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This article reviews the literature on the application of 

theatre in education and second and foreign language (L2) teaching 

through secondary research, targeting practitioners and individuals 

interested in this topic. Data from reliable academic sources - 

including books, journal articles, conference proceedings, and 

doctoral dissertations- were analyzed and organized by themes. 

The study traces the history of theatre as a pedagogical tool from 

the sixteenth century to its evolution over time, highlighting 

practices within applied theatre. It focuses on the development of 

Theatre in Education (TIE) in Britain and its impact on theatre-

based educational practices. It identifies gaps for researchers to 

explore TIE-like practices and those that differ from established 

frameworks in the literature. 

Additionally, the article examines the benefits of theatre 

projects in L2 education while addressing the challenges teachers 

and students face. The study reveals that the acceptance of theatre 

as a teaching method primarily depends on the policies set by 

institutions responsible for training language teachers. This finding 

highlights a significant research gap that invites further exploration 

among stakeholders in diverse educational contexts. This review 

aims to help current and prospective practitioners contextualize 

their educational activities involving theatre within a broader 

framework, reinforcing enthusiasm and cultivating interest or 

passion among them. Ultimately, it seeks to empower them to 

engage confidently in the discourse on theatre-based education, 

particularly in L2 teaching and learning at the higher education 

level, as well-informed educators. This article proposes actionable 

recommendations to ensure practicality, including specific 

research directions, methodologies, and questions, accompanied 

by concrete illustrative examples. 

1. Introduction 

1.1. Research needs and potential beneficiaries 

Using theatre is not new, especially in second and foreign language (L2) education. 

Several teachers incorporate drama activities into their classrooms to enhance student 

engagement and create a more dynamic learning environment. Others may implement theatre 
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projects with broader goals, including cognitive, emotional, and social benefits for participants. 

However, not all educators who adopt this approach are well-informed about its history and 

evolution; some may replicate what they have seen elsewhere or rely on their artistic 

inclinations, pedagogical intuition, or both. Additionally, while some educators are passionate 

about integrating theatre activities into their teaching practices, they may hesitate to begin due 

to personal anxieties or perceived obstacles. 

Whether you are already implementing theatre in education or are considering it with 

some hesitation, an informative overview of this approach can be beneficial. By providing 

insight into its historical and evolutionary development, this review will enable you to reflect 

on your involvement if you are already practicing it. If you are still contemplating this path, it 

will offer valuable insights that may motivate you to embark on this new journey with a clear 

understanding of the challenges and rewards ahead. 

In either case, the overview provided by this review will help frame your current or 

prospective theatre-based teaching practices within a broader educational context. This framing 

will make you a more informed and confident educator capable of engaging in discourse on 

theatre-based education, particularly in L2 teaching and learning at the higher education level. 

Hence, from this starting point, the research gaps identified in this overview present valuable 

opportunities for you to explore and address. 

1.2. A brief definition of theatre in education 

Building on diverse understandings of theatre and education, this study conceptualizes 

theatre in education as a form of collaborative art that derives from, is associated with, serves, 

or is oriented to the purposes of holistic education. This conceptualization encompasses two 

component concepts: theatre and education. 

Theatre indicates a series of creative works that aims to produce a precisely planned and 

live performance for an audience in a specific place within a time framework. This collaborative 

work involves various elements, including writing, acting, directing, costume design, make-up, 

music, lighting, and sound. The ultimate goal is to deliver a narrative and evoke emotions and 

thinking in the audience (Cambridge University Press, n. d.; Encyclopedia Britannica, n.d.; 

Hischak & Robinson, 2022). 

On the other hand, education signifies planned activities aiming to develop humans 

holistically, including knowledge and skills and emotional and social aspects. Researchers and 

educators widely discuss this holistic view of education (Miller, 1999; Nasrollahi et al., 2020; 

Palmer, 1999, 2003, 2004; Rudge, 2010; Tirri, 2009). These activities occur in schools and other 

environments (Encyclopedia Britannica, 2025). 

The rationale for this conceptualization lies in the inherent qualities of theatre that align 

with the goals of holistic education. Theatre’s ability to evoke emotions and stimulate thinking 

through collaborative work naturally supports the development of intellectual, behavioral, 

emotional, and social aspects central to holistic education. Thus, theatre in education is a 

powerful medium for achieving comprehensive educational outcomes. 

2. Theoretical foundations 

This review explores two key areas of scholarship: the application of theatre in 

education and its specific application in L2 education. Each location is fundamentally 

connected to theoretical concepts. Regarding the use of theatre in education, Jackson (2013) 
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asserts that theatre and learning are compatible partners, stating, “It is possible to learn through 

theatre” (p. 34). This assertion is supported by the conceptualization of theatre in education 

presented earlier. 

