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“All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely players; 

They have their exits and their entrances; 

And one man in his time plays many parts.” 

 

−William Shakespeare, As You Like It 

____________ 

 

To my fellow artists, educators, and students who claim the world as their stage. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

After providing a description of the International Baccalaureate Diploma program and a 

detailed overview of its theatre course, this study seeks to address four key issues which impact 

the implementation and execution of the International Baccalaureate Theatre course:  the 

accessibility of course materials; the balance of academic and practical assessments; the 

flexibility of the course within various contexts; and the contribution of the instructor within its 

open syllabus structure. 

The research methodology for this thesis includes four main parts.  First, I draw upon my 

personal experience with the International Baccalaureate Theatre course.  Having taken the 

current course between 2008 to 2010 at both the International School of Kenya and Marymount 

International School London, I acquired first-hand knowledge of the program from a student’s 

perspective.  This has proven to be a crucial element of my study, as my intimate knowledge of 

the program and its four assessments has allowed me to engage in a deeper analysis of the 

program’s intricacies.    

Second, I engaged in participant observation, which has become the basis for much of my 

analysis.  After attending International School Theatre Association (ISTA) festivals at Prem 

Tinsulanonda International School (Chiang-Mai, Thailand) in 2007 and Sherman Cymru 

(Cardiff, Wales) in 2009, I became intrigued by ISTA’s work.  Receiving a final score of seven 

in the IB Theatre course, I interned with ISTA at their headquarters in the United Kingdom, 

completing projects in event production, membership, website management, and alumni 

relations.  This experience sparked my interest in exploring the global impacts of international 

curricula, and it improved my understanding of the ways in which external players like ISTA can 

enhance an international theatre program.   
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Since that time, I have consistently sought opportunities to observe the IB Theatre 

program in action on the ground.  Through visiting twelve IB World schools in eleven countries 

spanning four continents (Asia, Africa, Europe, and North America), I have observed the 

implementation and execution of the IB Theatre program within various educational, social, and 

economic settings.  So that my findings would be truly representative of IB World schools, the 

educational institutions chosen for this study differed in a number of significant ways:  publically 

vs. privately supported/funded; rural vs. urban locations; single sex vs. coed student bodies; and 

schools with an IB track leading the DP (PYP and MYP) vs. schools with an I-GCSE or 

alternative track.  Additionally, as part of my participant observation, I spent a month shadowing 

IB Theatre instructors and facilitating several IB Theatre classes at both The International School 

Bangalore (January 2013) and the American International School of Johannesburg (January 

2014) respectively.  These experiences have given me critical insight into the educator’s 

perspective of the course.   

Third, I held interviews with fourteen theatre instructors, six IB Coordinators, twelve 

current and former students of the program, and three IB/ ISTA representatives.  With the 

absence of extensive academic literature, these interviews were key in developing my knowledge 

of the IB Theatre curriculum and the way in which it functions within different educational 

institutions.  As many of these instructors have worked at a number of international schools, they 

were also able to put forth valuable comparisons.  The full text of these interviews can be found 

in Part II of this report.  Although the views and opinions expressed do not necessarily represent 

those of the individual international schools or of the International Baccalaureate, they supplied 

me with a wealth of primary data stemming from an array of perspectives.   
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Fourth, I reference secondary literature, which includes works published by the IB, as 

well as journals and books written by international educators and anthropologists.  These 

materials provided me with a useful summary of the genesis and the development of 

international schooling, rooting this study in a historical framework. 

Over the course of this endeavor, I have continually witnessed the impact that an 

effective theatre program can have on a community, within a school, and within the life of an 

individual student.  This work has certainly deepened my belief in the value of a quality theatre 

education, and as I embark on my own career as an international theatre practitioner and 

educator, I will continue to advocate for its importance around the world. 
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THE INTERNATIONAL BACCALAUREATE 
 

The first conception of international schooling came to fruition during the Second World 

War, as the number and size of internationally mobile expatriate communities were growing 

exponentially.  Two categories of internationally mobile populations existed in the mid-twentieth 

century, each of which fell on opposite ends of the socio-economic scale.  The first included 

“diplomats, servicemen and senior level commercial or business executives,” while the second 

was principally made up of “migrant workers” (Bates 2011: 5-6).   Expatriates, particularly from 

the former group, expressed a desire for their children “to be educated in systems compatible 

with those of their home countries” (Hayden and Thompson 2008: 9).  International schools 

helped to meet that need, though the tuition fees to attend such a school were exorbitant and 

ultimately prohibitive to middle and working class families.  Therefore, international education 

was only available to the wealthier expatriate communities.   Over time, schools have begun 

offering scholarships and grants to students who previously could not attend due to finances.  

However, these are few and far between, as many schools continue to function almost 

exclusively on students’ tuition fees:  the American International School of Johannesburg serves 

as one example.
1
  This is one of the key reasons that international schools continue to cater 

primarily to the affluent. 

Today, international schools continue to strive to meet the needs of internationally mobile 

families.  With an increasing number of multinational organizations being instituted around the 

world, employees want to find a way in which they can “be accompanied by their children in 

their globally-mobile careers” (Hayden and Thompson 2008: 15).  As expatriates often deem 

                                                           
1
 Some schools also receive funding from embassies.  This is often because a large number of the students attending 

the school are sons and daughters of embassy employers.  For instance, this was the case when the International 

School of Kenya was purchased by the American Embassy and the Canadian High Commission in 1976.  As 

employees still send their children to ISK today, these embassies continue to financially support the school (The 

International School of Kenya, “History”). 
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national schools to be unsuitable for their children, largely due to “language or university 

preparation incompatibilities,” international schools are continually being established for the 

“transient student” who is not catered for locally (Hayden and Thompson 2008: 15).   

In 2011, over five thousand schools identified as “international,” with the most 

significant growth being observed in Asia (specifically China), Europe, and Africa (Bates 2011: 

1).  As this is a relatively small number of schools on an international scale, these institutions 

tend to go unnoticed by the greater public:  Many people are unaware of their existence, and little 

research has been carried out in their regard.  Yet those who know of their presence recognize 

that international schools “often train the elite” (Hayden and Thompson 2008: 9), often resulting 

in eager support from government officials, policy-makers, and educational planners. 

While international schools originally endeavored to socially integrate children of various 

backgrounds and ethnicities into a school’s local community (Renaud 1974: 1), the majority of 

international schools today are placing greater emphasis on preparing students to become active 

members in the global community.  This can be seen clearly within the objectives of 

international curricula, and particularly within those put forth by the International Baccalaureate. 

The International Baccalaureate was established as a non-profit, international educational 

foundation in Switzerland in 1968.  The organization aims to “develop inquiring, knowledgeable 

and caring young people who help to create a better and more peaceful world through 

intercultural understanding and respect” (IB Theatre Guide 2007: 643).  The IB works alongside 

schools, international organizations, and governments to “develop challenging programs of 

international education and rigorous assessment” (IB Theatre Guide 2007: 643).  Ultimately, by 

way of its three programs – the IB Primary Years Programme,
2
 the IB Middle Years 

                                                           
2
 The Primary Years Programme (PYP) began in 1997and is offered to students between the ages of 3 to 12.  It is 

currently delivered at 1,125 IB World Schools (International Baccalaureate, “Fast Facts”). 
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Programme,
3
 and the Diploma Programme – the IB encourages students around the world to 

become “active, compassionate[,] and lifelong learners” (IB Theatre Guide 2007: 642-643).    

 

 

The Diploma Programme 

The course on which this thesis focuses is one of many included as part of a two-year 

academic program that is offered during the final two years of secondary school.  The IB 

Diploma Programme is being administered in 3,670 schools in 146 countries, educating 

thousands of students each year (International Baccalaureate, “About the International 

Bacclaurate” ).  To obtain a full IB diploma, students must take one course from each of the five 

core groups:  studies in language and literature (group 1); language acquisition (group 2); 

individuals and societies (group 3); sciences (group 4); and mathematics (group 5).  For their 

sixth course, students may choose either an arts subject from group 6, or they may instead elect a 

second subject from any of the course offerings within groups 1 to 5.  Three of these courses 

must be taken at higher level (HL), with the other three taken at standard level (SL).
4
  In 

addition, students must take a Theory of Knowledge course, write an Extended Essay of 3,000 

words on an approved topic, and complete hours of community service, creative engagement, 

and physical activity, which the IB terms “Creativity, Art, Service” or “CAS”( International 

Baccalaureate, “The IB Diploma Programme”).   

                                                           
3
 The Middle Years Programme (MYP) began in 1994 and is offered to students between the ages of 11 to 16.  It is 

currently delivered at 1,055 IB World Schools (International Baccalaureate, “Fast Facts”). 
4
 IB Theatre students at both HL and SL are presented with a common core syllabus.  Due to the nature of the 

course, “there may be no great difference in the complexity or artistic merit of the work produced by students at SL 

and HL” (IB Theatre Guide 2007: 3).  The main distinction between the two is the amount of teaching time allotted 

for each group: HL students are expected to spend a greater amount of time “develop[ing] their personal research 

and practice in theatre, and . . . extend[ing] their understanding of the ideas, practices and concepts encountered 

during the course” (IB Theatre Guide 2007: 3). 

http://ibo.org/general/who.cfm
http://ibo.org/general/who.cfm
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IB Diploma Curriculum Framework 
(International Baccalaureate, “Diploma Programme Curriculum Framework”) 

 

As the IB Diploma program is internationally standardized, students submit their 

coursework to their school’s IB Coordinator by a specified date and sit individual examinations 

for each subject.
5
  These documents are then sent to one of the IB assessment centers and passed 

on to an external examiner who gives students a mark from one point (lowest grade) to seven 

points (highest grade).  A perfect IB diploma score totals 45 points, which includes a score of 

seven in each of the six core courses and three points representing a grade of “A” on both their 

Theory of Knowledge essays and an “A” on their Extended Essay.  Candidates can achieve no 

less than 24 points to receive the diploma (International Baccalaureate, “The IB Diploma 

Programme”). 

 

 

                                                           
5
 Instead of sitting a formal examination for the IB Theatre course, students complete four assessments.    
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IB Theatre Course 

The IB Theatre course, one of five art courses offered as part of the IB Diploma 

Programme,
6
 is designed specifically “to encourage students to examine theatre in its diversity of 

forms around the world . . . through a critical study of the theory, history and culture of theatre” 

(IB Theatre Guide 2007: 3).  The course aims to infuse students with a comprehensive 

understanding that “the act of imagining, creating, presenting, and critically reflecting on 

theatre” can allow them to examine and transform themselves, as well as the world in which they 

live (IB Theatre Guide 2007: 3).  The IB Theatre course provides students with both an academic 

and practical knowledge of theatre as an art form, simultaneously encouraging personal and 

communal creativity and promoting an awareness of and a respect for diversity. 

As of May 2013, 3,868 students were taking the course worldwide (Bindon).  While 

teachers have expressed that the course is often particularly popular among European and 

American students (Keating), students of all ethnicities, backgrounds, and areas of interest 

choose to take the course.  Indeed, as the diversity found within international schools in general 

is considerable, it is not surprising that IB Theatre classrooms tend to be diverse as well.  Still, as 

the number of schools offering the course gradually increases, teachers hope that the diversity 

within IB Theatre classrooms will continue to expand: 

 

What I have been hoping for a long time is that the course becomes more diverse.  One of 

 the myths that I have tried to dispel for students is that IB Theatre is a European subject 

 and that people from other places don’t take it.  I think that students are starting to 

 understand that is not the case.  My first group, which graduated two years ago, was very 

 Eurocentric.  Out of seven people, I think five of them were from the wider Nordic area, 

 one American, and one Algerian-American.  So it really wasn’t very diverse at all, but I 

 think it is getting better (Keating.)  

 

                                                           
6
 The other art (group 6) courses offered as part of the IB Diploma Programme include IB Dance, IB Music, IB 

Film, and IB Visual Arts.  
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Within the current course, IB Theatre students are required to complete four assessment 

tasks, each of which constitutes 25% of their overall mark: the Independent Project Portfolio 

(IPP); the Research Investigation (RI); the Practical Performance Proposal (PPP); and the 

Theatre Performance and Production Presentation (TPPP) (IB Theatre Guide 2007: 26).  

Following a brief description of each assessment, critiques from current and former teachers and 

students will be put forth. 

 

 

I. The Independent Project Portfolio (IPP) 

For this assessment, students must produce a portfolio (3,000 words for HL; 2,000 words 

for SL) that “shows the development of [an] independent project and its connection to their 

experiences in the core syllabus” (IB Theatre Guide 2007: 30).  The portfolio may contain a 

variety of materials, all of which should demonstrate dynamically the various stages of the 

student’s creative process (preparation, action, and reflection) (IB Theatre Guide 2007: 30).   

Many teachers and students enjoy the IPP, as it gives students the opportunity to pursue 

practically a topic in which they are interested (Moon).  The biggest complaint concerning this 

assessment is that the performance associated with the project is never seen by IB examiners and 

is therefore not factored in to a student’s final mark.  Instead, only the written portfolio is 

reviewed and graded.  A number of the teachers and students interviewed for this study 

emphasized that they would like to see the IB consider accepting filmed portions of the 

performances for review.  For instance, Sharna Shirl, the IB Theatre instructor at Mirabeau B. 

Lamar Senior High School in Texas, put forth a similar suggestion: 
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The IPP should be the element that should be filmed perhaps.  Maybe there could be a 

 video element to it where you have to submit a short written paper, but you also have to 

 submit vignettes of what you did so that they can actually see what you did.  Maybe that 

 could be a way they could do it to make the assessment more creative and more practical.  

 [Students really] have to focus on saying the right thing in their paper[,] and if they don’t 

 say it the right way, they won’t do well. 

 

The IB will introduce two new assessments as part of the revised course which will 

include a filmed element.  These include the “Collaborative Project” and the “Research 

Presentation.”  Both assessments will be discussed in detail later, accompanied by a description 

of the challenges that filmed portions could pose for schools.   

 

 

II. The Research Investigation (RI) 

In the second year of the course, both HL and SL students are expected to “undertake 

personal dramaturgical research into an unfamiliar theatrical practice
7
 for the production of a 

play or theatre piece” (IB Theatre Guide 2007: 27).  This research culminates in an academic 

essay (2,000 – 2,500 words at HL; 1,500 – 1,750 words at SL), including supporting textual 

and/or visual documentation (IB Theatre Guide 2007: 27).  HL students are also required to 

include a critique of the sources listed within their bibliography (IB Theatre Guide 2007: 36).   

The Research Investigation is one of the most contested assessments of the current IB 

Theatre course.  Some students and teachers are entirely against it, believing it is too academic 

for an arts course such as this.  Ed Sheblak, the IB Theatre instructor at the American 

International School of Johannesburg, expressed that the RI is his students’ least favorite 

assessment because they “don’t like the structure of the academic paper” (Sheblak).  Also, two 

                                                           
77

 Defined as “practices that have a fixed sense of conventions [and] that have not changed much over time” 

(Sutton).  This could include anything from Kathakali to Kabuki to Commedia dell’arte.  
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former IB Theatre students from the International School of Geneva, La Châtaigneraie, Jean-Paul 

Honegger and Maximilian Vermilye, identified the RI as the most challenging assessment of the 

course.   

On the other hand, some value this academic assessment, considering it to be a vital 

component of a student’s exploration of the art form.  Neil Keating, the IB Theatre instructor at 

UWC Waterford Kamhlaba in Swaziland, is glad that an academic research paper is included 

among the course assessments: 

 

I think the academic stuff is really valuable. . . Students who do the RI and do it well and 

 take it seriously do their Extended Essay better, and they do their TOK essays better.  

 They engage with English internal assessments and other humanity internal assessments 

 much better, I think, because it is so challenging and it does push them so far.  Besides 

 their Extended Essay, I think [the Research Investigation] is the single most valuable 

 thing they can do in preparation for university.   

 

One of Keating’s IB students, Yamikani Hapaguti, echoed his sentiments, identifying the 

RI as her favorite assessment: 

 

The amount of knowledge I will leave with will be phenomenal.  I don’t even think that I 

 will learn as much on my Extended Essay as I [will] on my RI.  You go through loads of 

 different kinds of information and sources. . . They are all saying different things because 

 theatre is not really set in stone[,] so you have to come up with your own definitions. 

 

In the future, the IB is looking to modify this assessment by asking students to elect an 

unfamiliar tradition, engage in academic research of one performance convention related to that 

tradition, attempt to incorporate that convention within their rehearsal process, and demonstrate 

it to the best of their ability within a filmed presentation (15 minutes maximum).  For the 

presentation, students will begin by discussing the social, cultural, historical, and political 

context of the tradition.  Next, they will discuss their artistic process.  Finally, they will explain 
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and physically demonstrate how they adapted the convention to be used within their original 

theatre piece.  This assessment will be called the “Research Presentation” (IB Theatre Course 

Guide 2014: 28).  “The kids are essayed to death in the IB, and I wasn’t sure if a research essay 

was the best method to test their knowledge and understanding,” said Sherri Sutton, current chief 

examiner of the course.  “I hope that teachers and students will be excited to demonstrate their 

knowledge and understanding in a video. . . I do think that it will ultimately deepen a student’s 

understanding of practitioners and traditions.” 

 

 

III. Practical Performance Proposal (PPP) 

For this assessment, HL and SL students are allotted four weeks in which they must draw 

from certain prescribed performance stimuli
8
 provided by the IB, “adopt a directorial 

perspective[,] and write a rationale, outline and detailed description of a proposal for staging a 

performance” (IB Theatre Guide 2007: 27).  The stimuli given for the 2014 examination 

included the following (provided by Sheblak): 

 

 Stimulus 1 – Map of the Underworld (a map of classical mythology showing the descent 

into the underworld by Odysseus and Aeneas) 

 

 Stimulus 2 – (Music) African Sanctus by David Fanshawe 

 

 Stimulus 3 – Japanese Proverbs: The mouth is the cause of calamity 

 

 Stimulus 4 – Saki: The Image of the Lost Soul 

 

 Stimulus 5 – The Totem Pole situated in Windsor Great Park, United Kingdom 

 

                                                           
8
 In the past, stimuli have included songs, poems, photographs, myths, and other visual and auditory material.   
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The performance proposal itself is divided into three sections:  the first section is a 250-

word pitch serving as a concise summary of the proposal; the second includes visual materials 

(storyboards, sketches, photographs, diagrams, etc.) illustrating the student’s performance 

concepts; and the third section takes the form of a written rationale (1,000 – 1,250 words) 

providing a commentary on the devised performance’s socio-historical, cultural, and 

philosophical influences (IB Theatre Guide 2007: 28-29).
9
  

Teachers and students interviewed generally spoke well of this assessment.  “I think that 

the PPP was by and large my favorite,” said Jean-Paul Honegger (International School of 

Geneva, La Châtaignerie).  “It gave me a lot of liberties, and I could let my imaginative juices 

run wild” (Honegger).   

