At the North End Union one group of girls were doing

some dramatic work as a part of their club program. There was

story acting for the younger children and a group in choric

verse.

At the Roxbury Neighborhood House the younger children

have done pantomine and plays especially suited for them. A

teen-age group put on plays for the younger children. They

have just finished working on Snow White and Seven Dwarfs in

which both groups worked together. There was a women's group

who did more serious plays.

Various types of dramatic work were done at the Boston

Young Women's Christian Association. In the Younger Girls'

Department there were three groups which did plays. A part-

time leader worked with them. The specialist in drama em-

ployed at the YWCA v/orks with a first and second year course

in drama, a selected group which has made trips to army hospi-

tals, and the business girls who did dramatics as a part of

their club work.

In the course of the study four agencies were contacted

which had no dramatic work. Three of these stated that they

would like to have this activity but they were unable to get
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:

leadership for groups in dramatics. One agency had had a

dramatic group until very recently when the volunteer leader

who was working with the group left. The worker interviewed

said that this leader had been more interested in the dramatic

production than she had been in the people in the group.

i

Leaders in the Agencies Studied

In dramatics as in any form of group work the type of

leadership is important. Various aspects of leadership were

studied in the agencies visited. In a study of this sort it

was important to know whether the leader was a staff member

or a volunteer. It was valuable to know the other type of

work done by the leader as well as his background and training

for dramatic work and work with groups.

The leader of the group at the Boys' Club had been with

the group only three months. He was a full-time worker and

besides his work with the group visited, did similar work in

another center of the Boys' Club as well as publicity woik for

the agency. He had had no special training in dramatics al-

though he was a good musician.

The leader of the group at the Central Square Center

was holding her second meeting with the group at the time of

the interview. She was a student at Lmerson College and was

working with the group as a part of her school requirements.

This was the only group she worked with at the agency.
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At the Margaret Fuller House the dramatics leader was

a full-time staff member. Besides her work with the drama

groups she did home visiting for the house. She received her

training in music and drama at the New England Conservatory

and had been with the groups four months.

The drama consultant at Hecht House was a part-time

worker. She said she was supposed to be there three nights

a week but that she usually put in more time than that, as

she was needed. She had been working at the agency for five

months. She also received her training at the New England

Conservatory and had been in professional theater work for

two years. She had also had experience in a creative drama

experiment with children a few years ago.

The leader of the group visited at the Olivia James

House in South Boston was a full-time staff member. Most of

her work was with the nursery school and general club work

rather than dramatics. She took this group because the Agency

had always had a dramatic group and there was now no one to

lead it. Her training was in nursery school work. She had

been working with this particular group in dramatics for five

months

.

The headworker at the North End Union spoke of the

difficulty she had had in getting a leader for the dramatic

group. She said that while they were working on the Christmas

play the group had had three different leaders. The leader of

the group visited had been with them less than two months.
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She had received dramatic training at the Leland Powers School

of Drama and was working in the settlement because it might

be a lead toward getting on the stage. She was a part-time

worker and did most of her work with general club groups rather

than dramatic groups.

At the Roxbury Neighborhood House the worker doing the

work with dramatic groups had been with the agency for a number

of years. She did both music and drama in the agency as well

as home visiting, and was a full-time staff member. Her train-

ing was at the New England Conservatory and she had taken

special summer courses at Harvard in dramatic technique.

The leader of the three groups of teen-agers at the

YWCA was a part-time worker who had been with them five months.

Her regular work was with the Girl Scouts. She also attended

the New England Conservatory and had worked in adult dramatic

groups at the YWCA. The drama specialist employed by the Asso-

ciation worked also for the Cambridge Y.W.C.A. She had had

special study in drama at Stanford University, and in London

and Oxford. She had been working in the Boston Association

for nine years and during the summer was the Director of a

professional summer theater.








































































































































































