From a cognitive perspective, theatre serves learning by stimulating thinking and 

reasoning processes. Simultaneously, theatre elicits emotions and involves collaborative work, 

aligning with the principles of holistic education, which emphasizes emotional and social 

aspects alongside cognitive development (Miller, 1999; Nasrollahi et al., 2020; Palmer, 2003; 

Rudge, 2010; Tirri, 2009). Furthermore, the recognition that education can occur in various 

settings beyond traditional schools (Encyclopedia Britannica, 2025) reinforces the potential of 

theatre as a valuable avenue for learning. 

Building on this rationale, in the context of L2 education, Holman (2022) argues that 

theatre can enhance the language classroom “both in second and foreign language contexts,” 

asserting that it serves as an effective tool for engagement and revitalization (p. 14). An 

understanding of theatre’s elements validates this argument. Theatre work inherently involves 

both writing and speaking (including verbal elements like grammar, pronunciation, and 

intonation, and nonverbal ones such as facial expressions and gestures), thereby creating more 

opportunities for practicing these two productive skills in the target language when integrated 

into an L2 context. Moreover, the entertainment nature of theatre and its artistic appeal can keep 

L2 students engaged with renewed vitality, potentially counteracting the fatigue and boredom 

that may result from the routine of traditional learning methods. 

These theoretical foundations underscore the value of integrating theatre into educational 

practices, particularly for L2 teaching and learning. By framing theatre as a pedagogical tool, 

this review aims to highlight its potential multifaceted benefits for learners while acknowledging 

its challenges. Furthermore, it seeks to inspire educators - especially those in the field of L2 

education - to adopt this arts-based teaching approach and empower them to engage in scholarly 

conversations about it. 

3. Data and research method 

As a secondary research study, this review collected data relevant to the topic from a 

wide range of reliable academic sources, including books, journal articles, conference 

proceedings, paper presentations, doctoral dissertations, dictionaries, and encyclopedias. 

Specific databases searched included ERIC, JSTOR, and Google Scholar. Key journals 

consulted were Acta Universitatis Sapientiae, Philologica; Caribeen Quarterly; Foreign 

Language Annals; GATESOL Journal; Ho Chi Minh City Open University Journal of Science-

Social Sciences; Journal of Education and Health Promotion; Journal of Russian & East 

European Psychology; Journal of Teacher Education; NJ (Drama Australia Journal); Profile: 

Issues in Teachers’ Professional Development; Recherche et Pratiques Pédagogiques en 

Langues de Spcécialité; Ricerche Di Pedagogia E Didattica. Journal of Theories and 

Research in Education; Scenario; Scripta Instituti Donneriani Aboensis; and The Internet 

TESL Journal. 

Keywords including ‘theatre in education,’ ‘drama in L2 learning’, and ‘applied theatre’ 

were used to search for the relevant sources. With the focus on applying theatre in L2 practices 

at the tertiary education level, sources exclusively related to primary and secondary education 

were excluded. Forty-two sources met the relevance and inclusion criteria and were used in the 

final review. 
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To fulfill the purpose of the review, the collected data were analyzed, compared, 

contrasted, and then synthesized thematically. The synthesized findings are organized into 

two main areas: theatre as a pedagogical tool in education and theatre projects in L2 learning 

and teaching. 

4. Contribution of the study 

By focusing on L2 learning in higher education, this review offers valuable benefits to 

theatre in education. It provides a structured overview of theories and practices, enabling 

educators to contextualize their work and researchers to identify new avenues of inquiry. The 

review also identifies critical research gaps, paving the way for future investigations, and 

provides actionable recommendations with concrete examples to guide both research and 

practice. Addressing the urgent need for holistic education, this study encourages ongoing 

development and invites further contributions to theatre in L2 education at the tertiary level, 

fostering innovation and growth in the field. 

5. Theatre as a pedagogical tool in education 

5.1. Traces of theatre as a pedagogical tool in education 

The use of theatre in education dates back to the time when drama was utilized by the 

Jesuits more than three centuries before its revival in the twentieth century (Balme, 2015). By 

the early 1,600s, numerous plays were performed in Jesuit schools and festivals across Europe, 

serving as a means to teach languages and Catholic doctrines (Eickmeyer, 2018). 

While Jesuit colleges extensively used drama in their curricula, few plays were printed. 

Those published were typically only worked by renowned poets such as Bernardino Stef(f)onio 

(1560 - 1620), Jacob Bidermann (1578 - 1639), Nicolas Caussin (1583 - 1651), Denis Petau 

(1583 - 1652), Joseph Simons (i.e., Emmanuel Lobb, 1594 - 1671), and Niccolò Avancini (1611 

- 1686). Consequently, many Jesuit playwrights from this era remain unknown. 

However, manuscript records and performance reports provide researchers valuable 

information, including play summaries, expense accounts, theatre documents, and complete 

textbooks. These sources are still available for scholars to trace the history of theatre in 

education. Inherently, Jesuit-based plays adhered to the culture of Jesuit schools, expressing 

their commitment to local governments and the Catholic Church. 