Still, some teachers expressed their various reservations.  Ed Sheblak (AISJ) expressed 

that, while his students enjoy the PPP, certain aspects pose difficulties:  “They get a little 

frustrated with the [brevity of the] time allocation and the way it is presented” (Sheblak).  Terry 

Christgau, the IB Theatre teacher at The Dwight School in New York City, stressed that, while 

he likes the assessment, he feels that “the devising piece might be too hard for high school 

students” (Christgau).  However, though the assessment “needs work,” Christgau remains 

confident that it is the best assessment of the course, as it is “most like what practitioners actually 

do.” 

 

 

IV. Theatre Performance and Production Presentation (TPPP) 

For this assessment, students are expected to “give an oral presentation on their 

involvement in the performance and production aspects of all areas of the core syllabus” (IB 

                                                           
9
 The third section is only required for HL students (IB Theatre Guide 2007: 29). 
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Theatre Guide 2007: 29).  Their presentation should be recorded on CD or audio cassette and 

accompanied by a set of images to support their key points.  The TPPP is meant to give students 

a forum in which they can “reflect critically on the skills they have acquired and developed 

during the course” (IB Theatre Guide 2007: 29).  HL students must speak for thirty minutes, 

using between seven and ten images to support their presentation, and SL students must speak 

for twenty minutes, using between five and seven images (IB Theatre Guide 2007: 29).  

Two concerns with the TPPP were identified through the interview process.  First, the 

length of the speaking time is considerable.  Yidan Zhang, a Chinese student who took the course 

at Marymount International School London, expressed that the TPPP was the most difficult 

assessment for her, especially because English is not her first language:  “I am not very talkative, 

and I don’t know to explain things sometimes.  It’s difficult for international students to talk in 

English for a full 30 minutes in any circumstance.”   

The second concern was articulated by Edie Moon, the IB Theatre instructor at Seoul 

Foreign School in South Korea.  She commented on the competitive aspect of the TPPP.  As her 

students do not attend ISTA
10

  events or travel to other countries as a group to experience 

performance, she feels her students are at somewhat of a disadvantage when it comes to their 

TPPP:   

 

Other students are saying, “Well, I went to Russia with ISTA. . .”  I realized that for my 

 kids, no matter what I did for them, it wasn’t going to compare to that.  I love the TPPP 

 in theory just because I love that students can process their whole experience and really 

 think about how they’ve grown.  I love that.  But if it becomes a competition, I don’t like 

 that.   

 

                                                           
10

 The International School Theatre Association (ISTA) is an international arts organization and registered charity 

based in the South West of England.  The organization brings together young people, teachers, and artists in various 

locations around the world to provide “high quality experience that develop creative learning and internationalism 

through theatre” (The International School Theatre Association, “Who We Are”).  Many IB Theatre classes around 

the globe are associated with ISTA and regularly attend their various festivals and events. 

http://ista.co.uk/who-we-are/
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Development of the Course 

Michael Bindon, the IB Theatre Diploma Programme Curriculum Manager working at 

the IB Global Centre in The Hague, conducts the course’s revision process.  As the Curriculum 

Manager, he is “responsible for leading and managing curriculum research, [facilitating the] 

review and development [of the current course, and] producing [revised] subject guides, teacher 

support material and professional development materials for educators” (Bindon).  In reworking 

the course, Bindon works closely with a team of curriculum managers, examiners, staff from 

other IB departments (including the assessment, publications, language services, and 

professional development departments), and exterior consultants (Bindon).   

Bindon is also in charge of assembling a review committee of teachers to participate in 

the process.  In an interview, he explained how members of the review committee are chosen: 

 

The world is divided into three regions as far as the IB is concerned:  the Americas, 

 Africa/Europe/Middle East (AEM), and Asia Pacific.  At the very beginning of [the 

 seven-year cycle], there is . . . a research year when we look at current trends in education 

 [and] current developments in theatre education specifically.  We will also survey  schools 

 to find out what they like about the current course – what is working, what isn’t.   At that 

 point, we put a call out for people to apply for the review process.  These are [nine or ten] 

 informed people who are given some reimbursement for their time.  Once those people 

 have applied, it is my job to ensure that we get a fair representation from the three regions 

 – a representation based on experience, gender, [and] the kind of school they work in . . . 

 to try to ensure that we get the voice from the whole spectrum. 

 

As the IB holds few records of past versions of the course, it is difficult to know exactly 

how the program has evolved over time.  However, it is believed the first IB Theatre syllabus 

was printed and shared with schools in 1993, with the first assessment taking place in 1995.  As 

IB courses go up for revision every seven years, with a new course being released at the end of 

the seven-year-cycle, Bindon believes that the next course was introduced in 1999, with first 

assessment in 2001.  It was then revised once more into its current form (Bindon). 
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Table outlining the various tasks completed each year throughout the review cycle (Bindon) 

 

In order to give a sense of how the course has developed over time, various comparisons will be 

made between the 1999 course, the current course (published in 2007), and the upcoming course 

(to be published on April 2, 2014). 

While the revision of the course has resulted in substantial changes in its assessments and 

aims over the years, it would seem that the types of assessments included have remained 

relatively constant.  For example, the standard level course released in 1999 – then referred to as 

“IB Theatre Arts” – included a “Research Commission” (similar to the current RI), a “Portfolio” 

(similar to the current TPPP), and a “Performance Skills and Theatre Production” (similar to the 
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current IPP) (IB Theatre Arts Course Guide 1999: 23).  Although there are aspects of these 

assessments are clearly different, the parallels existing between them cannot be overlooked. 

It is most interesting to compare the “Practical Play Analysis,” included in the 1999 

course guide, to the PPP included in the current guide.  The former task required students to give 

an oral presentation about a directorial approach they might adopt for a play text prescribed by 

the IB (IB Theatre Arts Course Guide 1999: 23), while the latter asks students to devise a piece 

of original performance from a stimuli provided by the IB.  These assessments, while different in 

scope, are very similar in what they are assessing:  the ability to receive a stimulus – be it a play, 

a song, or a photograph – and craft a piece of performance around it.  Still, it would seem there 

may be something bigger happening here:  the IB’s shift from including the former assessment to 

the latter could exemplify the shift that took place within various theatre communities from 

performing pre-written texts to exploring more abstract, personally driven work.  This is one 

example of the ways in which theatre education can serve as a reflection of major changes taking 

place within the professional arena. 

Several significant changes can be seen when comparing the 1999 guide with the current 

guide.  This most notably includes the course’s key components.
11

  The 1999 syllabus is divided 

into five distinct parts: Performance Skills; World Theatre Studies; Practical Play Analysis; 

Theatre Production; and an Individual Project (IB Theatre Arts Course Guide 1999: 10).  In 

contrast, the current guide consists of four key components: Theatre in the Making; Theatre in 

the World; Theatre in Performance; and the Independent Project (IB Theatre Course Guide 2007: 

                                                           
11

 The course components are separate from the assessment tasks described earlier.  The IB includes a break-down 

of the main components of the course before discussing the assessments later within the course guide.  These 

components give students and teachers a general idea of what the course consists of prior to completing the 

assessments. 
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14).  While many of these components communicate similar ideas, they are different in 

approach. 

When reviewing the pre-publication materials for the revised course, it is clear that 

substantial changes have been made to both the course’s structure and its various assessments in 

order to respond to the suggestions and criticisms of students and teachers.  Short descriptions of 

each of the four new assessments will demonstrate that only minute similarities exist between 

those of the current course and those of the past.   

Task 1, the “Solo Theatre Piece,” will require HL students to “research a theatre theorist 

that they have not previously studied, identify an aspect(s) of their theory and create and present 

a solo theatre piece (4 – 8 minutes) based on this aspect(s) of theory” (IB Theatre Guide 2014: 

31).  This will be the first assessment within the IB Theatre course to be completely reserved for 

HL students: in the past, both HL and SL students had to complete each of the four tasks.  

Therefore, this assessment is not only different in overall approach (IB Theatre students have 

never been asked to perform a solo piece), but it significantly alters the entire structure of the 

course. 

Task 2, the “Director’s Notebook,” calls for both HL and SL students to “choose a 

published play text they have not previously studied and develop ideas regarding how it could be 

staged for an audience” (IB Theatre Guide 2014: 31).  Perhaps this is reverting back to the 

“Practical Play Analysis” from the 1999 guide, as this task has many similarities to that 

assessment. 

Task 3, the “Research Presentation,” asks HL and SL students to “plan and deliver an 

individual presentation (15 minutes maximum) to their peers in which they outline and 

physically demonstrate their research into a convention of a theatre tradition they have not 
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previously studied” (IB Theatre Guide 2014: 31).  This presentation will be recorded and 

submitted to the IB alongside written materials.  In many ways, this is a performance-based 

version of the current RI.  It may be that the IB is responding to the complaints of teachers and 

students concerning the overly academic nature of the RI and its rigid academic essay structure.   

Finally, Task 4, the “Collaborative Project,” requires that HL and SL students 

“collaboratively create and present an original piece of theatre (13 – 15 minutes) for and to a 

specified target audience, created from a starting point of their choice” (IB Theatre Guide 2014: 

31).  This assessment will also include a filmed element.  This assessment can be viewed as a 

combination of the current PPP and IPP, as it includes both a devising element (“Students . . . 

present an original piece of theatre . . .”) and they are expected to work together in the 

production of the performance (“ . . . [a] collaboratively created piece . . .”) (IB Theatre Guide 

2014: 28) . 

 

 

IB Theatre as a Non-Compulsory Course 

Students pursuing an IB diploma are not required to take a group 6 course, but can 

instead opt to take an additional course from one of the core areas.  People hold different 

opinions about the fact that creative art courses are not mandatory at the diploma level: some 

disagree with this policy; some have come to accept it over time; and certain schools and 

administrators have taken measures to ensure that their students receive some kind of exposure to 

the creative arts during their education. 
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Andrea Superstein, the IB Theatre instructor at St. John’s School in Vancouver, Canada, 

is especially worried that the non-compulsory nature of group 6 courses is deterring students 

from them: 

 

We are competing with not just the other art courses, but also a bunch of humanities 

 courses and every other science.  As students get older, they feel that they have to keep 

 their options open and take the sciences and all these humanities courses, and arts is not a 

 mandatory course anymore.  And that makes it really hard.  And so we see a huge dip in 

 enrollment not only in theatre but in the arts.  Students are worried or have 

 pressure from their parents about what they should be taking. 

 

Stuart Kent, the IB Coordinator at Seoul Foreign School in South Korea, agrees with 

Superstein in that a fundamental structural change must take place within the IB Diploma 

program: 

 

There is an identity issue with group 6, and that applies to all of the IB art programs.  I 

 understand the philosophy of why IB does that – it’s expensive.  It’s a commitment.  I 

 think when they started the IB program, schools were coming on board that didn’t have 

 well developed art programs, but I think now it needs to change.  There is enough rote 

 learning in the IB in reading, writing, and arithmetic subjects . . . but where is the 

 kinesthetic learning, where is  the experiential learning, where is the deep, deep 

 expression of who I am?  To stand on stage and perform, to write a piece of music, to 

 create a piece of fine art, to make a film, to dance – that is at a much deeper level of a 

 student’s development.  And I think the IB’s potential is selling itself short.   

 

Furthermore, group 6 courses are considered by many to be some of the most difficult 

courses within the IB Diploma program.  This is largely due to their rigor and the amount of 

work students are expected to produce.  Kent believes that the fact that group 6 courses are both 

extremely difficult and non-compulsory poses a real problem:  

 

It’s a double whammy – it’s not compulsory and it’s very difficult.  So who is taking 

 these subjects?  The true believers - who tend to be the performers, not the techies. . . 
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 You’re talking  half a dozen to a dozen kids given the makeup of the year group in any 

 given year.   

 

In contrast, Dinos Aristidou, a former IB Theatre instructor, an ISTA board member, and 

a member of the IB Theatre Review Committee, feels that the non-compulsory nature of group 6 

courses “has been a battle that has not been worth fighting,” as “there has never been any 

indication that [this] was ever going to change” (Aristidou).  He suggested two reasons that the 

IB has made group 6 courses non-compulsory.  First,  the IB has chosen to “do what universities 

require students to be able to do in terms of going on to higher education in the sciences or in 

languages” (Aristidou).  For example, in order for a student to demonstrate his or her interest and 

abilities in the sciences, it may be necessary to take both IB Biology and IB Chemistry.  The IB 

allows for that flexibility.  Second, students can often enter into the study of an art at university 

level with no prior experience:   “If your school did not offer theatre, you can still do theatre at 

university level and enter that program without any problems” (Aristidou).  This is often not the 

case with science or language courses. 

Still, certain IB World schools have enforced their own policies.  Students at Mirabeau B. 

Lamar High School, a public IB World school in Houston, Texas, must take an art course, as 

Texas has recently mandated that students must take an art class to graduate.   “You don’t have 

to take an IB [group 6] course,” explained Sharna Shirl, “but students at our school have to take 

some kind of art course before they graduate.” 

 Kent asserts, however, that while some schools can enforce such a rule, there is no real 

authority behind it unless it is backed by the IB.  “If parents complain or if we don’t get a teacher 

that year, we can’t hide behind that,” says Kent.  “It needs to have the power and weight of the 

IB saying that you must take a group 6 course.”  Schools continue to struggle with this 
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contention between the authority the school administration and the authority of the IB, 

particularly in terms of group 6 course offerings. 

 

 

Comparison to Alternative Theatre Programs 

The IB Theatre program is not by any means the only standardized theatre program on 

offer today.  Other standardized theatre programs exist around the world, including the A-Level 

Drama course, the A-Level Theatre Studies course, and the I-GCSE Drama course, all of which 

are well-known course offerings within schools in the United Kingdom.   

However, according to Eleni Gransden, a former A-Level Drama student and IB Theatre 

instructor at the International School of Kenya, the IB Theatre program is unique in two key 

respects.  First, she argues that the IB Theatre course has a greater focus on writing and research 

than the A-Level course: “The A-Level program [is] less heavy on the research paper 

component.  IB students must write a first year university research paper, [but] the A-Level 

program allow[s] students to explore theatre in a [more practical] way” (Gransden). 

 Second, Gransden believes that the IB Theatre program covers a broader spectrum of 

traditions and practitioners.  She commented that the A-Level course looks at only “two or three 

theatre practitioners over the course of two years,” while the IB program touches upon dozens 

(Gransden).  

 Dinos Aristidou (IB/ISTA) outlines one further difference between the two courses:   

 

[The] IB really underlines the international aspect.  I think this idea of internationally 

 minded theatre makers who are aware of theatre making around the world is particular to 

 the IB  program.  The A-Levels tend to favor English-speaking theatre, which tends to be 

 plays written by British and American playwrights primarily. 
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The fact that A-Level courses draw upon national reference points is not surprising, as 

“the program is taught and delivered in the UK, and it is for English students” (Aristidou). On 

the other hand, as the IB Theatre course is intended for students from all over the globe, its 

international scope is important and ultimately sets it apart from other courses of study. 
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ACCESSIBILITY OF COURSE MATERIALS 
 

 

The IB publishes two main documents for the IB Theatre course:  the Course Guide and 

the Teacher Support Material.
12

  The Course Guide includes descriptions and criteria for the four 

main course assessments, while the Teacher Support Material includes more detailed information 

on possible ways that instructors could structure lessons and teach various performance 

traditions.  While IB Theatre instructors may periodically attend Category 1,
13

 Category 2,
14

 or 

Category 3
15

 workshops to hone their skills in delivering the course, they are essentially on their 

own when teaching the course at their respective schools.  Therefore, the clarity and accessibility 

of these documents are essential to the course’s effective delivery within the classroom. 

 

 

Language within Cross-Cultural Contexts 
 

Many of the teachers interviewed commented on the ambiguous nature of the language 

within the current English course materials.  “When I read . . . and interpret [the documents], I 

think they are exceptionally vague,” said Sheblak (AISJ).  “I don’t understand all of the 

language, and when you go to workshops with teachers from four continents who are trying to 

decipher what it means, I think it’s very poor.”   

 IB staff is palpably aware that using certain language can lead to a range of 

interpretations: 

 

                                                           
12

 The table of contents of both the Course Guide (2007) and the Teacher Support Material (2007) are included 

within the appendix. 
13

 Workshops for new IB Theatre teachers that provide an introduction to the IB Theatre course (Sutton). 
14

 Workshops for experienced IB Theatre teachers that provide an opportunity for professional development and 

networking (Sutton). 
15

 Workshops for both new and seasoned IB Theatre teachers that offer a master class in a certain area of theatre 

(Sutton). 
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  There are words and phrases that I would use straight away when writing the syllabus 

 that I can’t use.  And that’s why I rely on the teams of people here at language services. .  

 We can’t use [the word] “stimulus” because “stimulus” in different cultures means 

 different things.   I can’t use the word “improvisation” because that has different 

 meanings and different connotations. . . There are a team of people who stand over my 

 shoulder and say “that doesn’t make any sense.”   We’ve had to kind of invent our own 

 strict language to ensure that everyone who reads it around the world understands it 

 (Bindon). 

 

This issue is critical for the IB Theatre instructors who are also English language 

learners:  Their English skills may be sub-par, resulting in misinterpretations of portions of the 

Course Guide.  “It is not an accessible document, . . . especially if you are someone who does not 

have English as their first language,” commented Gransden (ISK).  “Many of the teachers who 

are teaching IB courses, [and some students taking the course,] are not native English speakers.” 

Yidan Zhang took the IB Theatre course at Marymount International School London 

from 2008 to 2010.  As a Chinese student who had completed all of her schooling up to that 

point in Chinese, she expressed the difficulties she experienced with taking the IB Theatre course 

in English: 

 

For me, and I think for any international student, studying drama would be a bit difficult, 

 because the words they use are different from plain English . . . The IB Theatre syllabus 

 was difficult to understand. 

