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To whom may a child bear witness? To bear witness a
child must itself be an authority. It has noticed something
and intelligibly recounts what it has noticed. But it will
give its account to another authority – to someone or
others - who understand the account and who will act on
it. This bridges the chasms between self and society. In
bearing witness a child seeks understanding and justice.
It tries to learn the values that give order to the world. To
educate a child means to enable it to bear witness.
Edward Bond, playwright

Development education: the dilemma
Development education has at its heart the desire to help
young people make connections between their own and other
people’s lives throughout the world, to bridge the gap
between self and society. The challenge is to make those
connections meaningful and lasting in a way that prompts
more young people to seek  ‘understanding and justice’ in
the world. To be able to bear witness a child has to become
active in world events. Events that have the greatest impact
on us are those in which we are directly involved. What stirs
every human being into action is the personal connection
they make with what is happening, their emotional, physical
and intellectual response to any given situation. Our
education system deals more effectively with the intellect
and to some extent with the physical world, but rarely do we
acknowledge the importance of emotions in our
understanding of the world.

So, development education faces two key challenges.
Firstly, children – as all human beings – are essentially
egocentric, concerned with what is happening to themselves
in the here and now. Secondly, our education system does
not encourage education in the total sense – linking learning
to the way we actually learn in life – through all the senses,
the emotions and their impact on our thinking.

How then, do we enable young people to make genuine
connections with other people’s lives? Assuming we can
bridge this gap, how do we encourage them to take their
knowledge and use it actively to change their own and
others’ situations for the better? As Bond says, to seek
justice and the ‘values that give order to the world’.

Drama: the total learning experience
One method of trying to bridge this gap in understanding is
through drama. (We are using ‘drama’ as the generic term
for both drama as a participatory form and theatre as a
performance form, for both need exactly the same elements

to make them work.) Drama enables us to seek
understandings through a rehearsal of human experience. It
is the closest we can get to living real life. For drama to
work successfully, it needs to create situations where those
involved, the participants, experience the interaction between
their emotions, physicality and intellect. The bare bones of
drama mirror the ways in which we experience life.

The following are the three essential things, complexly
interconnected, that make drama work.

• A  point of tension: a question, dilemma, conflict that
has to be resolved/the solving of a problem which forms
the impetus for the drama

• A dramatic context: place, time and action within the
drama

• Character(s): those who ‘live’ in the dramatic context
and have attitudes and opinions about the events taking
place within the drama.

Like life, drama happens in the here and now. Participants
‘live’ through concrete situations. They take sides and adopt
viewpoints about what is happening.  But in drama we are
protected by the fictional context; it can re-run episodes,
select outcomes, try out new ideas, change the dialogue and
make new worlds. This does not mean that drama is a form
of escapism. It can only work as an art form if its component
parts remain truthful to real human experiences and feelings
and believable human actions.

Therefore, drama is bound as much by values and order
as life itself, which makes it a very powerful teaching and
learning methodology. It is an active way of engaging
children in the processes of bearing witness to life. In the
context of development education, drama enables us to
bridge the gap between what we know about ourselves and
what we need to understand about other people to live
meaningful and active lives as citizens of the world.

The Woven Lives Project
It is no wonder, then, that development education and drama
have a lot to share and gain from each other, ideologically,
pedagogically and artistically. Woven Lives is an example of
a recent partnership that allowed practitioners from both
fields to bring their expertise together and explore how the
tools of drama best serve the needs of the development
educator.

Co-ordinated by MUNDI, Nottingham’s Development
Education Centre, Woven Lives brought together the artistic
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expertise of a professional educational theatre company, red
earth theatre, the performance and communication skills of
third year drama degree students from the University of
Derby and the development education guidance of MUNDI.
Woven Lives was funded by the National Lottery Charities
Board and toured primary schools in the City of Nottingham
in March 1999.