5.2. Applied theatre as an umbrella term 

As the interest in using theatre in education revived at the beginning of the twentieth 

century, a wide range of professional theatre practices generally termed “applied drama and 

theatre” emerged (Kovács, 2015, p. 399). Jackson (2013) acknowledges a similar umbrella term 

starting early in the 1990s - and becoming more popular now - for this variety of theatre 

operations in the world: “applied theatre” (p. 32). Examples of diverse professional theatre work 

included in applied theatre are “Theatre in Education (TIE)” (Jackson & Vine, 2013, p. 2), 

“Theatre for Development (TfD),” “Theatre of the Oppressed (TO),” “Prison Theatre,” 

“Museum Theatre” (Jackson, 2013, p. 32; Kovács, 2015, p. 400). 

These professional theatre practices all serve as tools to develop humanity and the human 

community (Cooper, 2013; Kovács, 2015). As nontraditional forms of theatre, which are in 

many situations politically inspired (Jackson & Vine, 2013), they all create a theatre-based 

learning process. This process can be organized in schools, in theatres, or in other spaces that 

are not typically designed for theatre (Jackson & Vine, 2013), such as a prison (Minoia, 2019), 
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a museum, or a historical site (Jackson & Vine, 2013), or a countryside road (Jackson, 2013), 

with the audiences not typically being the mainstream audiences of traditional theatre (Jackson 

& Vine, 2013). Most applied theatre projects serving educational purposes share the common 

feature of a learning process through participatory theatre activities, in which their audiences 

are placed at the heart of a problematic situation theatrically presented. Those audiences are 

invited to engage in the play and perform actively, finding solutions to the problem with their 

thinking and decisions (Jackson & Vine, 2013). 

Among all the theatrical modes mentioned above, Jackson and Vine (2013) argue. 

However, sitting under the big umbrella term applied theatre that broadly refers to the 

participatory theatre, TIE has played a significant role in shaping and remarkably influenced the 

other related new forms of applied theatre that frequently overlap. 

5.3. Theatre in Education (TIE) as an identifiable movement 

Aita (2009) reveals that Theatre in Education (TIE), a new form of theatre in Britain, 

was first established in 1937. This new theatre practice then became publicly known as a 

definable movement, with scholarly publications about it in the 1960s (Aita, 2009; Jackson & 

Vine, 2013) before it well flourished in the following three decades (Jackson & Vine, 2013). 

With government policies favoring social reform and the theatre making an effort to explore the 

potential of contributing to it and education, this type of participatory theatre was funded by the 

Arts Council and local education authorities (Jackson & Vine, 2013). It was deployed by 

Pammenter (2013), Prendergast, and Saxton (2009) to articulate that professional theatre 

companies should work in schools carrying out their performance programs about educational 

topics to promote the development of humanity and positive social changes. 

Initially, Jackson (2002) described a TIE program as not being a self-contained 

performance or a “one-off” play. Instead, it was a well-structured package of carefully 

coordinated activities to create a participatory theatre for the target audience- the students - to 

experience. As such, a TIE program at a school consisted of: 

1. A performance performed by professional actors for the target students to participate. 

2. A workshop before the performance for the teachers whose students would be offered 

the program to be well prepared to cooperate with the staff of the TIE company. 

3. A review after the performance for the teachers involved in the program to give 

feedback. (p. 5) 

Cooper (2013) and Jackson (2013) clarify that participation in a class, not an auditorium, 

was the key defining characteristic of TIE. This feature took place in various forms: interacting 

with the characters, interviewing the characters, and debating with the characters (Jackson & 

Vine, 2013). 

From the 1980s onwards, however, the cuts in government spending together with the 

uncontrollable inflation, Jackson (2013) uncovers, turned TIE in Britain vulnerable and resulted 

in two opposing trends in TIE: 

1. A shift from the original version of the participatory theatre to the performance-

only format. 

2. A redeveloped version of the participatory theatre with modifications to the original 

audience participation format. (p. 29) 
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Accordingly, there have been two respective patterns of audience involvement: 

1. The performance-only format is planned for a largely passive audience, who are 

meant to be merely affected by the emotional resonance brought about by the plot of the play 

and its theatrical effects for educational intention. 

2. The performance with modified participation is planned for a participatory audience, 

who are encouraged to respond to the plot verbally or to become part of the play by acting on 

the stage. 

(O’Toole, 1995, p. 31, as cited in Kovács, 2015, p.  401) 

The performance-only format, which was possibly followed by a brief “hot-seating” 

procedure for reflection, was chosen by several TIE companies for two main reasons (Bolton, 

2002, p. 03). On the one hand, TIE actors found that handling audience participation made them 

exhausted with the work that teachers could do better. Furthermore, they maintain that TIE 

productions were not artistic enough when so much attention was paid to participation. On the 

other hand, the performance-only format was a practical solution to financial pressures, as it 

reduced the costs associated with labor-intensive TIE work. While requiring fewer personnel 

and less time spent on scripts, it allows for more administrative time dedicated to continuous 

negotiations for minimal funding and attracting a larger audience for each play.  Conversely, 

other TIE companies, Jackson (2013) conveyed and modified their format instead of abandoning 

participation. The new approach halted the action, or a scene was rerun so the audience could 

investigate an issue for sounder understanding. Consequently, more discussion and reflection 

took place with actors working as facilitators. To go further, the audience joined the action on 

the stage with their own decisions about how the play would proceed (how the halted action or 

the rerun scene would be redeveloped). 