 

Also, apart from basic language difficulties, the perception of certain theatrical concepts 

can depend largely on one’s cultural background and training, leading to misinterpretation of the 

course materials:   

 

What one person understands by “director” in one particular cultural setting may be 

 different in another cultural setting.  [Also,] one of the [concepts] that we came across 

 that was very complicated was . . . ‘devising,’ which left many people, especially in 
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 North America, quite perplexed because it is not an embedded tradition within theatre as 

 much as it is within Europe” (Aristidou). 

 

Aristidou (IB/ISTA) emphasized in his interview that he believes misinterpretation of the 

course materials ultimately has more to do with the complexity and different conceptions of 

concepts than particular words or phrases in themselves. 

To help address some of these issues within the revised syllabus, the IB will be including 

a glossary of terms which will hopefully assist teachers in navigating the document, ultimately 

lessening the incidence of misinterpretation (Aristidou). 

 

 

Offering IB Theatre in Multiple Languages 
 

 All IB courses are offered in English, Spanish, and French, provided there is sufficient 

demand for the course to be offered in that language.  For the IB Theatre course, at least fifty 

students worldwide must request to take the course in one of these three languages in order for it 

to become available in that language.  It is currently being offered in English and Spanish.  At 

the moment, “there is not a large uptake of French students for theatre – there [are] less than 50” 

(Bindon).  This means that the schools wanting to offer the course in French must translate their 

own syllabus.  For this reason, the IB tries to keep its syllabi brief,
16

  facilitating an easier 

translation process. 

The language issues described in the earlier section become even more crucial when 

considering that they may need to be translated.  The IB Language Services department must 

ensure that the terms used within the course materials will be correctly understood by both 

teachers and students within numerous cultural settings.  “I think the IB goes through quite a 

                                                           
16

 The Course Guide is 64 pages in length, and the Teacher Support Material is 150 pages. 
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rigorous system of translation, . . . making sure that the language and the concepts do cross into 

those languages well” (Aristidou).  Any and all issues that teachers face in terms of 

comprehending the documents and the general concepts they draw upon are reported to the IB 

Curriculum Manager in order that provisions can be made for the subsequent revised course 

(Aristidou). 
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ACADEMIC VS. PRACTICAL:  STRIKING A BALANCE 
 

School administrators, teachers, and students have often debated the correct balance of 

academic and practical assessment within theatre, art, and music courses.  How much of the 

course should include academic research and writing, and how much of the course should teach 

and assess students’ practical skills?   

While performative and artistic aspects are incorporated into its four assessments, skills 

in acting, directing, and design are not expressly evaluated in the IB Theatre program:  The 

students’ achievements in those areas make up a very small portion of their final mark in the 

course.  Instead, students are evaluated on the essays and portfolios submitted which describe 

those performances and practical experiences. 

This is one area in which the IB Theatre course differs greatly from other standardized 

drama courses such as A-Level Drama.  Having taught A-Level Drama in England for many 

years before working for the IB, Bindon (IB) expressed that the academic nature of IB Theatre 

distinguishes it from other courses:  “In the UK, . . . [schools] have a visiting examiner, and 

[students] are assessed on [their] ability to act or direct.”  While visiting examiners might be 

possible for the A-Level Drama program, this would not be an option realistically for the IB 

Theatre course due to its international scope:  “We can’t afford to send examiners to every 

school,” Bindon explained. 

 Apart from the fact that assessing students through written work is much more reasonable 

than sending in external examiners, there are two other reasons that the IB has chosen to assess 

work in a written form.  First, it is considered by many to be the most objective way to assess 

students, particularly within a standardized framework like the IB.  “If you teach in Hong Kong 

and I teach in Wales, we have to ensure that the grade you’re giving [for a certain standard of 
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work] is the same grade I’m giving,” explained Bindon (IB).  Assessing written work has been 

the only way that the IB feels they can legitimately evaluate students’ understanding of the 

discipline in a consistent way.   

Second, Sutton (IB/ISTA) commented that the IB has “always wanted to assess the 

process of the work” (Sutton) as opposed to the work itself.  Written forms of assessment allow 

students to outline their thought processes for examiners in a clear and thoughtful way, 

demonstrating their understanding of key terms and concepts, sharing their artistic inspirations, 

scrutinizing their methods, and articulating their creative challenges and victories. 

 

 

Excessively Academic 

However, this academic method of assessment has proven problematic for those IB 

Theatre students that are more creatively oriented.  These students enter the program believing 

they will be assessed on their performance, directing, or design skills, but they soon discover that 

very little assessment is done in those areas.  Matthew Stannah, a former student of the program 

(2007-2009), and now a successful actor, writer, and producer in New York City, remarked that, 

due to his dyslexia, he had a difficult time in the IB Diploma program:  “In IB Theatre, I just felt 

that there was so much reading, so much textbook stuff,” said Stannah.  “But when there were 

moments that I could be more creative, I was very successful!”  

Eleni Gransden (ISK), Stannah’s IB Theatre teacher, reinforced Stannah’s sentiment: 

 

 Matthew Stannah has learning disabilities which prohibited him from excelling in the IB 

 Theatre program because of the heavy language and written component.  That wasn’t him 

 – he was a performer.  So it was great that 25% of it was a practical performance, 

 [though] we didn’t videotape the practical performance to get marked.  He had to write 

 up the practical performance[,] but his performance was not assessed.  That was doing 
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 him a great disservice.  He didn’t leave with a 7, but I think if the program had a bit more 

 flexibility in how students can share what they are learning, if Matt could have done a 

 performance-based assessment, he would have left with a much higher mark. 

 

Because of this, success within the course can become less about students’ creative 

abilities and more about which students can write the best essays.  Terry Christgau (Dwight 

School) shared a story about a student he had who excelled in the course solely because of his 

ability to write effectively: 

 

I had a student who came into class, he sat with his arms crossed like he was   

 superior to me and everyone in the whole room.  He did the whole SL course in   

 the second year.  And I made it clear to him that there were things he had to do in   

 order to take the IB exams, so he did those reluctantly.  And he got the highest   

 score because he was a natural born writer.  He could write like nobody’s    

 business.  Structure, content, he had a great grasp of the English language.  So his   

 scores were very high. 

 

Due to the heavy academic nature of the program, students are not necessarily required to tap 

into their creativity.  Students can achieve high marks in the course despite being completely 

uninterested in theatre.   

Andrea Superstein (St. John’s School) agrees that “the IB Theatre course is too academic 

and too theoretical.”  Although she sees nothing wrong with providing students with a strong 

background in theory and history, she feels as though “the performance aspect is lacking.”  As a 

former theatre student herself within the British Columbia provincial theatre curriculum, a 

curriculum with a much stronger emphasis on performance, Superstein believes that the IB 

Theatre program “reads more like a first year university theatre studies program” as opposed to a 

high school theatre course.  She therefore tries to infuse as much performance as she can into her 

own IB Theatre classes in order to provide a counterbalance.  She considers this to be extremely 
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important, especially for students jumping from the Middle Years Program to the Diploma 

Program:  Superstein perceives a big gap present between the two. 

Still, it is important to note that some teachers interviewed who have taught past versions 

of the IB Theatre program claim that the course has become less academic and “more creative” 

(Sheblak) over time:   

 

[This current] course is less theoretical than the old course. . . The old course was more 

 academic in a negative sense. It was doing so much that you would never do in a real 

 theatre. It is now getting closer to what practitioners actually do (Christgau).   

 

Therefore, while some consider the current course to be too academic, it is clear that the course 

has been gradually moving in a more practical direction. 

 

 

Appropriately Academic 

There are a number of instructors of the course who take a different stance on this issue, 

asserting that the course’s academic nature is one of its most important aspects.  Anita Sorel, the 

former IB Theatre teacher at the International School of Kenya (2005-2008), takes this position, 

articulating that she believes that the course should preserve its academic focus:  

 

Not a lot of the course was performance-based, it was more academic.  I think that is the 

 way it should be for a course of this nature.  I think that the course should be geared less 

 to performance and lay it right out in the syllabus that reading, discussion, and writing 

 should be the main parts of the course, and that performance should be used as icing on 

 the cake once in a while. 

 

 Camille Denning, one of Sorel’s former students (2008-2009), agreed with her statement:   
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I do not think that the course is too academic.  I think that the performance aspect can 

 really be done of one’s own prerogative.  And I think that kind of work would be very 

 difficult to assess fairly.  Later on, if you want to be a theatre practitioner, I think it’s 

 really good to learn all that stuff.  It’s like being a doctor – you end up having to fill out 

 charts and things for half your day.  You’re not actually doing surgeries and treating 

 patients, but that’s just as important.  That’s what makes things work. 

  

 Neil Keating, the IB Theatre teacher at Waterford Kamhlaba in Swaziland, echoed the 

same belief: 

 

I like the academic nature of the course. The first thing that I say to students when they 

 ask about the course is that it is not an actor training course . . . I think the goal of course 

 should not be to create theatre makers. However, I would also say that we do create 

 theatre makers. By the time students leave after the second year, they are very competent 

 at the practical side of theatre. I really do believe that’s true.  [But I do] think the 

 academic stuff is really valuable. 

 

As the IB Theatre course is one piece of a larger diploma program in which students participate, 

it could be argued that the academic nature of the course is an essential component: Indeed, it 

was never intended to resemble a conservatory program or actor training course. 

 

 

The Revised Course 

Ultimately, many IB Theatre teachers agree that the IB should assess students in ways 

other than writing.  After all, students in every other group 6 subject submit and are assessed on 

their practical work (a film, a choreographed dance, etc).   The IB is considering two main 

changes to the course that would allow for greater creativity.  First, the IB has been considering 

the possibility of requiring certain page counts instead of a prescribed word count for 

assessments, meaning that pages could be populated by anything that the student deems suitable, 
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including imaging and captioning (Aristidou).  This would give students more freedom in the 

design and presentation of the work that they produce.    

Second, the possibility of having portions of performances videotaped and submitted to 

the IB alongside written materials would add to the practical nature of the course.   Jean-Paul 

Honegger (International School of Geneva, La Châtaignerie) stated that although “it should not 

be the defining characteristic by which the examiner assesses the work” (Honegger), he strongly 

believes that “including a DVD or digital copy of one’s performance [would help] give the 

examiner a more holistic understanding of the work that [a student] put in” (Honegger).  

Described earlier, both the Collaborative Project and the Research Presentation included within 

the revised course will have videotaped portions. 

However, due to slow and temperamental internet connections, the uploading of these 

videos to the IB website could pose a challenge for schools in certain parts of the world.  Neil 

Keating (Waterford Kamhlaba) has some concern about the school’s ability to do this: 

 

It’s going to be really hard.  I know that it is not fair to say to the thousands of other IB 

 schools that “you can’t do this because we can’t do this.”  But, from our point of view, it 

 is going to be a real challenge. Our internet facilities are getting better, and we probably 

 have the best internet in all of Swaziland. But it is still nowhere near what you’d expect 

 in any other country, even in South Africa. 
 

I know the art teachers here were having a terrible time uploading their coursework with 

 these massive files and hundreds of bits and pieces. . . It is going to be a challenge. It will 

 happen, but where it might take another school an hour or a day, it will probably take us a 

 week to upload, realistically. We’ll probably also have to commandeer a whole ISDL line 

 just to do it, which is going to make life difficult for everyone else in the school. 

 

It is therefore imperative that the IB provide an alternative way in which students can submit 

these video clips, such as by mail or otherwise. 
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When considering the future development of the course in relation to its practical and 

theoretical aspects, Eleni Gransden (ISK) feels that the IB must decide what the course is really 

trying to do.  Is this course trying to train tomorrow’s theatre makers – the directors, the actors, 

the designers – or is it merely trying to expose students to the theatrical history, traditions and 

cultures around the world?  “Right now, I see kids leaving the IB Theatre program with the 

ability to write an essay,” said Gransden.  “What do we want our students to leave knowing how 

to do?” 
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CONTRIBUTION OF THE INSTRUCTOR 
 

 

The IB Theatre course is unique in the fact that its curriculum does not dictate what 

material should be taught within the two years of study.  While the IB provides guidelines 

requiring that students study “at least two contrasting theatrical practices from more than one 

culture/historical period,” the course guide asserts that teachers ultimately “have a free choice in 

the selection of plays, playwrights, theatre traditions and practices, theatrical forms, movements, 

styles, genres, and theorists for study” (IB Theatre Course 2007: 21).  Because of this, IB Theatre 

instructors are given great responsibility to deliver a quality course that will prepare students to 

succeed on the four assessment tasks. 

  

 

Training 

 ISTA and the IB partner to provide a number of IB Theatre trainings throughout the year 

in various locations around the world.  This year, some of the numerous training locations 

include Dubai, Hong Kong, Adelaide, Atlanta, New York, Toronto, Rio de Janeiro, Lima, 

London, and Singapore (International School Theatre Association, “What’s On”).  The IB 

emphasizes that attending trainings, particularly when first teaching the course, is of utmost 

importance.  These trainings can provide teachers with valuable resources, minimize the 

possibility of misinterpretations of the course guide, and facilitate the creation of relationships 

between instructors in different parts of the world.   

 Neil Keating (Waterford Kamhlaba) spoke positively about his recent experience 

attending an IB Theatre training: 
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I went to a Category 1 IB Theatre training in Singapore in 2011, and that was a really 

 great program run by ISTA. At that point, I had been teaching the IB Theatre course for 

 nine months, and so I had to figure things out myself . . . The Category 1 training 

 confirmed a lot of things that I thought were true and it did teach me a lot of new things 

 as well. 

 

Having taught the course for seven years, Sharna Shirl (Mirabeau B. Lamar Senior High 

School) spoke about the importance of IB Theatre training when a revised course is first 

released: 

 

I came in and did IB Theatre training in New Mexico [the] summer before I started 

 [teaching the course] . . . I got a crash course on it. Of course, then shortly after that, it 

 changed. Then I got the new curriculum, and there was a lot that I didn’t understand. I 

 certainly understood it better than if I had come into it cold.  Then, halfway through the 

 year when the new system came into being, I went to another training here in Houston at 

 Rice University. It really crystallized for me a lot of what was new about the course and 

 helped me to understand it better. It also helped me come up with ways to teach the 

 course that I thought were really helpful that I still use today that have helped my 

 students a lot with understanding the four assessments. 

 

 As some instructors who teach the current course have not been formally trained in 

theatre practices, these trainings become even more essential.  For instance, a teacher originally 

qualified to teach English may be assigned to teach IB Theatre, but he or she may know very 

little about teaching the subject.  For these individuals, the IB Theatre trainings offer a space in 

which they can learn the “processes of doing, experiencing, and making theatre” as opposed to 

simply “analyzing theatre” (Sheblak).  

 While having received an MFA in Acting and having had professional experience within 

the theatre, Anita Sorel had never taught theatre within a high school classroom setting prior to 

teaching the IB Theatre course at ISK.  “I know they hired me because I had an MFA and 

zillions of years in theatre,” said Sorel.  “[But] I had no IB training. I had never taught it . . . I do 

not think that anybody should go out and teach the IB without some kind of training.”   
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Choosing Course Material  

 The open nature of the course content calls for teachers to elect what to teach to their 

students.  Most teachers interviewed believe that this is a significant strength of the course: 

 

The course as a whole is beautiful in the sense that you have the two years and you have 

 these basic guidelines, but you really can develop it in any way that you like.  You have a 

 world of materials to call from, and that gives so much freedom to the course (Moon). 

 

Andrea Superstein (St. John’s School) also speaks in favor of the open curriculum, 

explaining the advantages of this kind of approach:  

 

I am using my own personal experiences and strengths as a teacher and theatre 

 practitioner, and someone else, when I leave here, another teacher may decide to use 

 what I left or they may decide to do something completely different.  And we can still 

 achieve the same goals, our students can still have really great results while learning 

 completely different things. 

  

 However, having an open curriculum brings up two important issues.  First, it can cause a 

great deal of stress for less confident or less experienced teachers.  Andrea Superstein (St. John’s 

School) spoke of her own anxieties in this respect:   

 

I do find that sometimes I don’t feel like I have enough knowledge and skill to deliver 

 everything end to end.  For example, the theatre in the world aspect – I grew up in 

 Canada, and my theatre school had a pretty western focus.  So when it came to delivering 

 that part of the program, I really struggled in “what do I feel confident in delivering and 

 what resources in the community can I bring in to help supplement that?” 

 

Dinos Aristidou (IB/ISTA) confirmed that the course is largely “restricted by a teacher’s 

fears of what they haven’t come across before.”  On the whole, teachers just beginning to teach 

the course tend to “favor the familiar”: 
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The less confident teacher with the program is going to go with a much more traditional 

 understanding of what theatre is and therefore find the program challenging because it 

 challenges some of those assumptions.  [Teachers sometimes don’t feel] confident 

 enough to be an explorer with the students. 

     

 The IB has attempted to deal with this issue by publishing Teacher Support Material 

alongside the IB Theatre Course Guide.  This document can act as a very useful resource for 

teachers, as it contains sections on how they can approach certain performance traditions in the 

classroom.  The current Teacher Support Material includes schemes of instruction for Bunraku 

puppetry, Kathakali, and Trinidad Carnival, among others.  It includes various activities, names 

of books and articles pertaining to that tradition, questions for classroom discussion, examples of 

possible journal reflections, and other useful teaching tips (IB Theatre Teacher Support Material 

2007).   

 The second issue that could arise as a product of the open curriculum is that students 

might rely too heavily on the instructor.  Lee Bissell (TISB) states that students “tend to stay in 

the comfort zone of what is done by the instructor,” ultimately leaving students less confident 

and less able to complete the four assessments successfully.  Having recognized this concern, 

Neil Keating (Waterford Kamhlaba) addresses this issue through the structure in which he 

presents performance practices to his students: 

 

In terms of the structure, I am always thinking about the movement from students being 

 most dependent on me and my knowledge and my leadership and guidance to being least 

 dependent.  I want them to be most independent by the end.  So I generally start with 

 something that takes me explaining it at first to get going . . . that has been ancient Greek 

 theatre, then we did African Storytelling.  A lot of things can be traced back to [these 

 traditions], even if it can be traced back to other things.   