Woven Lives emerged from MUNDI’s desire to actively
engage young people with development issues. Much of
MUNDl’s work has involved a combination of teacher
training and classroom sessions, which although effective,
often stop short of allowing both teachers and pupils to
actively imagine the experiences of people in the South. We
knew that drama could engage pupils with issues and
experiences but theatre-in-education was the method that
interested us most as it combines elements of both
performance and participation. The power and immediate
impact of performance enables issues and dilemmas to be
played out before the audience, thus engaging them, and
participation then enables pupils to step into the shoes of
people in a different time and place,  allowing them to
experience the issues for themselves.

Woven Lives is the first stage of a three-year project
drawing on the experiences of the Maya in Guatemala to
enhance understanding of development issues amongst
pupils at KS2. The initial stimulus for the piece came from a
children’s book, Abuela’s Weave by Omar S. Catañeda.
Abuela’s Weave tells the story of a Mayan grandmother and
granddaughter as they prepare to sell their handmade
weaving in a commercial market in the capital. The story
touches upon key issues relevant to both the Maya in
Guatemala and young people in the UK:

• the effects of industrialisation on rural and urban
communities

• the effects of discrimination on both individual and
community groups 

• the way the past affects the future

These issues also relate to geography, English and PSE at
KS2. Moreover, Maya civilisation is also identified for study
as a past non-European civilisation at KS2 of the history
National Curriculum.

The point of tension
Abuela’s Weave provided a useful starting point for devising
a piece of drama but lacked a point of tension that would
truly engage young people. This problem was solved when
we started to focus on the interests of the audience
themselves. A preliminary session with a local primary
school revealed that the class had very little knowledge or
understanding about the Maya or Guatemala but were
engaged and motivated by the subject of land, of key
importance to the Maya. It also interests young people in the
UK as it affects where they live, play, what they eat etc.
Pupils talked about personal experiences of local land being
taken over by developers. Land became the ‘way in’ – the

issue that connected the audience with the Maya in
Guatemala. 

The dramatic context and characters
Having found the ‘way in’, we addressed the question of
how to devise a piece which portrayed the Maya people and
their way of life with integrity. Following much debate, we
decided that metaphor would be the most powerful means of
engaging pupils with the issues. The metaphoric context
allows participants to look objectively at the fictional
situation presented. If the metaphor is rich enough, the
participants will begin to link their own and others’ lives
through what they see. 

Woven Lives was therefore set in a fictional urban
environment where each element reflected the historical,
cultural and political experiences of the Maya. The ‘set’ of
the play was The Wreck, a contested piece of waste ground
dividing flats and a housing  estate. The play explored the
battle for land as the residents from the flats and the housing
estate, Council and property developers clash over ownership
and use of The Wreck. Different characters represented
different viewpoints on the value and use of land and
deliberately mirrored key groups in the Maya and
Guatemala’s history. For example, the flat dwellers
(Grandma, the Girl and the Friend) represented the Maya,
and the estate dwellers (Leader, Follower, Property
Developer), the ladinos, those of mixed Spanish and Mayan
descent. The Wreck is a metaphor for the land of Guatemala
and the meteorite, which falls on The Wreck and is desired
by all groups in different ways, represents the resources
lying within its bounds, to be worshipped, valued, used,
abused or plundered.

Pupil participation
The most powerful way to bridge the gap between worlds is
to actually walk over the bridge onto the other side. Theatre-
in-education, at its best, provides the means by which
participants become protagonists in the story, taking an
active part in the lives of the characters and their actions. As
more information is given to them through the action,
images and words of the play they are more empowered to
speak with authority about the world of which they have
become part.

One such moment arises when the participants are asked
to explain to the Councillor, on behalf of the Grandmother
and the Girl, why the meteorite should remain on The
Wreck. The participants are split into two groups. Their task
is to talk to Grandma and the Girl to find out why they feel
the way they do, so that they can mediate with the officious
Councillor. Each group hears a story based around a
significant object. Grandma tells her group about the
ceremonial seeds that have been handed down through the
married women of her family, from generation to generation.
She explains that she did not give the seeds to her daughter
when she got married, as is the custom. The participants find
out through questioning the character that her daughter
married a man from the estate, the people who were part of
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taking Grandma’s and others’ farm land away, to build
houses and factories. They are encouraged to find out more
about Grandma’s history (the metaphoric history of the
displaced Maya). Questions to Grandma included:

How is the land special to you?
What are your memories?
Why is the past so important?|
Why did they take the land away in the first place?
How many times has this place changed?
Why will you fight again for the land?