TIE as a movement has developed in many other parts of the world, Aita (2009) 

observes, with differences from and similarities to the TIE in Britain (Jackson & Vine, 2013). 

TIE companies, consequently, have dealt with a wide range of subjects (environment, racism, 

science, health, local history, language learning, etc.) in a variety of contexts (primary schools, 

high schools, higher education institutions, youth clubs, etc.) (Jackson, 2002, p. 23; Jackson & 

Vine, 2013). While its linear development with noticeable modifications may be found here and 

there, Cooper (2013) discusses the TIE as a definable movement publicly recognized in Britain 

in the 1960s and almost no longer existed worldwide. Meanwhile, Jackson and Vine (2013) 

noticeably note that several theatre forms that are similar to it have arisen in other places from 

the needs of their social contexts, but they have nothing to do with it. This finding underscores 

potential gaps for researchers to explore by comparing and contrasting theatre practices that 

resemble TIE. Furthermore, it invites interested individuals to identify emerging theatre 

practices distinctly different from those currently recognized in the literature, especially if they 

have witnessed or participated in them. 

5.4. TIE-related applied theatre practices 

With their overview, Jackson and Vine (2013) outline several applied theatre 

practices related to TIE. The following Table encapsulates the key characteristics of five 

prominent approaches. 
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Table 1 

TIE-Related Applied Theatre Practices 

Type of Applied Theatre Key Characteristics 

Theatre for Development (TfD) - Used by NGOs for health and lifestyle campaigns in 

developing countries 

- Emphasizes audience participation 

- Audience shares authorship with professional theatre 

practitioners 

- Contrasts with passive watching of promotional campaigns 

Theatre of the Oppressed (TO) - Developed by Augusto Boal (1979) 

- Participatory theatre helps individuals overcome internal 

oppression 

- Victims act as protagonists in fictional situations 

- Participants act out their solutions 

- Serves as “rehearsals for revolution” 

- Empowers participants to make changes in real-life 

challenges 

Museum Theatre - Performed in museums to enhance knowledge of exhibitions 

- Includes short plays, dramatic monologues, and interactive 

role-plays 

- Serves various types of visitors (schoolchildren, family 

groups, independent visitors) 

Set play workshops or play days - Sessions offered by theatre companies to schools 

- Helps students learn plays from the core curriculum 

- Includes play extracts followed by discussions 

- Covers topics like modern relevance, theatrical aspects, 

directing decisions, and interpretations 

Theatre Education - Activities by theatre companies for schools and youth groups 

- Includes lectures, play extracts, demonstrations, backstage 

tours, and open rehearsals 

- Aims to convey theatre knowledge, coordinate theatre 

visits, and cultivate future audiences 

Note. The data are from “Introduction” by A. Jackson and C. Vine, 2013, in A. Jackson, & C. Vin (Eds.), Learning 

through theatre: The changing face of theatre in education (3rd ed., pp. 1-18). Routledge 

In light of this outline, the following sections explore these applied theatre practices in 

more detail, starting with Theatre for Development. 

Theatre for Development (TfD). TfD is the theatre work primarily used by 

nongovernment organizations to conduct campaigns for changes in health awareness and 

lifestyle choices in developing countries. It is believed that audience participation enhances the 

achievement of the objectives of those campaigns. When the audience is actively involved in 

TfD performances, they share authorship with professional theatre practitioners. This contrasts 

with passively watching theatre productions of those promotional campaigns. 
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While Theatre for Development emphasizes community-wide changes, particularly in 

developing countries, another form of applied theatre addresses individual empowerment 

through a more personal approach: Theatre of the Oppressed. 

Theatre of the Oppressed (TO). Developed by Augusto Boal (1979), a talented director 

and well-known activist from Brazil, TO is participatory theatre that aims at helping individuals 

who suffer from internal oppression. Those victims of oppression act as protagonists - main 

characters - who undergo cruel and unfair treatment from other characters in fictional situations. 

The victims psychologically free themselves from oppression by acting out their solutions. This 

is what Boal (1979) calls “rehearsals for revolution” (p. 122), which serves as a stepping stone 

for those sufferers to empower themselves and ultimately take action to make desirable changes 

for their own lives when facing real-life challenges later on. 

Shifting from personal empowerment to educational enrichment, another form of applied 

theatre brings history and culture to life in a unique setting:  Museum Theatre. 

Museum Theatre. This theatre practice takes place in museums to bring about 

knowledge associated with their exhibitions for the visitors to learn.  Professional actors perform 

short plays or dramatic monologues for the visitors to enjoy. Alternatively, they present 

interactive role-plays for the visitors to participate. Museum Theatre serves all kinds of visitors, 

from visiting schoolchildren to family groups or independent visitors. 