 

[Then] I do is a performance art project at the end of IB1 and a Butoh project at the 

 beginning of IB2.  These projects force students to think about theatre in a totally 

 different way.  They question the whole basis of what it means to make a piece of theatre. 
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When asking teachers if a textbook should be introduced for the course, taking some of 

the pressure and responsibility off of the instructor, the responses were mixed.  Some teachers, 

such as Andrea Superstein (St. John’s School), were completely opposed to the idea, believing it 

would rob the theatre classroom of creative exploration: 

 

There is another teacher who teaches two of the other MYP classes [at my school], and 

 she really wants to implement a textbook, and I am strongly opposed.  I just feel that it 

 adds to the academic notion to the course, and I have always thought that this space is a 

 lot more free than others . . . I don’t think that it needs to be dictated by a text.   

 

In contrast, Neil Keating (Waterford Kamhlaba) expressed that he is open to the 

possibility of incorporating a course book: 

 

It has crossed my mind before that there could be a textbook for theatre. I don’t think it’s 

 ridiculous to think that they could be a textbook. I am not sure how much I would want to 

 use it, but I still think it could be valuable as a resource. 

 

While there has been no official discussion of introducing a textbook to the course, it is possible 

that the issues detailed above necessitate that a course book or student guide be published in the 

future.   

 

 

Advocating for the Importance of a Theatre Education 

 Ultimately, the teacher of the IB Theatre course is vital to the program’s success and the 

subsequent success of students.  Indeed, the enthusiasm that the teacher brings to the subject can 

inspire students’ artistic spirits and promote a dynamic and fruitful learning space.  Will Hurtado, 
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the IB Coordinator at the American International School of Johannesburg, shared his 

appreciation of Ed Sheblak’s (AISJ) passion for the subject: 

 

We have wonderful commitment from Ed Sheblak, who is a great ambassador for theatre 

 and all things to do with drama and acting.  He is very committed and wants to take it as 

 far as possible to as wide an audience as possible. 

 

However, apart from enthusiasm, the IB Theatre teacher also serves as a vital advocate 

for drama and the creative arts within an academically-minded community.  Without their 

enthusiasm, art programs within a school would easily become marginalized.  Stuart Kent (SFS) 

emphasizes the significance of the school’s IB Theatre teacher, Edie Moon, in promoting the arts 

within the school community: 

 

My joy is that we have someone like Edie.  But Edie won’t be here forever.  So that’s my 

 fear.  I think theatre, because it is not compulsory, rise[s] and fall[s] a lot due to the 

 quality of the teacher . . . Teachers in the art departments have to be incredibly well hired 

 and proactive.  And if you don’t have that proactive attitude, I can see the arts becoming 

 more marginalized. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



38 
 

COURSE FLEXIBILITY 
 

The IB Theatre course is designed to be exceptionally flexible, having the ability to 

conform to a variety of contexts around the world.  However, as the IB also aims for the grading 

of student work to be consistent, the struggle to create a course that is both easily adaptable and 

academically standardized can pose a challenge.  

 One way to assess the flexibility of the course is to speak with current and former 

students who have transitioned from one international school to another between the first and 

second IB years.  “I can speak for students who have changed locale and have gone from one 

school to another and have still been able to have continuity in the way in which their IB Theatre 

program experience developed,” said Jean-Paul (International School of Geneva, La 

Châtaignerie).  “I think that is a strength of the program – there is the ability to adapt to the new 

reality in which you are placed, if, for example, you are moved to a different school along the 

journey.”   

Camille Denning, having studied IB Theatre at both the International School of Kenya 

and the Dwight School, had the opportunity to take the course in a place like Kenya, where the 

theatre offerings are limited, followed by New York City, a place with a rich theatre culture.  

Although she articulated that “there was a definite advantage being in New York because you 

[could] immerse yourself in the theatre culture,” she echoed Honegger by stating that the course 

was conducted pretty equally in both places. 

 Apart from the open nature of the course’s content described in the preceding chapter, 

there are three additional areas that pertain to the course’s flexibility within diverse contexts:  the 

accessibility of live performance; the availability of resources; and the local attitudes toward 

theatre.   
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Accessibility of Live Performance 

First, the accessibility of live performance can greatly impact students’ understanding of 

the art form.  Indeed, attending performances, meeting actors, directors, and designers, and 

getting a sense of how performance spaces function are very important for students studying 

theatre.  Matthew Stannah (ISK) commented on the importance of attending live performances 

during the course: 

 

Back then, because of that fact that I was in Kenya, and because I was not surrounded by 

 a city that was in love with theatre, I didn’t really enjoy [the course] as much as I would 

 now.  I feel that if you are in the right environment, you take it much more seriously and 

 you would benefit from it.  But being in Kenya, it was a little tough. 

 

Similarly, Denning (ISK) compares the ease of accessibility to live performance in New 

York City with that that she experienced in Kenya: 

 

When I was in New York, I was able to do way more, just because plays were 

 everywhere.  And even if I didn’t want to spend that much money, there were lots of off 

 Broadway shows that I could go to for about $5, so I could go about every weekend . . . It 

 was a real bonus being somewhere where you could attend all these things.   There is 

 definitely an advantage to the places that have a rich theatre courses, because you can 

 immerse yourself in it and you have the opportunity to go out and see these shows – a lot 

 more than you can in a developing country. 

 

Eleni Gransden (ISK) comments on this issue from an educator’s perspective: 

 

The main challenge is access to the diversity of resources that might be available in other 

 countries.  You can go and see incredible pieces of theatre in Kenya, but they are going to 

 be specific to Kenya for the most part.  Unless you are going to another international 

 school in which they are going to consciously put on a play from a different country or 

 different era, you are going to get predominantly the same type of theatre, if it’s local 

 theatre.  I think that is one of the major challenges of working in Kenya is that you’re not 

 able to say “there is a university theatre class that is experimenting with Bunraku and 

 they’re doing an open public event, so we should stop in.”  That doesn’t exist in Kenya.  
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 But if you were in Toronto or London or New York, you’d be able to find those gems to 

 expose your students to on a regular basis. 

 

Witnessing live theatre can enrich students’ understanding of theatre and inspire creativity.  Still, 

Aristidou (IB/ISTA) explains that, due to schools’ different contexts and circumstances, the IB 

would not be able to mandate that students attend theatre performances:   

 

If [the IB Theatre program included] a task, for example, that was to research the arts and 

 artists and arts practice of your local community, those in London and New York would 

 be favored above someone in a small, remote town.  I think that is why it didn’t make it 

 into the program as a compulsory aspect. 

 

While this may be the case, the IB Theatre Course Guide instructs teachers of the course 

to draw upon their local resources as much as possible:  “Teachers are encouraged to interpret 

the syllabus creatively according to local circumstances” (IB Theatre Course Guide 2007: 17).  

Of course, this would include attending theatre performances whenever possible.   

 

 

Availability of Material Resources 

The availability of resources (performance spaces, lighting equipment, costumes, 

classroom materials, funds to take field trips or bring in visiting artists, etc) differ greatly from 

school to school.  Indeed, each school visited for this study had vastly different facilities and 

very different budget limitations.  This inevitably results in entirely different experiences of the 

course. 

First, performance facilities will be discussed.  Nearly every IB school offering IB 

Theatre has different amenities.  For instance, Seoul Foreign School in South Korea has a multi-

million dollar professional stage, the International School of Amsterdam in the Netherlands has a 
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few smaller performance spaces, and St. John’s School in Canada has one make-shift trailer that 

serves as the performance space, the rehearsal space, the costume shop, and the teacher’s office 

simultaneously.   

Denning (ISK) compared the spaces used for IB Theatre performances at both ISK and 

The Dwight School: 

 

ISK had a really awesome stage, but the Dwight School had no performing arts 

 facilities.  Instead, they rented out some really awesome amenities for our 

 performances[,] especially because it was on the upper west side.  You can’t really afford 

 to have any huge buildings. . .The ISK theatre was incredible, but I remember at Dwight 

 for our play, we rented out the theatre at the YMCA, which was quite nice actually. 

 

The ability for schools to rent out performance spaces, as The Dwight School often does, 

requires a great deal of financial support from a school’s administration.  “[I] have a budget that 

is based on renting theatres[,] so they do support that,” says Christgau (The Dwight School). 

“The budget is pretty healthy.”  Of course, many other schools may not have access to these 

kinds of funds. 

 

Figure 1: Student performance in the drama studio at The International School Bangalore. 
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Figure 2: Jacque Lecoq mask workshop with the IB1 Theatre class in their rehearsal space at the American 

International School of Johannesburg. 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Students at Seoul Foreign School performing in one of the school’s IB Theatre rehearsal rooms.   
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Figure 4:  Main performance space at Waterford Kamhlaba. 

 

 

Figure 5:  An outdoor performance space at the International School of Kenya. 
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Second, the availability of material resources will be considered.  The budgets that 

teachers have for classroom materials and outside experiences vary significantly from school to 

school.  Ed Sheblak (AISJ) spoke highly of his administration, as he feels that the budget he 

receives allows him to deliver a quality IB Theatre program: 

 

The school, on average, provides about $4,000 to $7,000 for materials yearly. They fully 

 sponsor one or two teachers to do the ISTA London trip on alternate years. There is 

 money yearly for students to see plays in the community one, two, three times a school 

 year. Visiting artists are brought in for the program. I think we are truly well supported. 

 

However, there are some international schools in which the IB Theatre program receives 

extremely small budgets:  “At TISB, I have to buy all of my own materials, including my stereo, 

markers, sound boards, the works,” said Lee Bissell.  “Students in the school productions also 

have to split the performance costs.”  The disparities existing between IB schools have a true 

effect on what students can experience and accomplish during the two years of the course. 

It could be suggested that students who go through the program at schools with more 

resources should be assessed differently than those with fewer resources.  For instance, 

international schools could be placed on a “tier” system depending on their access to live theatre, 

their financial situation, and their access to material resources.   

However, there are numerous problems with this concept.  In opposition to this 

suggestion, Jean-Paul Honegger (International School of Geneva, La Châtaignerie) points out 

that:  

 

A lack of resources has never translated into a lack of ability.  People and institutions  

 both in terms of schools and in terms of, say, theatres that are not as financially affluent 

 have just as much chance to be superb at what they do in theatre, and I don’t think that 

 should come into consideration for purposes of assessment. 
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Honegger suggests that students should continue to do what the IB has always suggested they do:  

indicate that they do not have access to the materials needed to realize a concept and use what 

they can to execute the concept to the best of their ability. 

 The IB Theatre program does not and has never required schools to possess anything in 

terms of costumes, sets, technology, or performance spaces:  “The IB Theatre program has 

always recognized that theatre can take place with as little as one person and an empty space” 

(Aristidou).  This is one of the most significant reasons the IB Theatre course is so flexible.  The 

course can be delivered within any IB school that desires to offer it, though the range of 

opportunities and resources will inevitably vary from school to school. 

 

Local Attitudes toward Theatre   

Local attitudes toward theatre and performance greatly differ in various parts of the 

world, and those attitudes can make a large difference as to how seriously the IB Theatre 

program is regarded within a school community.  For instance, the views of parents can greatly 

influence whether a student takes a group 6 course.  Edie Moon (SFS) spoke about local attitudes 

toward theatre in Seoul and how those attitudes affect her students: 

 

Because we are in this Asian environment, if they are going to choose between music, 

 visual arts, or theatre, theatre is absolutely going to be, in the parent’s minds, the very last 

 choice.  They are going to visual arts or music and there is just no question about it. . . I 

 have this incredible respect the students who come to do IB theatre, because they have 

 really had to fight for it. 

 

In contrast, students taking the IB in New York City or London may be more inclined to 

take the IB Theatre course.  Many of the families living in these metropolitan cities are 
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frequently exposed to various art forms regularly, even if just by walking down the street or 

reading a newspaper.   

Ultimately, while flexibility is key for a course that is internationally standardized, one of 

the greater dangers of making the course more flexible in the future is that the curriculum could 

become watered down in an attempt to suit a variety of needs (Bindon).  The IB is treading a 

very fine line, and one can only hope that the course will retain its depth while also making it 

possible for more schools to offer theatre.  
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THE FUTURE OF 

INTERNATIONAL THEATRE EDUCATION 
 

While it is difficult to fully comprehend what the future might hold for theatre education 

worldwide, some predictions can be made as to how various global forces may affect the IB 

Theatre course in the future. 

 

 

The Future of the IB Theatre Course 

 Two important thoughts were shared concerning the future of the course.  First, Lee 

Bissell (TISB) believes that the IB Theatre course will be affected by the boom in technology 

that has proliferated over the last few decades.  For instance, internet services have become much 

more accessible, and people in almost every corner of the globe now have some access to the 

web.  This will allow more schools to offer the IB Diploma Programme and the IB Theatre 

course, as teachers will be able to upload student work, make use of the IB’s Online Curriculum 

Center (OCC),
17

 and schools’ administration will be able to correspond with the IB.    

 In terms of the actual practice of theatre-making, the advancement in technology will also 

allow IB Theatre students to create innovative work, transforming how they and their school 

communities understand theatre.  While speaking to an IB examiner in Japan, Bissell spoke 

about the many possibilities that these new technological advances could bring: 

 

We were discussing the uses of technology within theatre. Maybe you’d have a group 

 performing in Japan being broadcast live somewhere else and being integrated into another 

 performance.  Technology is taking performance to a new level – not just for gimmick sake, 

 but integrating it in a different and inventive way.  It’ll engage with the youth, and open that 

 door. 

                                                           
17

 The IB’s OCC can be found at http://occ.ibo.org/ibis/occ/guest/home.cfm. 
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With the addition of a video recorded assessment, the IB is responding to some of these technological 

advances, seeking to take full advantage of all that these developments have to offer. 

Second, because various societal forces have “lead to the arts being more valued in some 

areas” (Bindon), Bindon (IB) touched upon the fact that employers today have started to value 

employees who are creative and innovative. Similarly, universities have begun to highly value 

creativity when reviewing the applications of prospective students.  Due to these developments, 

group 6 courses now hold a greater appeal within the international school community.  This is 

demonstrated by the graph below, which illustrates the increased uptake of IB group 6 courses by 

international schools from 1990 to 2011: 

 

               

The increase in class enrollment within group 6 courses 
(Information Pack, Courtesy of Michael Bindon) 

 

 

If this upward trend continues, it is possible that the IB Theatre course, and group 6 courses as a 

whole, may no longer be so marginalized within school communities.  Instead, they will be seen 

as an area of knowledge that is important and worthwhile. 
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Cultural Globalization 

 Within the majority of international school communities, the effects of cultural 

globalization
18

 are not only seen in the diversity of the student body, but also in students’ deeply 

engrained international perspectives.  Cultural globalization has and will continue to affect the IB 

Diploma Programme and the IB Theatre course in myriad ways.  For example, while it could 

allow for an increased spreading and sharing of cultures, it could also cause culture to be lost.  

Many are concerned that cultural globalization could contribute to the creation of a mono-culture 

in which diversity disappears and a single, homogenized culture prevails.   

Although the loss of culture remains a risk, past and present students and teachers of the 

IB Theatre course expressed their confidence in the abilities of the IB and ISTA to help preserve 

these cultures through performance, encouraging students to do the same by educating 

themselves about these traditions:   

 

I don’t think that ISTA [or the IB] is going along the path of “uniformizing” theatre in 

 any way. I think what it does instead is it makes people aware of other things in theatre, 

 and it opens one’s mind to a scope that is wider than the Western concept of theatre.  We 

 have a very long history of theatre that began when Thespis stepped out of the chorus 

 many, many years ago. It is very important for people both in the West and outside for 

 people to be aware of that history, but it is equally important for people on both sides to 

 understand and be aware of each other’s theatrical forms. That’s what ISTA champions. 

 Not necessarily the “uniformization” of them, but at least the increased awareness of the 

 many theatrical forms that exist in the world (Honegger). 

 

Stemming from Honegger’s (International School of Geneva, La Châtaignerie) statement 

concerning the increased awareness of international theatrical forms, Andrea Superstein (St. 

                                                           
18

 An anthropological term defined as “a phenomenon by which the experience of everyday life, as influenced by the 

diffusion of commodities and ideas, reflects a standardization of cultural expressions around the world.”  It is often 

“propelled by the efficiency or appeal of wireless communications, electronic commerce, popular culture, and 

international travel” (Encyclopaedia Britannica). 

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/340003/life
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/146289/culture
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/146289/culture
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John’s School) stated that cultural globalization may ultimately enrich existing theatrical forms, 

making the work of the IB Theatre teacher and student even more interesting and rewarding: 

 

I think this notion of international [theatre within international school contexts] looks like 

 a cross pollination of a variety of different styles. And this is where I think that the IB 

 theatre program is amazing. If a student is learning about all of these different styles from 

 a variety of different places, I think that the opportunity to create something new can be 

 born out of bringing a bunch of ideas and styles and practices together. 

 

 Theatre is a powerful tool because it gives people a means by which they can explore and 

express themselves, as well examine the world and their place within it.  It allows participants to 

link themselves to personal, national, and global narratives.  International school students, being 

global nomads and originating from diverse backgrounds, are often disconnected from their 

personal and national narratives.  They are frequently confused about their roots, their heritage, 

and their personal identity.  Therefore, a quality theatre education for these students, and for 

members of the international school community, is vital (Lynch).  Using theatrical tools and 

methods, students can identify their roots, construct their own stories, and shape their own 

unique identities: 

 

One of our greatest tasks is to link the global nomad to their story.  [Through the IB 

 Theatre course, we] allow the individual an awareness of themselves that is a celebration 

 of that disconnectedness (Lynch). 

 

Apart from personal introspection, however, the IB Theatre course does something that 

even more essential.  It underscores the importance of the collective narrative: 

 

It is through the exploration of oneself that one can then contribute to the collective . . . 

 Your art, my art, our art serves a greater purpose than ourselves.  People forget that. . . 

 We really need to understand the role that theatre plays in enhancing a collective 

 narrative.  And together, we [can] move beyond the individual (Lynch). 
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Apart from the fact that the IB Theatre program has and will continue to assist students in their 

individual journeys to a greater understanding of themselves and of the world, the course also 

facilitates a collective, communal discovery that only theatre can offer.  Within its assessments, 

students are expected to create and participate in art that is both individually and communally 

crafted, leading not only to expertise within the art form, but also the ability to work within 

diverse and multi-cultural settings.    