When they come to speak to the Councillor they are able to
challenge the character on a much deeper level, bringing in
the historical, as well as present-day detail they have gained.

Pupils’ participation also involved helping characters
solve problems and investigating whether The Wreck was
worth fighting for. The final point of participation occurs
after the action of the play has finished. This task works
initially as a point of reflection. The participants are left at
the end of the play with a still image. The army, represented
by Commander and Sergeant, are trying to take charge of the
meteorite. In the process they have arrested Girl, who refuses
to leave the meteorite,  believing it is a sign from her dead
mother. Grandma and Friend have also been given the
chance to leave The Wreck.

Script extract – Episode Five
Commander: Sergeant, get on the radio and call the platoon.
Sergeant: The whole platoon, Sir? (Exits)
Commander: Fighting over a bit of rock. Come on... be
sensible.
Grandma: What this rock has to say is worth fighting for.
Commander: Oh, really?!
Grandma: It holds the whole universe within it and the
struggle for life in every grain and particle.
Commander: Very touching, but not much use now.
Sergeant: (Enters) They’re on their way, Sir!
Commander: (To Grandma) Move.
Grandma: No. You’ve taken too much already.
Commander: (To Friend) You?
(Friend takes Grandma’s hand)
Commander: Right!
(Commander and Sergeant raise their guns pointing them at
Grandma and Friend.)

The participants are left with an image of the Commander
and Sergeant standing either side of Grandma and Friend
each pointing a rifle at their temples. In small groups they
are asked to discuss, in the light of all they have seen in the
play, if The Wreck and the meteorite are worth fighting for.
To reflect on their thoughts in a more concrete way they are
asked to think of one thing they want to say to one of the
characters in the image to try and change the situation.
Participants chose to speak mostly to characters they felt
were in situations of power or influence. One boy spoke
these words to the commander:

You should just leave all these people alone. If you’re just
doing your job, why don’t you give it up and let the
people live as they want? You could be like the lady there
(pointing to Grandma). Why do you have to fight? What
difference is it going to make? One day you’re just going
to go POW! and you’ll find everything is dead. What good
is that?

Evaluation
The power of Woven Lives lies in its ability to engage pupils
physically, intellectually and particularly emotionally.
Months after the play, pupils could clearly remember the
action, the characters and dilemmas. They discussed
amongst themselves the issues of injustice in the play and
debated solutions. They challenged each others’ viewpoints
and understanding of characters and their situations. 

During one evaluation session, a class of Year 4 pupils
were asked to choose key moments from the play and
represent the moment in a still image. They didn’t choose
moments of external action, for example the meteorite
landing on The Wreck; rather they chose moments of
internal action for characters. One group presented the
moment where Grandma picks up a battered doll from The
Wreck and holds it momentarily to her face. The pupils
understood from that brief moment that this doll triggered
memories in Grandma’s mind of the death of her husband
and how that event had affected the way she behaved towards
others. The image they presented included what they had
seen on stage but also what they believed Grandma saw in
her mind when she held the doll. Pupils spoke in role as
Grandma and expressed feelings of anger, weariness with
fighting, resignation at seeing the Council not learning from
the past, and frustration at feeling that her voice of protest
was not heard. 

Pupils related these feelings and experiences to real-life
events and made personal connections with events happening
around them on a local and global level. Through
discussions, in-role and written work, they demonstrated
understanding of local land issues, the situation in Kosovo as
well as Guatemala. These events engaged them as they had
experienced them on a smaller, different and fictional level
in Woven Lives. They had stood in the shoes of characters
and experienced what they were experiencing.

Learning through theatre mirrors the natural way we learn
and develop in life. We learn in social contexts and then
personalise what we’ve learnt and understood. This enables
us to share what we’ve learnt with others and to pass it on
from generation to generation.

� Kate Edmonds is project worker for MUNDI,
Nottingham’s Development Education Centre.
Amanda Wilde wrote and directed Woven Lives and
is co-director of red earth theatre.
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