Moving from informal learning environments to more structured educational settings, 

the next practice bridges the gap between professional theatre and classroom instruction: Set 

play workshops or play days. 

Set play workshops or play days. Set play workshops or play days refer to the sessions 

that professional theatre companies offer schools within their area. By doing so, they help the 

students learn the plays that are a part of the core curriculum. Those sessions include extracts 

from a play that are followed by discussions. The theatre professionals from the companies 

discuss with the students a wide range of topics: the relevance of the play in modern life, its 

theatrical aspect, how the director makes a final decision in working with available options in 

directing the play, and how the interpretations presented are finally arrived at. 

While set play workshops center on specific curriculum-based plays, a broader approach 

aims to cultivate a comprehensive understanding and appreciation of the theatrical arts: Theatre 

Education. 

Theatre Education. Theatre Education indicates the theatre work by which a 

professional theatre company establishes connections with schools, youth associations, etc., to 

offer a wide range of activities from lectures, short plays, and play extracts to demonstrations, 

backstage tours, and open rehearsals. The primary objectives of these activities are threefold: 

firstly, to convey knowledge about theatre and its workings, occasionally incorporating 

instruction in theatre skills; secondly, to coordinate theatre visits following play appreciation 

sessions; and lastly, to cultivate future audiences. 

These various forms of applied theatre, from community-focused interventions to 

educational initiatives, demonstrate the versatility and power of theatre as a tool for learning, 

empowerment, and social change. While distinct in its approach and setting, each practice shares 

the common goal of engaging audiences in meaningful, participatory experiences beyond 

traditional theatrical boundaries. 
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5.5. Titles for theatre professionals engaging in participatory theatre from TIE to 

applied theatre 

Jackson and Vine (2013) recognize the titles for theatre professionals engaged in 

participatory theatre, from TIE to applied theatre. Traditionally, TIE professionals were called 

“actor-teacher” or “teacher-actor.” However, as the original TIE model almost disappears, these 

titles are vanishing, replaced by terms such as “teaching artist,” “actor-facilitator,” and 

“facilitator” due to the diversity of applied theatre practices. In particular, depending on their 

tasks and workplace policies, Museum Theatre practitioners may hold various titles such as 

“costumed interpreter,” “actor,” “enactor,” “actor-interpreter,” and “presenter” (p. 13). 

5.6. TIE-related drama practices outside professional theatre 

Some drama practices related to TIE but outside professional theatre are also mentioned 

by Jackson and Vine (2013). 

The first practice to look at is Process Drama or Drama in Education (DIE). 

Process Drama or Drama in Education (DIE). Process Drama or Drama in Education 

(DIE) signifies the use of role plays and improvisation in schools to help children develop their 

imagination, self-awareness, expressiveness, and social skills. This work typically does not 

involve professional theatre practitioners or complete theatrical resources (such as costumes, 

sets, or lighting). Instead, teachers who regularly meet with the students and understand their 

needs lead these activities. With its open-endedness, this practice emphasizes the course of 

‘lived-through’ experiences that are not repeated. While it can sometimes involve preparing 

plays for public presentation, it often focuses on exploring themes and problems through 

dramatic activities. What the teacher and their students do in the classroom is not meant to be 

presented to the public or any external audience. 

While still utilizing role-playing elements like Process Drama, another practice focuses 

more on problem-solving and decision-making in simulated real-life scenarios, known as 

Simulation Gaming. 

Simulation Gaming. Simulation gaming is also a technique in education that emerged 

in the 1970s for use in schools and management training. It involves highly structured and 

packaged games designed for educational purposes without professional actors’ participation. 

These organized activities require participants to take on predetermined roles to solve problems 

and make decisions in simulated real-life situations. While problem-solving and decision-

making skills are trained, acting skill is not required. 

Unlike Process Drama and Simulation Gaming, which are primarily educational, a practice 

that explicitly harnesses drama techniques for therapeutic purposes is called Dramatherapy. 

Dramatherapy. Although its definitions vary and are arguable, drama therapy is 

commonly known as the use of drama-based therapeutic processes for healing purposes. That 

is, theatre and drama techniques are deployed to trigger desirable changes in one’s psychology 

and/or behavior to improve mental and/or physical well-being. 

These TIE-related drama practices demonstrate the adaptability of dramatic techniques 

in various educational and therapeutic contexts, extending the influence of theatre beyond 

traditional performance spaces. 
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The historical use of theatre in education, particularly its evolution from Jesuit practices 

to modern applications, underscores the significance of examining theatre as a pedagogical tool 

in L2 education. In today’s globalized educational landscape, L2 education is pivotal in 

facilitating international communication across diverse regions. Therefore, reviewing the 

utilization of theatre in L2 education becomes highly relevant. The next section of this review 

provides an in-depth analysis of theatre’s role in L2 education. 

6. Theatre projects in L2 education 

6.1. Benefits of theatre projects in L2 teaching and learning 

Wessels (1987) identifies four areas for effective drama use in language teaching: 

coursebook instruction, four skills development, spoken communication, and drama projects. 