The future of the IB Theatre course, and indeed the future of international theatre 

education, is immense.  In considering the days ahead, Sherri Sutton (IB/ISTA) hopes that the 

course will continue to constantly adapt to global forces, whether it be technological innovations, 

a shift in valued skills within the workplace, or cultural globalization:    

   

[When we revise the course in the future,] I hope that we will always think about what is 

 best for students and teachers . . . and never be afraid to make those changes.  I hope 

 someone will come in and say, “Sherri, that [syllabus] was good.  But look at where we 

 are now in the world.  Look at the technology we have.  Look at what is happening in the 

 theatre now.  We’re behind!  We need to catch up!”  I don’t have an attachment to what 

 we have created for the new course . . . I think we have done something exciting, but in 

 five to  seven years . . . theatre is going to change, and the world is going to change! 
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About the Interviewees  

Dinos Aristidou taught the IB Theatre course at the Campion School in Greece, the International 

School of Milan in Italy, and Vienna International School in Austria. Apart from being a 

freelance director and playwright, he works with ISTA, the IB, and various national education 

systems in the United Kingdom. 

Scott Bailey received his undergraduate degree in humanities and history and completed his 

graduate work at the University of Hawaii in Manoa. Before teaching at the secondary school 

level, Bailey taught at the university level for 10 years. He began at DISK as a humanities and 

English teacher in August of 2011 when the school opened. He now serves as the DP coordinator 

and the MYP coordinator at the school. 

Michael Bindon completed a bachelor’s degree in theatre and arts education in the United 

Kingdom, and he continued on to complete a postgraduate certificate of education in secondary 

drama teaching. He then obtained a MA in performing arts education. Bindon has been teaching 

theatre since 2001. Immediately prior to this position, he served as the assistant principal of a 

performing arts college in York, UK. Bindon became the IB Theatre Curriculum Coordinator in 

September of 2012. 

Lee Bissell first taught the IB Theatre course at Chatsworth International School in Singapore. 

He then worked for two years at The International School of Bangalore. Recently, he relocated to 

Malaysia, where he now teaches theatre at Excelsior International School in Bandar Seri Alam. 

Robert Blanchard has been working at the International School of Kenya for fourteen years. He 

has served as an IB English teacher, IB Coordinator, and is now the principal of the school. 

Terry Christgau is a theatre actor and director by training. He was a parent of a student at the 

Dwight School in 1995, and he began teaching IB Theatre at the school in 1997.  He continues to 

be actively involved in off-Broadway work in New York City. 

Pippa Davies, a South African educator, was trained as a drama and English teacher. She began 

her career teaching in the South African state education system. She has been teaching IGCSE 

Drama at Waterford, and well as IB English, for eight years. 

Camille Denning took the IB Theatre course from 2008 to 2010 (the first year at the 

International School of Kenya and the second year at The Dwight School in New York City).  

After graduating, she began pursuing a degree in international relations at the University of 

Queensland in Brisbane, Australia.  She hopes to land a job in public relations upon graduation. 

Anthony Foster is the IB Coordinator at The Dwight School. 

Eleni Gransden is a Theatre Arts and Learning Strategist teacher who has worked both locally in 

her home city of Toronto, Canada, as well as internationally in the UK, Kenya and Italy. Eleni is 
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taking a year-long sabbatical from the traditional classroom environment to explore alternative 

disciplines. She has successfully trained as a Master Organic Gardener, Yoga and Pilates 

instructor, and has completed her Pastry Chef certification. Eleni continues to be both interested 

and involved educating young minds, and intends to return to the classroom in the near future. 

Jean-Paul Honegger took the IB Theatre course from 2009 to 2011 at the International School 

of Geneva, La Châtaigneraie.  After graduating, he began pursuing a degree in Asian Studies and 

History at Bowdoin College. In the future, he hopes to go into a career in journalism and 

broadcast media. 

Yamikani Hapaguti is a current IB2 Theatre student at Waterford Kamhlaba. 

Will Hurtado was the Assistant Head and IB Coordinator at Emirates International School in 

Dubai. Following that post, he served as the IB Coordinator at Westminster Academy in London. 

Will has been the IB Coordinator at the American International School of Johannesburg since 

August of 2012. He also teaches IB Geography at the school. 

Neil Keating was an IB diploma student in the early 2000s, though he did not take the IB Theatre 

course. After studying at the Central School of Speech and Drama in the United Kingdom, he 

worked as an IB Theatre teacher at Waterford, and he is now in his fourth year at the school. He 

also teaches IGCSE Drama and serves as the school’s IGCSE coordinator. 

Stuart Kent attended the International School of Rotterdam as a child and was exposed to the 

international school community at a young age. After receiving a bachelor’s degree in history 

and education, as well as a teaching qualification in history, sociology, and ESL, he began 

teaching in Australia. Since the year 2000, Kent and his wife have taught in Colombia, 

Cambodia, and South Korea. Since coming to Seoul Foreign School four years ago, he has taught 

IB History, served as the IB Coordinator, and has recently been appointed as Assistant Principal. 

Matt Lynch started off as an economist and worked in finance. After going into education, he 

began working as part of a theatre company in South East Asia which works with street children. 

He then went back to school and completed an MFA in Theatre in Education. Lynch has worked 

at ISA for thirteen years, and now teaches TOK, is the head of the Arts Department, and is the IB 

Diploma coordinator at ISA. 

Edie Moon has been teaching the IB Theatre course and has served as the school-wide drama 

director at Seoul Foreign School for seven years. She has directed over forty plays with students 

(JK-12) and adults. 

Louise Nielsen is a current IB2 Theatre student at Waterford Kamhlaba. 

Ed Sheblak attended Emerson College, graduating with a degree in Performing Arts (emphasis 

in design).  He then worked as a costumer within various theatrical venues in Houston, Texas. 

Sheblak later earned a Master of Education in Curriculum and Instruction: Second Language 
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Education, and he taught ESL within the Houston Independent School District.  In 1995, Sheblak 

joined the US Peace Corps, teaching English in the Philippines for two years.  This was followed 

by four years teaching Communications and Drama at Seoul International School in South 

Korea.  He has been teaching Drama and IB Theatre at AISJ since 2002.  

Sharna Shirl began teaching IB Theatre seven years ago when she first arrived at Lamar High 

School. 

Anita Sorel completed an MFA in Theatre intending to become a professional actress. Her first 

job was at the University of Utah as an assistant professor.  After this, she had a career as an 

actress and director in New York.  She then worked as the IB Theatre instructor at the 

International School of Kenya for four years.  She currently acts, directs, and serves as a board 

member at the Sandy Actors Theatre in Sandy, Oregon.   

Torunn Sorlie is a current IB2 Theatre student at Waterford Kamhlaba. 

Matthew Stannah took the IB Theatre course from 2007 to 2009 at the International School of 

Kenya. After graduating from the American Academy of Dramatic Arts in New York, Stannah 

started up an African inspired theatre company called Red Soil Productions which focuses on 

bringing new African theatre to New York. 

Andrea Superstein received her bachelor’s degree in theatre and humanistic studies from McGill 

University. She also completed a graduate degree at UBC in Drama Education. Before coming to 

St. John’s School, she was teaching at another independent school in Vancouver. Superstein is in 

her fourth year at St. John’s School. She teaches MYP and DP Theatre. 

Sherri Sutton has worked alongside the IB and ISTA in a multitude of capacities: teacher, 

workshop leader, session observer, field representative, site visit team, curriculum development 

team, and now chief examiner. 

Helen Szymczak is the IB Theatre instructor at Marymount International School, London. 

Maximilian Vermilye took the IB Theatre course from 2009 to 2011. After graduating from the 

International School of Geneva, La Châtaignerie, he began pursuing a theatre degree at Sarah 

Lawrence College. In the future, he hopes to either become a game designer or an English 

Teacher. 

Freya Vaughn began her teaching career in public schools on the west coast of the United 

States, teaching dance in Seattle, Washington. She began teaching internationally in 2004 at an 

IB school in the Middle East. After this, she served as a teacher librarian, dance teacher, and IB 

Biology teacher at an IB school in Hiroshima, Japan. She then moved to Germany, where she 

taught IB TOK, Dance, and English. At Doshisha International School, Vaughn teaches 5th 

grade PYP, 7th grade MYP, and DP TOK. Although she has never taught the IB Theatre course, 

she has always integrated theatre work into her courses at each school. 
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Kelly Webber obtained a bachelor’s degree in theatre and music. She then studied music, 

specifically opera, in graduate school.  Her first international posting was at the Lausanne 

American School in Switzerland where she taught theatre and music. After teaching for a few 

years in the United States, she returned to the international school circuit in 2010, teaching the IB 

Theatre program at the Shanghai Community International School in China. She worked there 

for two years, becoming the head of Fine Arts at the school in the second year. Webber came to 

ISA in 2012. 

Yidan Zhang took the IB Theatre course from 2008 to 2010.  She has spent the last three years 

studying law at the University of Leicester in the United Kingdom. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

This section is comprised of the transcribed text of the twenty-nine personal interviews 

that I conducted with IB Theatre instructors, IB Coordinators, and IB Theatre students at twelve 

schools in eleven countries.  In the absence of extensive academic literature, these interviews 

were crucial in developing my understanding of the IB Theatre curriculum and the ways in 

which it is implemented around the world.  By visiting each school and speaking with those 

involved in the course’s delivery, I have gained a great deal of insight into what is and is not 

working, as well as what changes schools would like to see in the future.   

I trust that the interviews included here will give readers the opportunity to place quotes 

within their original contexts, as well as provide access to the fascinating material that I was 

unable to include within the framework of my thesis.  I also hope that they will act as a useful 

resource for the International Baccalaureate upon the release of the revised IB Theatre course in 

2014, and that the information, anecdotes, and opinions contained in these interviews will 

clarify, enlighten, and galvanize theatre educators around the globe. 
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SEOUL FOREIGN SCHOOL 
SEOUL, SOUTH KOREA 

 

Interviewee: Edie Moon (IB Theatre Instructor) 

August 15, 2013 

 

Edie Moon has been teaching the IB Theatre course and has served as the school-wide drama 

director at Seoul Foreign School for seven years.  She has directed more than forty plays with 

students (JK-12) and adults. 

 

 

What is your overall impression of the IB Theatre program? 

I love the IB Theatre program.  I wasn’t ever an IB English teacher, but I taught English for 

many, many years.  My undergrad degree was in theatre, and I got a masters degree in English 

education.  But my goal was always ultimately to be able to focus on theatre.  So for many years, 

I taught English here and then ran the theatre program on the side.  So I’ve been here for a really 

long time, and I have seen a lot of evolution in this school.  I went and got training in IB English, 

because the school was making IB the focus of the school curriculum, which it is more and more 

becoming.  At that time, we had AP and IB.  But now we’ve moved away from AP, and they are 

just doing IGCSE and IB.  But this was about ten years ago when we had IB English but there 

was no sign of IB Theatre.  I was so intrigued by the idea of getting IB Theatre here since we 

were really moving in that direction.  I didn’t understand why we wouldn’t have it.  IB Art was 

already here, IB Music was in the works.  I went and got training in IB Theatre and I came back 

and developed a curriculum based on what I learned at the training and presented it to the 

administration, and they accepted it.  But then I left for three years.  We repatriated to America.  

So I never really got to be the first to teach IB Theatre here.  But I turned it over to another guy 

and he taught it.  So, for the three years that I was in America, the IB Theatre program started up 

here.  But there were a lot of issues in the IB Theatre program then, particularly in assessment.   

And I remember my very first workshop in IB Theatre that I went to for training which led me to 

develop the curriculum for this school.  They were just so strung out and upset and nobody 

seemed to know what the assessment was about and how to get a good score on it.  It just seemed 

to be the “haves” and “have nots.”  And certain people seemed to have a lot of luck on it and 

some just had no idea.  But you could tell they were all good teachers.  That was one of my 

concerns when I came back:  Had any of that been ironed out, and was there more clarity in 

terms of assessment in particular?  The course as a whole is beautiful in the sense that you have 

the two years and you have these basic guidelines, but you really can develop it in any way that 

you like.  You have a world of materials to call from, and that gives so much freedom to the 

course.  The most important thing to me is the students who come in.  I ask myself “what exactly 

do they need as a group, as a unit?”  And every single group that comes in, in my experience, has 

been completely different.  And so it gives me the freedom to move things around and develop 

them in a different way depending on their needs.  Which I am just a huge believer in.  



64 
 

Fortunately, IB Theatre, the program is a believer in that too.  Then, once I started teaching, 

which was five years ago – I have only been teaching it for five years – this will be my sixth 

year.  Through that time, it has definitely been a process of evolution.  I have been learning more 

and more about what the assessments are really about.  It wasn’t something that happened over 

night – I really stumbled around a little bit in the early years trying to figure out how to best 

prepare my students for the assessments while giving them what I considered would be a 

wonderful preparation for college – so they can have a really full understanding of the many 

ways that theatre can go in while still meeting their needs and interests.  That’s taken some time, 

and I’m still in the process.  I never think “I’ve got this IB theatre program down, we’re always 

going to get 7s, and the kids are always going to have the experience that I want.”  I always go 

into it with a bit of trepidation:  How am I going to best meet their needs and will I really need to 

see what the kids need me to see in them? 

That being said, I went to two other orientations.  The first one, as I said, was difficult.  It was 

mostly just people complaining about what wasn’t right.  The second one was much better, done 

by one of the gurus of IB Theatre from the beginning, and he was a great introduction to the 

basics.  And the third one that I went to was a couple years ago in Australia, and that was done 

by the IB examiner at the time, and that was a very good advanced course and that was when I 

got a better understanding of the assessments.  I was so inspired by that particular group. 

 

Tell me a little bit about what you include in your IB Theatre course. 

The way that the course has evolved, what I realized the hard way, was that the fact that my kids 

were not in ISTA was going to be a deficit.  And I found this really difficult.  I have always 

wanted my kids to be in ISTA.  The school right now is in a tug between – are we an American 

school or are we a European school?  We’ve always been an American school with European 

programs, and now we’re really in a tug of war in terms of our administration, our leadership, 

and all the way across the board.  Therefore, we have APAC that we’re a part of, and APAC has 

APAC theatre, and our headmaster in the past has always said that since we’re in APAC theatre, 

they’re not sure if we should be in ISTA.  They don’t want to take the kids away from school so 

much.  So what I ended up doing is trying to develop an artist-in-residence program where I had 

the artist come here.  I decided that I needed to bring the artists here.  I started doing that three 

years ago, and since I’ve started doing that, I’ve seen improvement in terms of the kid’s scores.  I 

mean, hands down, it’s going to be an improvement in your program.  I have developed these 

friendships, one in particular with Mark Hill, a Butoh performer.  I brought him back three times 

in the past three years.  Once for APAC theatre because I hosted last year, and twice for my 

program.  I also bring out Megan Kampice out of New York.  She has expertise in Commedia 

Dell’Arte, so has a load of stuff that she brings to the table.  So that was one of the big 

improvements that I made.  My kids are definitely at a disadvantage for their TPPP.  Other 

students are saying “well I went to Russia with ISTA, blah, blah.”  I realized that for my kids, no 
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matter what I did for them, it wasn’t going to compare to that.  I struggle with that to be honest 

with you.  Even though my school can absolutely afford it, it’s not the money issue, there are lots 

of schools out there that have IB programs that are really financially limited.  If they can’t be a 

part of ISTA, and they can’t afford bringing in an artist-in-residence, which I have to plead for 

every single year, then what can they do?  That means that all the responsibility is put on the 

instructor.  I’ve talked to teachers from Vietnam for example, and they’ve said “nothing comes 

to Saigon!”  That may be an exaggeration.  But I have a wealth of experiences here in Seoul that 

they may not have.  And is that fair?  And I have heard that they are thinking of taking the TPPP 

out of the picture.  And maybe that’s what they’re doing it, I don’t know. I love the TPPP in 

theory just because I love that students can process their whole experience and really think about 

how they’ve grown.  I love that.  But if it becomes a competition, I don’t like that.  And I don’t 

think that’s actually fair to the schools that are in the mix. 

The other thing that I put into my program that was a huge help was Seoul in the fall is just an 

incredible location for all of these theatre festivals – the national theatre festival comes here 

every fall.  We get the Seoul Arts Festival where they bring in a lot of postmodernists.  And I do 

a unit on postmodernism anyway for my students, and I weave all of that into it.  They see show 

after show.  They have to choose out of the 11 to 13 shows anywhere between 3 to 5 shows that 

they will attend.  One of the pinnacles of their experience last year was the national theatre of 

Scotland when they brought “Black Watch.”  The kids were just blown away.  It was everything 

that we talked about – all of the techniques, methods, and stylistic or non-stylistic ideas that 

could be used.  That was another component of our program here.  Going out into Seoul and 

seeing these shows and writing play reviews.  And that is all very recent in Korea.  That hasn’t 

always been here.  I just feel like there is a wealth of opportunity for the kids.  Korea is now on 

people’s beaten path.  Instead of going everywhere in Asia and forgetting Korea – because that’s 

what it used to be.  They’d go to Japan, China, Singapore, Hong Kong, but they wouldn’t go to 

Korea. 

And the third component of our course is I always take my students down country to study 

Korean theatre.  They stay in this village, they learn from one of the national treasures of Korea, 

they get lessons in masked dance.  A lot of them never go out of Seoul, so this is a great 

experience for them to see the countryside and see this village, a cultural site.   

The fourth component that I bring in is every year we do a big show.  Now, I know everyone 

does that differently:  Some IB theatre instructors make their main stage show their IB 

performances.  I don’t do that.   For a lot of reasons.  I have a whole series of main stage shows 

for the community.  But because I want to do shows that are a little cutting edge because of the 

nature of our school (Christian), they can do these shows in the black box and we can monitor 

our audience.  The last show we did, the kids got a good 200 people in to see the show, which I 

think is very respectable for a class presentation.  It really broadens the program and makes it 

more of a learning experience for them.  Last year, for my year 1s, I had 15 students.  So 15 kids 

– trying to keep them all engaged is just huge.  Although, I know some IB Theatre classes are 
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bigger than that.  But to find 15 independent projects that are going to meaningful is challenging.  