The author defines a drama project as a series of planned activities culminating in a full play 

production in the target language. This likely enhances learners’ proficiency due to extended 

language use during rehearsals. Furthermore, researchers have noted various advantages of 

theatre projects in foreign language learning, including language development, social 

competence, psychological benefits, and creativity. As ‘drama project’ and ‘theatre project’ are 

interchangeable, this study will use the term “theatre project” for consistency. 

Language. Fonio and Genicot (2011) provide a theoretical rationale for using theatre 

projects in foreign language teaching. They examine the Common European Framework of 

Reference for Languages (CEFR) to legitimize theatre projects as an effective teaching method 

and encourage European colleagues to incorporate theatrical elements into their practices. Their 

findings reveal the convergences between theatre projects and the CEFR. By analyzing the 

CEFR objectives and drawing on their first-hand experiences in teaching Bachelor’s and 

Master’s degree students at Grenoble University in France, they argue that product-oriented 

theatre projects enhance various aspects of language learning, including multiculturalism, 

communicative competencies, reading and writing skills, speaking (pronunciation, stress, and 

intonation), sociolinguistic awareness (registers, social relations, politeness conventions), and 

paralinguistic and pragmatic factors (irony, humor, body language). 

Social Competence. Unlike Fonio and Genicot (2011), Giebert (2014) approaches social 

competence empirically, noting that theatre projects have been used in language teaching since 

the 19th century. She remarks that while theatre projects have been studied extensively in 

primary and secondary education, their application in higher education has been relatively 

overlooked. Based on her research and teaching experience at Reutlingen University of Applied 

Sciences in Germany, Giebert (2014) outlines the benefits of theatre projects in general language 

teaching and English for Specific Purposes (ESP) at the university level. In general language 

teaching, theatre projects provide a safe learning environment, enhance vocabulary and 

grammar retention through physical and emotional expression, and foster social competencies, 

empathy, and motivation. For ESP at the university level, additional benefits include contextual 

learning of specialized vocabulary, practice of work-related language activities, and 

development of intercultural competence. 

To illustrate these benefits, Giebert (2014) presents a case study of 2012 involving 

university students of applied sciences focusing on business English. Students significantly 

improved specialized vocabulary, articulation, pronunciation, and expressive speaking in this 

full-scale theatre project. The project also enhanced their writing skills across various genres, 

including program brochures, marketing texts, and scripts. Moreover, students developed crucial 
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soft skills such as interdisciplinary teamwork, planning and organizing, time management, 

project management, responsibility, and motivation. 

Several scholars, including Carson (2012), Gualdron and Castillo (2018), Marjanovic-

Shane (1997), Ronke (2005), and Scheutz and Colangelo (2004), have reported findings similar 

to those mentioned by Giebert (2014) regarding the development of social competencies through 

theater projects. These researchers collectively highlight improvements in teamwork, cultural 

knowledge, empathy, and overall social skills. 

Psychology. Theatre projects have been associated with positive psychological effects 

on language learning. Yoshida (2007) reports on a government-funded theatre project at Tsuda 

University, Japan, involving thirteen female college students learning English as a foreign 

language. The study revealed significant psychological benefits, including increased motivation 

for other subjects, pride in achievement, and enhanced self-confidence from collaborative work. 

These positive effects are corroborated by other researchers such as Marjanovic-Shane 

(1997), Ronke (2005), Scheutz and Colangelo (2004), and Wessels (1987), who emphasize the 

psychological benefits of theatre projects in language learning contexts. 

Social Life. Theatrical approaches have positively impacted students’ social lives in 

language learning contexts. Ronke’s (2005) doctoral dissertation at Technische Universität 

Berlin in Germany, “Wozu all das Theatre? Drama and Theatre as a Method for Foreign 

Language Teaching and Learning in Higher Education in the United States,” provides 

empirical evidence through a survey demonstrating that theatre projects help language learners 

establish friendships, build relationships, and create a supportive learning environment. These 

findings are consistent with earlier work by Wessels (1987) in her book “Drama” and more 

recent research by Le (2019a), underscoring the social benefits of theatrical approaches in 

language education. 

Individuality. Theatre activities provide opportunities for recognizing and nurturing 

students’ individuality. Scheutz and Colangelo’s (2004) report on the Italian Theatre 

Workshop (ITW), a pilot study funded by the University of Notre Dame’s Institute for 

Scholarship in the Liberal Arts in Notre Dame, Indiana, United States, illustrates this concept. 

In their study, eleven participating students developed diverse interests and talents across 

various roles, including acting, stage management, set design, lighting, sound, costume, and 

make-up design. This capacity of theatre projects to foster personal growth and diverse skill 

development is further substantiated by studies from Giebert (2014), Le (2019a), and Ronke 

(2005). These researchers highlight the versatility of theatre projects in accommodating and 

enhancing students’ unique aptitudes. 