Most of them are Higher Level students.  I’d say about 90% of them are Higher Level.  I think 

this is because, personally, I haven’t seen a lot of distinction between the Standard Level and 

Higher Level tracks.  The only distinction is time in class.  This last year was the first year that I 

saw the Standard Level students less, because of our scheduling, they came to class one period 

less than the others.  The distinction is also in their assessments: they write fewer words, they 

don’t have to do as much research.  But in their minds, they feel they might as well take HL.  

The only SL kids that come to me are the ones that aren’t allowed to add another HL because 

they already have too many HL courses.  But not many students choose SL.   

 

Is it difficult to recruit students to the IB Theatre program at Seoul Foreign School? 

We are low on the food chain in Korea in terms of the arts.  And I don’t like that many students 

don’t have to take an art at all in the IB in order to get their diploma.  I am obviously, as an art 

teacher, I am really shocked by that.  I don’t understand how in the world in those two years they 

would get their art exposure. I have been told by IB coordinators that they can get their art 

exposure through CAS, but my experience is that the kids who are doing any kind of art for CAS 

is extremely limited.  To the point of – well, they’re going to do the makeup for one play – how 

can that replace the world of experience that you’d have in a two-year program?  We have many, 

many kids that bypass group 6 altogether.  Then if they do group 6, because we are in this Asian 

environment, if they are going to choose between music, visual arts, or theatre, theatre is 

absolutely going to be, in the parents’ minds, the very last choice.  They are going to do visual 

arts or music, and there is just no question about it.  So you can see all those layers of who comes 

to me.  That’s why I have this incredible respect the students who come to do IB theatre, because 

they have really had to fight for it.  I do have quite a few kids who are not getting diplomas.  A 

lot of my kids are non-diploma kids who are taking IB HL classes for certificates.  So I have a 

huge group that are in that category this year in particular.  Last year, all of my five students 

were IB diploma kids, and they all took it at HL.  But this year, it is about half and half:  I am 

going to have about 7 students who are going to be with my right to the end, which I love, 

because then we can do a lot of different things.  I’m really looking forward to it.     

Certificate students take the two years, and they do everything that the other kids do:  they do the 

assessments and they take the exams, but no EE or TOK or CAS, and then they don’t get the 

diploma.  But we still have quite a few kids who are still opting for that.  Personally, I think 

that’s fine.  I don’t feel like everyone should go down the diploma track – I don’t think they can 

handle it emotionally and timewise and with all the pressures that they have at home.  In Korea, 

we have so much school outside of school – “hagwan” here.  Students are spending hours and 

hours of their lives outside of school either going to art hagwan or music hagwan.  I’ve never 

heard of anyone going to theatre hagwan – I don’t think that exists.  The biggest thing that I see 

students spending their time on is SAT hagwan or any other kind of testing that they have to do.  
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Or maybe a specialized area of study such as physics, etc.  I think the hardest thing in teaching 

the IB Theatre program is time because it is time intensive.  And the kids know it.  I have to 

therefore really sell it to them to convince them to take it.  It’s also hard for students to come in 

cold turkey to the course having never had exposure to theatre before.  They’re coming in to an 

advanced theatre course.  The reason that I accept them is that they’re really smart and I know 

that I can bring them up to speed.  And that is my responsibility – to bring them up to speed.  But 

I imagine that there are other schools that have prerequisites that are absolutely mandatory.  I 

don’t know that for a fact, but I would imagine it’s true because they don’t want to have to do 

that basic play analysis and script analysis and everything else.  If my kids do seem advanced, 

we don’t go back and do any of that. 

 

Would you talk a little bit about your struggles with censorship? 

There is no question that there is censorship in our school because we are a Christian school – 

it’s not a traditional Christian school though.  This school has the Christian philosophy and our 

mission statement is “centered in Christ,” but you don’t have a lot of proselytizing or pushing 

one kind of perspective.  You have an option as a teacher to either develop that in your 

relationships with your kids or not.  And there are some teachers who choose absolutely not to 

have that kind of relationship, others do.  Particularly in the high school, there is a lot of choice.  

In my case, with theatre, we are aware of these issues, but the majority of my kids are not 

Christians, a lot of them are coming from atheist backgrounds.  They are comfortable with my 

faith but I am very, very respectful of their faith and the journey that they’re on.  I do not hold 

back at all in the plays that I give them to read, in the plays that they are introduced to in the 

class.  And I like to feel that, although I still have to censor some of the performances I do as IB 

Theatre performances, we are able to deal with much more mature issues than we would ever be 

able to do on the mainstage.  I have a lot more censorship on the mainstage because my 

community is conservative or because there will be children there, and so forth.  For example, 

our last play that we did was a Bertolt Brecht play, and it dealt with lots of issues, there were 

references, language.  I do monitor language in the school though.  I am really glad that, so far, I 

have a headmaster and principal that trust me to make those decisions.  The only two people that 

I really need to answer to in terms of what I do in the curriculum are the principal and IB 

coordinator.  But I do sometimes have kids who do not audition for things because they do not 

believe in the content.  For instance, I had a student who would not audition for “The Last Days 

of Judas Iscariot” because of the nature of the play.  So we do have that, and there isn’t much I 

can do about that.   

There is really not a lot of censorship in Seoul anymore.  There used to be, but there’s not now.  

If you go to these festivals that I was mentioning, you’ll see nudity, you’ll see language, you’ll 

see everything.  I have to really warn the kids, because sometimes even their parents come with 



68 
 

us.  I have to run things past the kids to make sure that their parents will be okay with the content 

of plays that we go to see.  There has really been a shift in censorship in Seoul in the last decade.   

In Hong Kong, you can see pretty much anything and everything.  China, I don’t know what 

they’re up against, but I would guess that they have a lot more to contend with.  But the IB 

Theatre teachers that I have met in China seem to do whatever they want to do, and they don’t 

seem to have a lot of issues with it.  However, they aren’t in Christian schools, so they have 

some more leeway.   

 

What are your thoughts on the current IB Theatre program, and what do you hope will 

change in the revised course? 

I’ve heard some rumblings of what might be in the new IB Theatre syllabus.  What I did hear is 

that they are removing the TPPP, and instead of an independent project it sounded like they were 

going to put in more of a workshop format where students are required to do workshops in the 

school setting.  Up until now, the IP workshops have been something that they’ve been able to 

do.  But it also gives them the choice to do a performance.  I also heard that they were going to 

have the students devise their own show.  Actually, this past year, with five of my girls, they 

wanted to take on the challenge of devising their own show, and they did – from beginning to 

end.  And it was huge and incredibly time-consuming.  That worries me a little bit that it was so 

huge for them.  And it was a small group, which should have made it easier than for a group of 

15.  I’m nervous about that if that is in fact what they are going to do, because getting 15 

schedules to line up is hard.  Many of my students are athletes, and we therefore have to do our 

rehearsals from 5pm to 7pm.  A lot of times, the performances and dress rehearsals of shows 

come when they are doing athletic tournaments, for which they go out of town.  And we also 

have APAC debate, and students travel for that.  I never had that to contend with until these last 

couple of years.  Last year, when my students did the Brecht performance, a week before the 

performance, 8 of the kids were done for APAC debate, but that was the date that we were given 

on the school calendar and we couldn’t move it.  These dates are set the year before, and yet the 

APAC dates are not set that far in advance.  So we were locked in, and they weren’t.  It was 

really tough.  So if I look at those things that have been presented as possibilities: I love the idea 

of student devised work, but what scares me is time, especially big groups devising together.  

The other thing is, I’m sad to see the TPPP go, because I think it is a great process, but in some 

ways, the competition of it, I’m not sad to see that go.  Just in fairness to IB theatre programs 

around the world.  It will give people more of a chance.  I’ve always enjoyed the IP, because it 

really gives kids a chance to pursue something that they are really interested in, but I also like the 

idea of workshops which will give them real expertise.  My understanding is that the RI is going 

to stay, and that probably is a good thing.  Although the tough thing about the RI is that it comes 

right at the same time at the EE if they are getting the diploma.  So you have them killing 

themselves to get all of these different things done right at the same time.  I would love for them 
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to continue with their commitment to theatre in the world, because from what my students are 

telling me, a lot of the programs that they are going to in the US are very western in their 

approach –western authors, western plays, and western philosophy.  I hope that they sustain their 

focus on world theatre.  I also hope that they sustain their focus on independent work – giving 

students the opportunity to do projects that really resonate with them and have meaning for them.  

They are such individuals, and trying to do something that they’d all have to do in the same way 

would be horrifying for these kids.  They need that freedom.   

I hope they maintain the focus and importance on the journal.  Even though they won’t have the 

TPPP, I hope they use the journal as a way of informing all of these other assessments that they 

will have.  I hope the journal will still be at the center of that.  I hope that self-evaluation and 

reflection is still at the foundation of what they are doing so that they can leave with a strong 

sense of their journey and where the course has taken them.   

 

What are your goals for the future? 

What I want to do better this year is to emphasize the importance of the dramaturg and research.  

Every play that I have done in the past three years, I have brought in Stewart Kent, a history 

teacher here at Seoul Foreign, to give a historical background and context to the plays.  Just to 

give the kids an understanding of how important that awareness is. 

I don’t want the program to be competitive.  I love ISTA – I think ISTA is fantastic.  It’s been 

one of my greatest disappointments for me as a teacher and director that we have not been able to 

go.  My goal this year is to see if I could use my professional development money to take 

students.  Even though I don’t have the support of the school, I want to just see if they’ll let me 

do that.  When you think about it though, not every student is going to go.  And that’s why I still 

want to have the artist-in-residence program because that is for every student.  But ISTA – I 

can’t take every student.  They can’t afford if they aren’t being supported by the school, and I 

can’t take that many students out of school.  So it is great for a few kids.  But then how do you 

balance that in the classroom where a few of them got to go and a lot of them didn’t.  So that’s 

something that I struggle with.  I can’t force every student to go.  Even the trip down country, 

some parents give me a really hard time with it. 

 

What does the future of international theatre education look like to you? 

I think the future of international theatre education is huge.  I think that the IB Theatre program 

is offering a program that is far more powerful than what you will find in high schools in the 

United States.  You are going to have schools in the US that are doing powerhouse productions.  

In America, unlike Korea, you have programs with hundreds of kids.  In America, you don’t 
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have that stigma against the arts.  You have thespian societies, etc.  However, from what I can 

tell, those schools are taking a very western approach.   Which is great, but in international 

theatre, they can take it to a much more sophisticated level where you are dabbling in all 

different kinds of international theatre, you are experiencing it, you’re going to those countries, 

you’re doing it.  You have schools visiting other schools, schools visiting other countries, 

schools seeing the theatre within their own countries. 

When my kids go back to college and take theatre courses, they are learning very little about 

Suzuki, Balinese puppetry.  And yet, they are hearing about the Anne Bogarts and Peter Brooks 

of the world who they themselves have all gone to Asia to get their inspiration and bring it back 

into their work.  My personal experience in theatre education when I was a student was that it 

was very western.  We were studying all of the great American playwrights and that is basically 

what I studied.  I want them to know about that stuff, but in the context of world theatre.   

My students are travelers, so they go to different countries.  When they’ve learned about 

Balinese theatre, they go to Bali and see that theatre.  I think the work that we can do together 

and supporting each other’s programs, the possibilities are absolutely endless.  I am wholly 

committed to that.  And I think that the programs in the international sector are more developed 

in their level of difficulty and in their level of experience than what you see in the United States. 

I genuinely find that, for the most part, the theatre teachers that I have met are highly supported 

by their administration.  Which is a huge difference from US schools!  I have had contacts with 

many schools in Asia, and they seem to get a lot of support comparatively speaking.  Which is 

one reason why theatre is able to thrive.  In other smaller schools that don’t have the IB Theatre 

program, you see them fighting.  But look how long I have been fighting.  I have been fighting 

since 1984 to 2003 to even get the slightest possibility of a theatre program at this school.  And 

that’s a long fight.  And I had other people fighting with me.  We finally did it – and now look at 

these facilities, the body of work that we are able to do, the IB theatre program.  We did it. 
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SEOUL FOREIGN SCHOOL 
SEOUL, SOUTH KOREA 

 

Interviewee: Stuart Kent (IB Coordinator) 

August 12, 2013 

  

Having attended the International School of Rotterdam as a child, Stuart Kent was exposed to 

the international school community at a young age.  After receiving a bachelor’s degree in 

history and education, as well as a teaching qualification in history, sociology, and ESL, he 

began teaching in Australia.  Since the year 2000, Kent and his wife have taught in Colombia, 

Cambodia, and South Korea.  Since coming to Seoul Foreign School four years ago, he has 

taught IB History, served as the IB Coordinator, and has recently been appointed as Assistant 

Principal. 

 

 

What role do you see the arts playing within the IB Diploma program? 

Sitting back as a coordinator, I have a unique perspective on where group 6 fits into the IB 

program.  As you know, group 6 is not compulsory.  So immediately, group 6 has a problem.  

There is an identity issue with group 6, and that applies to all of the IB art programs.  I 

understand the philosophy of why IB does that.  It’s expensive.  It’s a commitment.  The theatre 

we have is at least a million dollar theatre.  Now, you don’t always have to have all of that to do 

it.  But the issue is why do they not make group 6 compulsory?  Because these courses are 

incredibly marginalized in schools.  Because I as a coordinator have to stand up and present it 

legitimately and say, “You have a choice.  You can double up in another area or doing a group 6 

subject.”  And that creates an incredible “get out of jail” card for the kid who doesn’t want to do 

theatre or music or fine arts.  But with the addition of dance and film, surely there is enough 

there that every kid would benefit from doing a group 6, as much as they  would physics, 

biology, chemistry, environmental systems, computer science.  There are five sciences on offer – 

and now with exercise sport health and sciences – there are six.  And we tell students that we 

have to do one of those.  So to me, it is probably one of the biggest fundamental things I would 

want to see change.  I have contacted the IB, and I have been told that the school can make a rule 

that students have to take a group 6 course.  Well, okay, we can legislate that, but we have no 

authority behind that.  That just becomes a SFS rule, and if parents complain or if we don’t get a 

teacher that year, we can’t hide behind that.  It needs to have the power and weight of the IB 

saying that you must take a group 6 course.  I think when they started the IB program, schools 

were coming on board that didn’t have well developed art programs, but I think now it needs to 

change.  It needs to be updated.  There is enough rote learning in the IB in reading, writing, and 

arithmetic subjects – yes, it is enquiry based, but in the end, you write an essay or an exam, you 

do a multiple choice, you solve a math problem.  But where is the kinesthetic learning, where is 

the experiential learning, where is the deep, deep expression of who I am?  I have written history 

essays all my life, but that is not who I am.  To stand on stage and perform, to write a piece of 

music, to create a piece of fine art, to make a film, to dance – that is at a much deeper level of a 
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student’s development.  And I think the IB’s potential is selling itself short.  I think that there are 

a lot of kids in schools who, if given that little nudge, would excel in these subjects.  So that is 

not a complaint.  That is an observation.  It is an observation of a fundamental structural change 

that needs to happen.  Because there is a second level to what happens – schools then prioritize 

which of the group 6 they will do.  So, in our school, music fits well with Korean culture, it fits 

incredibly well with our school culture, and it is the prized group 6 course.  Then theatre, then 

fine art.  Now, we offer all three.  Which is fantastic.  I’d like to offer film, but my fear is it 

would draw off the relatively small group of kids who are choosing a group 6.  I will now divide 

that by four subjects instead of three.  Or if I offer dance – now, I might offer dance for the three 

kids who want to do dance and don’t want to do the rest.  But if we offer film, I’d take two out of 

the theatre class, one out of music, three out of fine arts, and then those course offerings will 

suffer.  So that is why I’d love to see it be compulsory, because then the number of kids going in 

will be a lot bigger, and then we could offer more.   

 

What is your overall impression of the IB Theatre course? 

My exposure to theatre at this school and the level of character development for kids, intellectual 

thinking that they have to do, and the exposure they get to more than just acting – I thought when 

I first got this job that they would just get up and perform.  But I started to realize through their 

TPPPs and IPs and other assessments that they are actually doing set design, music design, 

lighting design.  There is a technical side to it, which is just phenomenal for them.   I started to 

see that that needs to be one of the things that the IB sells when it comes to IB theatre.  It needs 

to be more than just the actors of a school, more than just the stage, the limelight.  There are kids 

who should be in theatre who can’t act.  They should be able to say “I am going to take this 

technical approach.  I am going to use computer programming and lighting design as the main 

focus of my theatre experience.”  But, it becomes much more of an on-stage, performance-based 

subject, and that attracts a very small number of kids.  Our class sizes are healthy but small.  In 

my three years, it has ranged from 6 to 15 students.  So it changes every year.  Our music teacher 

never worries if she is going to have a music class.  She might not have all IB, but there will be a 

wind ensemble, there will be a band, there will be an orchestra.  But she will always have music 

to teach.  But we only offer IB Theatre – there is no lead up at all.  So we don’t do IGCSE 

theatre.  We have one drama class that is available as an elective for a semester that kids can 

take.  So where are they building their foundations as they are coming in?  They aren’t.  But then 

you put on your administrators hat and ask “am I going to run IGCSE theatre for eight kids?”  So 

what comes first?  The big change, and then you start to build the foundations underneath.  

Schools like ours have to take huge personnel and financial risks to say “we’ll start offering 

IGCSE drama in year 9 and 10 and we’ll start with four kids and let it grow, grow, and grow to 

support our IB.”  They are tough issues, issues that Edie Moon, our theatre teacher, works 

through every day.  I think high school counselors have a very distorted view of what IB Theatre 

is.  It can often become a dumping ground for kids who we can’t find two sciences for – let them 
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do theatre, because they probably aren’t talented in music.  That’s tough, because it’s not an easy 

subject.  There is this perception that because it doesn’t have an exam, that it is all arty-farty-

feely-touchy and everything is wonderful and I can perform on stage. But when you actually put 

your head into it, I would say that the group 6 subjects are the hardest – even for kids who are 

talented in those areas.  I talk to the students doing HL music, HL theatre, and HL art.  And the 

rigor is phenomenal.  The amount of work that they have to produce is incredible.  So it’s the 

double whammy – it’s not compulsory and it’s very difficult.  So who is taking these subjects?  

The true believers, who tend to be the performers, not the techies.  And what happens in a high 

school of 500 kids?  Who are our true believers who have done nothing in year 9 and 10?  

You’re talking half a dozen to a dozen kids given the makeup of the year group in any given 

year.   

Secondly, Korean culture is a hard one.  Theatre is seen as soft;  it is not a science or a math.  So 

it is very hard to attract some of your high achieving, culturally Korean kids coming from more 

traditional families into theatre.  Because if you have to do an art, you do music, and you play a 

cello or a flute and you play it brilliantly.  So it doesn’t work in Asia in that sense.  And I think 

Asian theatre has so much to offer the world.  Our artist-in-residence is a guy called Mark Hill, 

and he has been here two years in a row.  He does Butoh theatre, and you see students come out 

of his workshops, and they are just alive in what they’re learning and their depth of their 

understanding! 

I am a TOK teacher, and the number of our kids who wrote their TOK essays with a theatre or 

group 6 slant was phenomenal.  It obviously sticks with them.  The TOK questions just gel with 

some of those theatre questions of identity:  Who are you, and how do you know?  If you really 

say that TOK is that exploration of “how do I know what I know” using ways of knowing and 

areas of knowledge, emotion is a way of knowing.  And yet you are not required to be exposed to 

that in your IB program.   

It is hard to get students who are not just gifted and talented in theatre into the theatre program.  

It is hard to educate administrators and school boards.  They love the marketing potential of 

theatre.  I mean, our massive stage – you’ve seen it!  Take a picture of that, you market this 

school, awesome!  Kids are going to come!  And if our theatre or music program is good, 

imagine what our math program is going to be like! So theatre becomes the posterboy of the 

school in many ways.  And yet it is a very thin slice of our high school population.  It has the 

potential to be very exclusive.   

We do a school musical and a school play every year and they do the IB theatre stuff.  So the 

kids who are involved have a great opportunity to be involved, but it is very draining on their 

time. 

Edie and I are very close friends, and two years ago, the school musical was Fiddler of the Roof.   

I asked her “Do the kids understand the historical context of Fiddler on the Roof?”  And she said 
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“No.”  And I asked her to give me an hour in one of her rehearsals.  And I went in.  I had an hour 

and fifteen minutes with them.  I said to the cast, why is this called “fiddler on the roof?”  And 

they said “The guy plays his violin on a roof.”  I said, no, there is actually a line he says.  He 

says “Fiddling on a roof is as precarious as being a Jew in Russia.”  That’s what it is all about.  

And I talked to them about the Jew’s story in Russia, and it opened their eyes to the context and 

history of Russia at the time.  They then can feed that information through every element of the 

play – the police, the czar, the role of the Jews – what are their fears?  Why are they so worried?  

Edie and I talked about it, and she said that the play just came alive for them.  In her IB class, she 

did “Stone Girls Dreaming,” which was about Israel and Palestine.  She invited me back, and I 

had two hours with them.  So I talked to them – “Yes, there is anguish and sadness between these 

characters who see suicide bombing as the only way out, but how did it happen?”  And this year, 

she did “The Pajama Game,” so I talked to them about the 1950s and post World War II.   It’s 

got to become a part of it.  The kids understood their lines better, the context, their costumes, the 

motivations for characters to behave in certain ways.  So how does the IB bring that in?  Maybe 

instead of just looking at the styles of theatre, students should learn about context.  And that 

doesn’t have to be too specific.  But on two levels – The context of when it was written and the 

context of the dramatization of what is written.  So Edie and I have worked very closely on that, 

and I’ve enjoyed it thoroughly.   But I think the IB needs to incorporate context much more into 

their lexicon of what they’re looking for in how kids understand.  Because that is a transferrable 

skill. 

The other thing that we did here last year was, as a TOK teacher, in one lesson I invited our 

music director, theatre teacher, and fine arts teacher into the class.  The 15 kids in the class had 

an hour to ask questions.  We could have had 7 hours!  The kids asked questions and got the 

theatre answer, music answer, and the fine arts answer.  From three wonderful, passionate, 

eclectic teachers, and it was a wow moment in my teaching career.  I think it really comes down 

to the schools.  Every one of us has worked hard.  We are attempting to bombard our school 

community with music, fine art, and theatre all at once.  And there are synergies there.  There are 

wonderful moments when parents are looking at their daughter’s art, hearing their son play a 

musical instrument, and then the next night coming to the theatre where their other child is 

performing on stage.   

And, in my opinion, it is not all about your resources.  It is about your staff.  It is about your buy-

in to group 6 courses.  I would just love for the IB to make it compulsory. 

I think each school has to take a very long, hard look at what it is trying to do.  If your 

motivation is to create world-class scientists, mathematicians, and engineers, then they don’t 

need history, they don’t need to geography, they don’t’ need psychology.  So if you are 

philosophically driven for a narrow view that education in high school is totally about 

preparation for a career, then don’t do theatre.  And the kids who want to do theatre can go 

somewhere else.  But that is not what the IB is about, and that is where I see a rub – a real 

tension with schools who aren’t buying into that deeper philosophy of the whole child, of that 



75 
 

exposure to all different ways of knowing and learning.  And if you look at the learner profile, a 

good physicist may never be a risk taker in physics.  But if that student has to do theatre, they are 

going to learn a little bit about risk taking – defined as approaching situations that you’ve never 

encountered before with confidence.  We don’t really build confidence just on doing what we do 

well.  We build confidence sometimes on trying something that we don’t do well, failing, fixing 

it, and doing it well the next time.   

 

When in Japan, I was startled that very, very few schools offer IB Theatre.  Why do you 

believe that is? 

I would say that their parent body, their school boards, don’t value theatre.  Theatre is a 

peripheral part of education.  And it always will be if it remains an option.  I guarantee you that 

they are all doing two sciences.  Theatre provides a different way of learning.  It saddens me, but 

it doesn’t surprise me.   

 

To what extent do the students interact with the city of Seoul? 

The SFS hill creates a bubble.  The kids don’t live on the hill.  They are out there in Seoul.  So, 

in some ways, they are having a much more Korean experience than many of the teachers who 

reside on campus.  We probably have more music come up to the hill from South Korea than 

theatre coming up. 

 

Does Seoul Foreign School offer IB Literature and Performance? 

Yes, we are offering that to our students in an attempt to expose more to IB level theatre, and 

that is one where you only have to do a short performance, learning literature through 

performance.   

 

Why doesn’t Seoul Foreign School participate in ISTA? 

Edie and I have been on a real ISTA push.  The issue is that we’re already in APAC.   It’s not 

what the school has chosen to commit to, and we’re trying to think of a way of adding ISTA, but 

we may have to legislate that it’s different kids who go.  We have ISTA on our radar.  I have 

written a proposal for us to join ISTA.  We are still in the process of resubmitting that proposal 

and getting that looked at.  But we have never taken kids to the weekends away. 

 



76 
 

What does the future of theatre education look like at Seoul Foreign School? 

My joy is that we have someone like Edie.  But Edie won’t be here forever.  So that’s my fear.  I 

think theatre, because it is not compulsory, will rise and fall a lot due to the quality of the 

teacher.  Your math department is going to have 6 or 7 teachers, so you can carry a less than 

popular teacher.  But teachers in the art departments have to be incredibly well hired and 

proactive.  And if you don’t have that proactive attitude, I can see the arts becoming more 

marginalized.  Overall, I am upbeat about the future of theatre at SFS.  We have made a real 

commitment to it.   We have the facilities, we have the student body.  Over the years, we have 

gained the parents’ support.  But that has taken a long time.  And even now, we still only have 8 

or 9 students in a class.  I can’t imagine what it would be like with a less than active teacher, a 

less than visionary leadership of the school.  So I feel very confident here. 

For Asia, I think we have to embrace more of Asian theatre.  I don’t know how the IB does that, 

especially in the languages that the course is available in.  We have to get out of the mindset of 

western theatre.  There has been too much of that.  I think the IB is starting to understand that.  

But I don’t know how many Asian options there are.  I know our kids can write about Butoh 

theatre and things like that.  But so much of that is school-driven, such as our artist-in-residence 

program.  The diversity of Asia is fascinating.  People think that Asia is one culture.  Japanese 

theatre, Korean theatre, Indonesian theatre, Chinese theatre, Singaporean theatre – it is so vibrant 

and diverse!   

Maybe there needs to be a regional approach.  I’m not sure how familiar you are with the IB 

History course, but we are forced to teach different regions.  We have to teach from more than 

two regions.  Africa and the Middle East is a region, Asia is a region, Europe is a region, the 

Americas is a region.  So you can’t just write your whole exam on Hitler and Stalin.  You have to 

look at someone like Mao, or another African or Indian leader.  So maybe the IB can look at that.   

The IB sometimes have the big vision:  they redesigned all three English subjects in one go, for 

instance.  But sometimes they just tinker with chemistry, and they tinker with physics.  Well, this 

is an opportunity to just really change the way the program is structured.  If you did that, I think 

it would be more appealing to people because of the new IB diagram which focuses on 

international mindedness.  Instead of being narrow minded, I am going to do two types of 

theatre.  Look at the IB Music course – the number of different types of musicology that they 

study is truly global.  There has got to be more of a variety.  International mindedness is the 

goal!  How could a new curriculum help to build international mindedness?  

You could also look at it by era.  You could say that students have to look at two different 

centuries.  They do that in IB Music.  I think there are some things that the IB could do to make 

the course align itself with the IB’s goals.   

I think the other big thing is that the IB needs to celebrate the fact that theatre is different.  I have 

seen the students write their chemistry, physics, mathematics, history, and English exams.  Well, 
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this is a chance to do something very different.  And a good education has different aspects to it.  

All of us have a deep inner self that needs to be expressed.  If you aren’t doing an expressive 

subject, how is that helping me as I go out into the world?   

I feel blessed.  I work in a school that values group 6.  However, they will tell you that the arts 

are marginalized.  We report on our science and math results, not our theatre results.  Many of 

our students do not go to university to study theatre, and even if they did, the cultural and 

parental pressure to not do so would be immense.  It is an uphill battle in Asia because of 

theatre’s role in society.  And even though we are not Korean, we are in Korea. 
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THE INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL OF BANGALORE 
BANGALORE, INDIA 

 

Interviewee: Lee Bissell (IB Theatre Instructor) 

January 7, 2013 

 

Lee Bissell began teaching the IB Theatre course at Chatsworth International School in 

Singapore.  He then worked for two years at The International School of Bangalore.  Recently, 

he relocated to Malaysia, where he now teaches at Excelsior International School in Bandar Seri 

Alam. 

 

 

How did you initially learn about the IB Theatre Program?   

When I began teaching at an IB school, Chatsworth International School in Singapore, the course 

was explained to me.  I then attended IB Theatre training courses in Jakarta [CAT 1 and 2] and 

Singapore [CAT 3].  Each of these was about three days long, and they were paid for by 

Chatsworth.  The courses were very good for networking purposes.  I met some good 

practitioners. 

 

What makes the IB Theatre course unique?   

There is no academic exam.  Instead, it is a series of projects or assessments.  The A-level drama 

course has a formal exam.  I’d like to see them put in an exam in the future, kind of like the 

GCSE .   

However, I don’t like how much the IB Theatre course is based on written work.  I think it 

makes it difficult for students, especially ESL students.   

 

When teaching theatre under a national curriculum, what were the major differences that 

you saw in the students? 

In the UK, classroom management is a problem.  I’ve had chairs thrown at me, and you just 

don’t get that kind of behavior in international schools.  But you do get parents that ask why their 

students take drama.  I always tell them that it is because of the core skills they develop, which 

include being able to negotiate with people, public speaking, and confidence.  Ultimately, drama 

is undervalued in both systems.   

 

How long have you been teaching IB Theatre? 
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Four years. 

 

Have you ever taught IB Theatre in another language?   

I have only ever taught in English.  I also taught IB English in Singapore. 

 

Why did you choose to teach at TISB? 

I like its facilities and particularly the outdoor amphitheatre.  TISB also has a large student body, 

and creative arts are at the core of its curriculum. 

 

What do you feel are the IB Theatre students’ overall impressions of the course? 

They enjoy the freedom to explore.  However, when they are hit with the paperwork, they don’t 

really understand why they are doing it.  I also think the course work should be more spread out 

during the two-year period.  

 

How many students are in your DP classes? 

I have 5 in IB Theatre Year 11, and 5 in IB Theatre Year 12. 

 

How many of your students are taking the course at HL?  How many at SL? 

In the first year of IB, I have 3 Higher Level and 2 Standard Level students.  In the second year 

of IB, all of my students are Higher Level. 

 

How do you decide what material to include within your IB Theatre program? 

It is student led, so let them decide what they learn.  Students can decide to extend parts if they 

like them, or cut them short if they don’t. 

 

What is the yearly budget that you receive from the school for your IB Theatre class?  
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At Chatsworth in Singapore, I had a budget of about $8,000 per year.  At TISB, I get nothing.  I 

have bought everything personally – my beanbag, my stereo, my markers and paper, my 

soundboards – everything!  When we have a school production, students have to split the costs of 

the performance.  

 

Where are you going to teach IB Theatre now? 

It’s Excelsior International School in Malaysia.  I fly out there on the 5
th

 of August and report on 

the 12
th

.  Because it’s a new school, the students don’t arrive until September so that we can get 

ourselves together.  I will begin by heading the theatre department and then as the school gets 

bigger, other people will start being employed. 

 

Now back to TISB.  What are some of the things that you would change about the IB 

Theatre program? 

When I was discussing with Dinos, he was saying that they are going more toward the practical 

side of things.  And now the HL Theatre students are going to do an independent performance 

project, which I think is extremely important, linking your academic work to actually achieving 

something when you’re performing.  I think that is really important.  And that’s where it’s going, 

and that’s what I’d recommend.  There needs to be a balance.  There needs to be some research, 

because if somewhere can just get away with having talent and not doing much work, I wouldn’t 

like that.  But the balance of knowledge and background in at least one practitioner is good, 

especially so that they can then use that process to investigate others.  That’s why I quite like the 

research investigation, but I still think it’s still a little too academic.  So research the practitioner 

and include some practical performances alongside that.  The problem with that though is 

grading those performances.  It’s a tricky one.  Even with the GCSE, when you look at the 

criteria, you’d think a student would get an A star but then they end up getting an A or a B for 

whatever reason.  It’s very difficult.  But ultimately, students would gain the skills to research 

the practitioners, so if you were working in the business, you’d know what to do.  Also, you’d 

have performance skills.   

In the IB, what I’d want to see would be a practical recording scenario, a personal performance, 

and a research project.  I quite like the TPPP element, where students can talk about what theatre 

means to them and how they engage with it.  That’s quite good.  But then your balance on that is 

that if you graded them on performance skills, if you’re doing commedia dell’arte – commedia 

dell’ arte performers spent 10 or 15 years getting up to the correct standards to be good – that’s 

another problem.  There has to be a balance of all three:  what theatre is to me (personal 

reflection); performance skills; and a research element.  I think those three things are very 

important.   I’d also like to see some community-based stuff where you have to go out and 
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perform or conduct workshops within a community.  I know that the syllabus already includes 

“theatre in practice,” but an element where you have to do a community thing would be 

excellent.  And it could be any community.  You can do a workshop module for the IP instead of 

a performance, and I like that element.  And the students that I’ve done that with have been 

successful.  They have not done things that are particularly groundbreaking, but it makes them 

think and engage with the process.  And I like that a lot.  What we want to do in IB and in the 

GCSE theatre as well, is to promote theatre and drama and keep it fresh so that it has value in 

society.  Otherwise, people will turn to rubbish like Jersey Shore!  That’s what we don’t want!  

But that’s where we’re heading.  It’s like, well let’s burn all the art galleries because we all like 

modern art. 

 

What is your opinion of ISTA? 

I think it’s excellent for workshops, for networking, and it challenges the students.  People are 

doing exciting things through ISTA.  Also, it validates drama teachers – 9 times out of 10, you’re 

on your own usually within a school, or you are the only specialist and you have two English 

teachers that work alongside you.  And not to necessarily get a pat on the back, but a kind of 

validation and that your work is worthwhile.  That’s the wonderful thing about ISTA.  And you 

can swap ideas, techniques, and even stories.  It reminds you that you’re not alone, because being 

a drama teacher can be very lonely sometimes.  The headmaster of your school may think that 

you’re an absolute idiot!  In the past, when I first started out – because they can’t quantify what 

you do and put it in a little box, they tend to write you off or see you wrong – sitting in a circle, 

acting in a certain way, and wearing a hat.  I like to promote theatre throughout the whole school, 

which is what my next job is about, and what I’m about, and what I thought TISB was about.  

ISTA does that.  It gets everyone focused on theatre.  And it also validates the students as well.  

That’s what I noticed when I chatted with the TISB students and other students that I’ve taught.  

It reminds them that they’re not weird and they shouldn’t be taken out the back and shot for not 

doing an extra science or something.  There are other people their age that also value theatre.  

When I think about it, it is a business, so it’s important to be aware of that.  I think maybe it’s a 

little too pricey in certain instances.  It’s not always accessible.   

I think ISTA should also do some community projects where they fund some of it, going in 

doing some work.  For example, doing Boal work in community settings.  They could put a little 

money into that, just paying for people to go and do it and train people to deliver stuff who 

haven’t done things that like before.  It would also be a tax write-off as well.  That would be a 

nice thing to do.  I like some of the different kinds of things that I come across in ISTA, and all 

of the different types of teachers that I come across.  It has made a difference to me, reminding 

me that I’m not insane. 
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I’ve attended a few ISTA events, including one in Jakarta (Cat 1 and 2), on in Singapore at 

Tanglin (Cat 3), and obviously the one at TISB.  I think ISTA needs to be associated with the IB, 

because that gives the justification for sending the teachers on these courses.  I think they remind 

teachers of different ways of approaching the subject.  We should, as drama practitioners, be 

working together as a collective.  It should always be refreshing, and that’s what working with 

practitioners in ISTA should be about – sharing good practices and ideas.  I think it helps 

students to raise their game, and I think it should almost be compulsory.  I know it’s not really 

feasible, but it would be cool to see it become compulsory.  I think that would be great.  I learned 

the most working for free with professionals, and that fed into the courses that I was doing as I 

was progressing through my education.  That kind of thing would be fantastic.  It’s useful for 

ISTA to be strongly linked to the IB, it gives them justification.  You also have English teachers 

and people who know only a small amount about theatre delivering this stuff.  I think you don’t 

come across too many who are drama specialists.  Unfortunately, I’ve come across this in 

England, where the GCSE drama program has been delivered as an English class.  I think that 

can become dangerous.  I don’t know the answer to it, but I think that it can be very dangerous.   