Creativity. Students’ creativity is stimulated, and has the opportunity to grow through 

theatre projects. Adopting Lancaster’s (2000) suggestion that students can develop their creative 

abilities when given the chance to work on projects, Le (2019b) presents insightful depictions 

of how his students at the Faculty of Foreign Languages of Ho Chi Minh City Open University 

in Vietnam (HCMCOU) creatively transformed into plays for public performances three literary 

works in English literature in May 2018: The Happy Prince by Oscar Wilde, Agnes Grey by 

Anne Brontë, Wuthering Heights by Emily Brontë. On the other hand, the study calls for further 

investigation into how students’ creativity is fostered when working on ready-made plays, such 

as Shakespeare’s King Lear and Rachel Field’s The Patchwork Quilt since Davis (2010) asserts 

that students’ creative work is also required when they interpret existing dramatic works. 
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6.2. Challenges of realizing theatre projects in L2 teaching and learning context 

While theatre projects offer numerous benefits in L2 learning, they also present 

significant challenges. 

Challenges for Students. Students often face increased workload and group conflicts. 

A case study by Vu (2009) involving 21 sophomores at Vietnam National University in Vietnam 

over 12 weeks highlighted the issue of heavier workload. Students reported spending substantial 

time outside class on activities such as: 

• Group meetings and script development 

• Costume and prop preparation 

• Poster design and marketing 

• Line memorization and rehearsals 

This finding aligns with observations by Le (2019a), Ronke (2005), and Wessels (1987), 

who emphasize the extensive time commitment required for successful theatre projects. 

Furthermore, interpersonal conflicts arise when students participate in theatre projects. 

Carson (2012) reports on disputes among English for Academic Purposes postgraduate students 

during a collaborative theatre project at the Università degli Studi di Padova in Italy. These 

conflicts emerged as students worked in groups on tasks requiring cooperation. Similarly, Le 

(2019a) observed comparable interpersonal dynamics in theatre projects with undergraduate 

students at HCMCOU’s Faculty of Foreign Languages in Vietnam. 

Challenges for the Teacher. Educators face two primary challenges when 

implementing theatre projects: addressing students’ skepticism and meeting the project’s 

demands for enthusiasm and meticulousness. 

Wessels (1987) emphasizes that theatre projects only succeed with volunteer 

participants. She notes that not all students are psychologically prepared or sufficiently 

motivated for such projects. Some may question the relevance of theatre to language learning, 

maintaining their skepticism until they observe the benefits gained by their peers who 

voluntarily participate. 

Le’s (2019a) study further explores this issue. He found that his students in the 2017 - 

2018 academic year did not doubt the values of the theatre project they joined because they had 

witnessed the positive experiences of previous participants and the public acclaim these projects 

had received. 

In addition, Wessels (1987) points out that many language teachers are reluctant to use 

theatre in their teaching due to the meticulous hard work and enthusiasm required to organize 

and maintain student engagement. Gaudart (1990), Giebert (2014), and Royka (2002) add that 

some teachers lack confidence in applying this challenging method, often due to insufficient 

training or familiarity. 

6.3. Vulnerability of using theatre as a foreign language teaching practice 

Considering the merits and drawbacks of integrating theatre projects in L2 teaching at 

tertiary education, Giebert (2014) advocates for it but acknowledges its vulnerability: language 

teacher training institutions will decide whether to adopt it as a productive L2 teaching method 

or leave it marginalized. The last words of the scholar in her 2014 work poignantly convey: 
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This article aimed to draw attention to the benefits of drama in language teaching at 

universities. Still, it will be in the hands of the institutions that train language teachers to 

establish drama as an accepted teaching method for foreign languages or leave it in its relatively 

marginal position. (p. 146) 

6.4. A question to be answered 

Regarding language teachers’ unwillingness and lack of confidence in adopting theatre 

projects in their teaching practices, Giebert (2014) sets aside issues of time limitations in 

curricula and space restrictions at institutions, raising an important question: “Is it sufficient to 

assume that teachers will simply learn by doing, or is there a need for drama-focused classes 

for teachers?” (p. 145) This question highlights a significant research gap that invites further 

exploration among stakeholders in various educational contexts. 

7. Implications 

In summary, this review provides you - current and prospective practitioners - with a 

comprehensive understanding of the application of theatre in educational practice, including its 

history and evolution. It is a solid foundation for contextualizing your current or future 

educational activities involving theatre within a broader framework. Immediate outcomes 

include reinforcing enthusiasm, cultivating interest, and enhancing confidence among 

practitioners. These outcomes should pave the way for deeper engagement with the subject, 

leading to more profound and meaningful interactions with the concepts surrounding theatre as 

a pedagogical tool. 

Therefore, you are encouraged to actively participate in discussions on this topic, 

particularly in response to Jackson and Vine’s (2013) findings, along with Giebert’s (2014) 

remarks presented earlier: 

1. Several theatre forms that are noticeably similar to TIE have emerged in various 

contexts, yet they are not directly related to TIE. 

2. While studies on theatre projects in L2 education have been continuously reported - 

primarily focusing on primary and secondary education and general language teaching - their 

application in higher education has been relatively marginalized. 

3. The decision to accept theatre projects as a productive L2 teaching method at tertiary 

education will rest with language teacher training institutions; otherwise, it may remain marginalized. 

Your perspectives as in-service and prospective educators - especially those passionate 

about deploying theatre projects in educational contexts - are invaluable. By contributing your 

insights, you will bridge theoretical observations with practical knowledge and play a crucial 

role in addressing existing gaps in the discourse on theatre in education. 

Researchers and educators in contemporary education can respond to the call for a 

holistic approach by revisiting historical theatre practices and their educational theories. 

Exploring the potential to adopt or adapt these practices in education - especially in L2 education 

- can yield significant benefits. 

To address the research gaps identified earlier, a practical agenda for interested 

researchers and L2 educators may include the following research directions: 

• Developing approaches for training L2 educators in applying theatre activities and 

projects in their teaching practices. 
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• Creating theatre project-based L2 courses within the curriculum at the tertiary 

education level. 

• Conducting comparative studies on various cases of using theatre in L2 education 

across different contexts and educational systems. 

• Further research should focus on individual benefits (e.g., language development, 

social competence, psychological benefits) or challenges (e.g., students’ skepticism 

and lack of teacher training) associated with theatre in L2 education. For instance, 

Le’s (2019b) study primarily examines students’ creativity in developing scripts 

during a theatre project in an English language class at HCMCOU. 

These suggestions aim to spark initial research ideas; however, your expertise and 

interest may lead you to formulate unique research questions after engaging with our review - 

or you may have already begun formulating your questions while reading! 

Practically, L2 educators who have integrated theatre into their profession (insiders) can 

also research to explore their professional realities. Examples of questions to consider for initial 

research ideas may include: 

• How is my application of theatre in L2 teaching practices contextualized within a 

broader global context? 

• Is my theatre-based teaching well-informed by the history of theatre for education? 

• Are my theatre-based teaching practices rooted in any theoretical frameworks related 

to theatre for educational purposes? 

• When students are given collaboration opportunities, how can they improve their 

knowledge and skills in the target language? 

• How can collaborative learning approaches be applied to theatre projects in my teaching? 

These questions may generate further inquiries or serve as starting points for your 

studies, including action or autoethnographic research. 

Your action research can help you reflect on your theatre-based teaching practices for 

continuous improvement and enhancement in your role. Questions for action researchers may include: 

• How have I facilitated my students’ theatre projects in learning the target language? 

• What steps should I take to enhance my facilitation of these projects? 

• What benefits did I expect? Have those benefits been realized? 

• What challenges did I anticipate? How successfully have I addressed them? 

• Have my students gained any unexpected benefits? If so, what are they? 

• What benefits do my students favor? How do they align with my preferences? 

In contrast, your autoethnographic studies can help you discover your journeys, 

including challenges, advantages, vulnerabilities, successes, and failures experienced 

throughout your career. You can reflect on your contributions in the field, contextualizing your 

practice within the larger backdrop of theatre application in education and L2 teaching. Your 

stories will inspire others and help them relate to their contexts for improvement in their 

professional practices. 
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For those interested but not yet applying theatre in your profession, you can refer to the 

overview presented in this article as a foundation for integrating theatre into your teaching 

practices. Well-informed by this overview, you may prepare by investigating specific cases of 

using theatre in L2 education in contexts similar to yours, drawing orientations for your future 

actions. Alternatively, you may carefully evaluate cases in settings dissimilar to yours to make 

informed decisions regarding your specific situations. 

If empirical studies using observational research instruments, interviews, or surveys are 

feasible, they will ideally support your efforts. However, secondary research may also prove 

helpful if such studies are impossible. 

8. Theatre in Education: An underexplored practice in Vietnam 

Whether you are an insider or an interested educator or researcher, this overview 

encourages and should empower you to investigate unexplored or underexplored L2 teaching 

practices through theatre. Consider the Theatre in Education program at Ho Chi Minh City Open 

University (HCMCOU). This emerging practice has gained significant interest, as evidenced by 

studies by Le (2019b), Olive (2021), and Le (2019a). However, many aspects remain unclear, 

and several key questions warrant further investigation: 

• If Olive (2021) recognizes the Theatre in Education at HCMCOU as different from 

the British TIE model, how does it differ? Is it a linear development, modification, or 

distinct practice? 

• Beyond script development, as Le (2019b) emphasizes, how does the program foster 

creativity? 

• How does this approach impact students’ social life, competence, psychological 

development, individual growth, and language skills? 

• How does it align with integrating Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) into 

Vietnamese higher education, as Le and Nguyen (2023) discuss, and what 

challenges/enablers exist for its sustainable development? 

9. Closing invitation 

Considering everything that has been considered, this review is a heartfelt invitation to 

current and prospective practitioners and anyone passionate about or interested in theatre in 

education. Both practitioners or insiders and interested outsiders, you are invited to engage 

actively in discussions about using theatre in education and L2 teaching practice - whether you 

are an expert in any sense or unfamiliar to any extent with this inspiring field! 
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