ISTA is good at supporting all of that.  Whatever you want to do, want to try, it’s all supported.  

You come across students who think that they are really hot stuff, and then they go into a bigger 

pool, and they realize that they actually aren’t that brilliant.  One of the IB students at TISB went 

off to do a course in the UK, and he realized how much hard work theatre is.  And that put him 

off.  That is a good and a bad thing: it’s not good that he went down a different route, but it’s 

good to remind people that it’s not so easy to learn a load of lines and perform in front of people.  

There is a lot more to it.  I think ISTA can help to promote stuff, but I think that it can also 

remind people that maybe this isn’t the choice for you if you can’t commit to it.  It’s not easy.  

And when you list what you have to do to complete a theatre course or degree, or all of the skills 

that you have acquired, people in science courses are gob smacked.  I think people, especially in 

the last school that I was at, should promote theatre and say “this is as valuable as that, building 

this or doing this is just as valid as the other.”  Also, it can give people a voice – students, they 

don’t feel that they really have a voice.  They have to do what they are told pretty much.  I think 

it’s terrible when a school edits students’ performances.  I mean, you do have to maintain some 

decorum, but I think it can be harmful when schools say “no, you can’t look at this.  You can’t 

look at that.”  The students don’t have expression.  They don’t have ownership.  And I think 

ISTA supports that as well.  The good thing about it is that it’s not part of an establishment, so 

they can take more risks and do different things. 

 

With the rise of globalization and the creation of a monoculture, how do you see theatre 

education changing?  

Best example that I can think about are the performances in Bali.  There used to be all kinds of 

styles of performances from different islands and different parts of Bali.  However, as time has 



83 
 

gone on, they have fallen by the wayside and have become a watered down tourist version of a 

version.   That’s a dangerous thing.  And then it becomes “only art or theatre that fits into these 

kinds of categories means anything.”  But then on the other side, some might say “well, Ballet is 

better than people performing on the stage.  That has more value.”  And also someone might say 

“The work of Boal is really important” when John Smith in West Sussex is doing the same work 

that is just as valid.  Taking bits from everybody and making it weak and making it a shadow of 

shadow and an image of an image is a bad thing.  I also think that you have to be very careful to 

make sure that all is valued.  But then there is a balance of commercialism, If we’re looking at 

the IB and saying that the students are going to work in the theatre, then there are certain 

compromises.  The ones that make money are musicals, so those would be valued more by 

parents or society itself more than Boal, because they don’t understand it.  So which way do we 

go?  Do we go down a path that no one understands for the sake of art, or do we connect with the 

people in a way that they understand?  It’s a question that I’ve wrestled with for most of my 

career – commercialism vs. art. 

 

What does the future of international theatre education look like to you? 

Well, I was discussing this with my friend, an IB examiner in Japan. We were discussing the 

uses of technology within theatre.  Not just gimmicks, but maybe you’d have a group performing 

in Japan and being broadcast live somewhere else and being integrated into another performance.  

If you look at some of the films, like Warhorse has been made into a performance.  The film 

Warhorse was a film and was then turned into a performance using puppets.  Like The Lion King 

and that sort of thing.  I can see the integration of technology.  Technology is taking performance 

to a new level – not just for gimmick sake, but integrating it in a different and inventive way.  

It’ll engage with the youth, and open that door.  If you can just get someone in, then they might 

change their opinion.  And that might really matter when their son or daughter in twenty years 

time says “I’m interested in going to see this play, Dad.”  The reaction previously if they hadn’t 

seen that piece of theatre may have been, “I’m not giving you money for that!”   But if they have 

seen a little bit of theatre, maybe the use of technology might have engaged him, and then he 

might be up for it.   

It’s also important to remind people that the actors who you see on television, they have to come 

from somewhere.  I remember watching the Australian Soap Opera, Neighbors, in the pub, and a 

guy asked me what paper I was reading, and I said “The Stage,” and he said “I’m not into all that 

puffy acting and all, I wouldn’t dare watch any actors.” Just afterward, he turns around with his 

pint watching Neighbors.  I’m not saying that soap actors are the best actors in the world, but 

nevertheless, he’s watching that and not making the connection. 

But then there’s another problem.  The highbrow people are the only ones keeping it alive, so it’s 

only stuff that they value.  And then where do we get the 784 Theatre Company in Scotland for 
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example, and the Bread and Puppet Theatre Company?   It’s all got to be on balance.  If you go 

too far, people aren’t going to be interested.  Try to engage people, use technology wherever you 

can, try different things.  Work with space, where you come from, your identity.  Flashmobs, for 

example, that is a great theatrical device.  And now it is part of the common culture.  People will 

text and they’ll do a flashmob.  That’s theatre!  Isn’t that a wonderful thing that technology is 

promoting!  So people remember and say, “Maybe I’ll do that one time!” or “Maybe I’ll 

encourage someone else to do it.” or even “Maybe I won’t criticize someone who wants to do it.”  

Even if you change the opinion or mindset of one or two people, it’s successful.  Keep doing it, 

and it spreads.   

 

How do you think that the IB Theatre program might be different in Asia than in other 

parts of the world?  Do you think that the IB Theatre program is different on one continent 

versus others? 

I think that Singapore was the most interesting because we had a huge mix of cultures.  While 

people in other places often default to western culture, people really take advantage of looking at 

other rich cultural practices in Asia.  For example, kids in Asia are not often familiar with 

Pantomime.  But if I do a class in Britain, they’ll all know what British Pantomime is.  I think the 

problem is that they tend to default to what the society values.  That’s why, when I was in Asia, I 

tried to show the other side.  Many think that British theatre is only Shakespeare, but it’s not.  

And I think that’s a good thing.  But the thing with the IB is that you sometimes tend to stay in 

the comfort zone of what is done by the instructor.   

Also, if you’re in Asia, you have access to Asian performance practices.  So that’s what you’re 

going to go for as well.  So that’s a difference.  But looking at some of the documentation from 

other places like the USA, you can see some of the cultural bias.  If we’re doing something 

serious, we’re looking at Beckett, etc.  It’s a difficult question really. 

 

When you were at TISB, did they ever give you funds to go out and see shows? 

No, they didn’t. 

 

When teaching in Singapore, did you get to take students to shows? 

No, because I’m working for private schools, and it’s even worse if you work at public schools.  

In the UK, you might do a risk assessment.  They’ll send you to see a play to check if the kids 

can watch it.  But if the students do watch something and complain a month or so later, it’s on 

your head.  Sometimes I’d pick something that I’d like to see, or more likely I’d pick something 
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that I think will widen the perspectives of my students.   I booked Wicked, for example, and I 

wanted the students to see the technical aspects of it.   I didn’t go, but I sent my deputy.  It’s 

what you have access to, it’s what the majority of the school values.  If you have a load of British 

people, they will value a particular kind of theatre.  I assume it’s the same with Americans.  They 

like particular things.  We are a product of our own communities.  I am working class whether I 

like it or not.   

 

It is often difficult for international school students to identity with a particular culture and 

therefore to identity with any particular theatrical traditions because they aren’t grounded 

in a geographic area.  How can theatre be used to connect them to their foreign identities? 

As a lecturer, I can do a little bit, even if it’s not 100 percent.  But I can expose them to as many 

different kinds of theatre as possible so they can come to know who they are.  It’s like when 

you’re growing up, it’s the stuff that you do and the stuff that you’re exposed to that makes you 

the person you are.  And the same can be said as a theatre practitioner.  I’ve done community 

theatre and stuff with very small budgets, and that makes me a different practitioner for the work 

I’ve done.  That’s why I do so many things with my students – to open their minds to different 

things so they can decide who they are and what they want to do.  They are a bit lost as 

international students, you’re right.  My mate’s son, he’s British but he lived in Hong Kong his 

entire life, and he’s now going to school in Newcastle.  And he once asked me “Where do I say 

I’m from, Lee?”  It’s a big challenge for them.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



86 
 

DOSHISHA INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL, KYOTO 
KYOTO PREFECTURE, JAPAN 

 

Interviewee: Freya Vaughn  

July 2, 2013 

 

Freya Vaughn began her teaching career in public schools on the west coast of the United 

States, teaching dance in Seattle, Washington.  She began teaching internationally in 2004 at an 

IB school in the Middle East.  She then served as a teacher librarian, dance teacher, and IB 

Biology teacher at an IB school in Hiroshima, Japan.  She then moved to Germany, where she 

taught IB TOK, Dance, and English.  At Doshisha International School, Vaughn currently 

teaches 5
th

 grade PYP, 7
th

 grade MYP, and DP TOK.  Although she has never taught the IB 

Theatre course, she has integrated theatre work into her courses at each school.   

 

 

Tell me a little bit about your interest in the performing arts.  

In the past, I was a dance teacher out of Seattle, Washington.  It’s really about human 

development and forming relationships with one another.  In college, I was in an African dance 

troupe.  Even after I graduated, I stayed in it.  Dance and performance were always important to 

me, and I want to pass on that “rush” to my students.  And I also have a great love for literature.  

To me, drama and performance, I have always incorporated it into my teaching as a way to 

internalize plot, character, motive, setting, the texture of writing that a lot of kids skip over when 

they don’t know how to look for it.  It’s about creating the layers of experience, and helping kids 

to think and work more creatively. 

Last year here at DISK, I had two plays running consecutively.  One of them was an adaptation 

of a Midsummer Night’s Dream.  It was in Japanese costume, set in old Japan.   

Many times, I have looked at the IB Theatre course description and criteria, and it’s an intense, 

high level course.  And there are so many correlations to the IB Dance program that I have 

taught before in terms of preparation, documentation, and research.  Other than being in drama 

club and taking drama classes all through high school and a bit college, I haven’t majored in 

drama.  I was a science and religion major.  Sometimes I wonder how I even qualify to teach 

drama.  But these kids come and go, they are international, and you never know what is going to 

become a hobby, an interest, and a passion.  I think it’s important to realize what is at the DP 

level and then be able to know how you’re helping the students to get there.  Or at least letting 

them know what is expected at the higher lever.  I do reckless drama, we kind of jump in and 

make a mess. 

 

Why is it that Doshisha International School choose not to offer the IB Theatre course? 
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This year, we didn’t have any 11 or 12
th

 graders, and next year we have only two students.  It is a 

very small school.  At this point, I think we are going to have to wait until we get more students.  

I think if anything, the drama performance that I directed of Midsummer Night’s Dream that just 

ended last week showed the staff, students, and parents how important drama is for English 

language learners, which they all are, especially for students in the third-culture context.  I don’t 

think it would be a hard sell at all.  If we had numbers, absolutely.  But with only two students 

and a limited staff that are already doing several things, I think we have to cover the basic things 

first. 

 

Do you know whether or not theatre is taught within the national Japanese school system? 

Not that I’ve ever seen.   

 

Do you think that many do not consider theatre to be an important part of the academic 

base? 

Yes, absolutely.   

 

What performance facilities does the school have? 

We have a beautiful theatre with millions of dollars in light and sound equipment.  It’s crazy.  In 

terms of resources, we have everything.  We have green rooms, property rooms.  The only 

problem is that it doubles as our chapel, so it’s not an independent space where we can leave a 

set up.  So I had to have six strong people every day move the 700 pound grand piano on and off 

the stage.  So it’s hard, even with amazing stuff.  But all of the equipment is in Japanese, so 

sometimes we’d press a wrong button and it wouldn’t work correctly.  Haha. 

 

Why do you think that the numbers at this school are so small? 

The location of the school.  The 7
th

 grade had 10 kids this year, but we are getting quite a number 

of new students next year.  We are in our 3
rd

 year.  But we are really out here in the middle of 

nowhere, and it’s incredibly expensive.  It’s outrageous, and there are no subsidies, so I’m not 

sure that I will stay long.  I’m not going to give a third of my pay for my children to attend the 

school. 

 

Tell me more about the students within the context of drama (8
th

 grade). 



88 
 

Almost all of the kids are Japanese.  And these kids do not emote at all.  They go through their 

day with a mask on.  On stage, they are pretty blank faced.  It’s a cultural thing.  But when they 

come off stage, they are fully alive and electrified.  It is amazing to see that transformation.  I 

saw them, just fully and completely alive.  And there’s another girl who goes through the day 

stone faced, but there was a scene with a bow.  So just when it was time to go onstage to perform 

the scene, we couldn’t find the bow.  After the show, she came running up to me and she said 

enthusiastically “I found the bow!  We should do the play again someday!”  They all wanted to 

do it again.  They want to do it again after the summer holiday.  There were a couple other 

teachers backstage, and they couldn’t believe what they were seeing!  The students were all 

helping each other and working together.  One boy who is incredibly shy ended up being the lion 

in Midsummer.  He was just radiant on stage – like it was the happiest moment of his life.  He 

stood on stage with an enormous smile.  It was hilarious. 

 

Who decides what DP IB courses the new students will take next year? 

I know that they got some choice in terms of sciences (physics or chemistry) and I think with the 

art courses (Fine art and Music).  But I think they were persuaded to take physics and fine art due 

to the materials that we already have at the school. 

 

Is there anything that DISK doesn’t have that you would need to be successful with the IB 

Theatre course? 

A drama room, and the school most definitely has the resources to create one. 

 

Does DISK offer any afterschool drama programs? 

Yeah, DISK’s first year, there was a parent group that taught a drama afterschool club.  The head 

of our parent network is a drama lover, and she helped me so much on all of our performances.  

But the parent network really wants drama.  From what I hear, it was more about process than 

product.  I think that so few kids would go to drama club, because there is really a stigma around 

sticking out.  And drama is all about being in the spotlight and being comfortable with that.  Kids 

here kind of make fun of each other for standing out.  It almost needs to be a mandatory thing.  It 

needs to be part of the student’s grade.   

 

Do you think that including the IB Theatre course would be helpful not only for students’ 

theatrical experience but getting them to step out of their shells? 
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Absolutely.  There is a sense to a lot of us as teachers that the students need to grow as 

individuals – in greetings, in communicating clearly their own personal needs, occupying a 

bigger space, not taking themselves so seriously.  Certainly, drama addresses a lot of those 

concerns or worries that we all have.   

 

What about Japan’s honor/shame culture?  How do you think that plays in? 

Well, it’s also about the public/private culture.  The idea that, when you’re out in public, you 

occupy a small, silent, passive space.  I showed my student a TED talk about body language, 

how it communicates not only to the outside world, but it also communicates to our own brain, 

thereby affecting your thought process and everything else.  Literally, I had them lined up on 

stage, and their posture was so defeated.  So I’ve been working with them, helping them to open 

up physically – rolling back their shoulders, separating their feet, etc.  Your private inner world 

is affecting your reality, and it therefore affects our group storytelling.  So that also has a sense 

of honor as well – don’t let our group down.  I think I did kind of use some of those things as 

persuasive tools. 

 

How would you rate the art forms that are offered by the IB (art, music, theatre, and 

dance) from 1 to 4 from most culturally respected to least culturally respected? 

Music first.  Music equals mathematical intelligence.  Then fine art.  Then, for mainstream 

Japan, would be classical dance and then small scale theatre. 

 

What about Noh and Kabuki? 

I think it’s a little more rare for Japanese people to go to those performances.  The idea of sitting 

through a Noh performance is like torture for Japanese people under 50 years of age.  It’s 

excruciating.  They don’t understand what the actors are saying, they need translations.  It’s just 

bizarre to them.  But I think what are much more accessible are festival dramas.  Modern drama 

is definitely not on the radar screen at all in Japan.  There are some reinterpretations of things.  

But they are generally based on classics.  Things like that have an audience.   

It was interesting though, this group, almost none of them had ever worn a kimono.  They didn’t 

know the word “obi” – they didn’t know how to tie them.  I bought all these things in Kyoto flea 

markets, and they had no clue.  They’re almost all Japanese, but they had no clue about their 

traditional clothing. 
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So Japanese tradition is not a huge thing for these students? 

They’re stuck.  They don’t know English fairy tales or nursery rhymes.  They don’t have that 

background, but they also don’t have a Japanese background.  They aren’t aware of Japanese 

stories and tales.  That’s not okay!  How are they going to be parents? 

 

With the rise of globalization, some believe that a monoculture is being created.  What 

ways can theatre help to preserve culture? 

One thing that the IB tries to nurture is a mother tongue and the local traditions, customs, and 

appreciating where the school is.  And that’s why I set Midsummer in Japan, because I just felt 

like we should be doing that.  Whenever you can, you should have both a local and global 

connection.  I definitely think that if the teacher and departments keep that in the planning, 

remembering to draw from and cultivate local knowledge and connection – I mean, I think you 

just have to.  Otherwise, the kids will just be levitating without any grounding.  Even our 

Bulgarian student, he doesn’t realize it, but he is making himself as small as possible all the time.  

Because that’s where we live.  And you need someone like me to say – I get it!  I am a big 

person living in Japan.  I’m six feet tall, and I’m taller than my husband.  People make fun of 

that.  On an elevator, I draw in my shoulders, I don’t breathe, I turn one foot in.  I do!  My body 

reacts to the social norms and pressures that are communicated non-verbally around me.  And I 

get it.  You need a mediator between this international penthouse that we have up here (DISK) 

and the greater Japanese context.  You need a navigation system.  And I think role-playing is an 

incredibly helpful tool in doing that.  So many times in the play, we were frantically trying to 

stage and block.  They’d ask a question like, “Well, how do I say goodbye?”  And I’d say, “Well, 

I don’t know.  How would a Japanese person say goodbye during this time period?”  These kind 

of conversations were helpful.  “Oh, a deep bow.”  By actually doing it with your body, or seeing 

your friend do that, it does reinforce something that talking about it or discussing it can’t do.   

Let’s say that we do Midsummer night’s dream again next year, but set it in Africa instead.  We 

can see different ways of moving.  How will we greet?  What kind of handshakes are we going to 

do?  To see how that might be different than what we might see in Japan.  Even if it’s not a 

Japanese focus, we can still be intentional about learning through drama.  We can keep a local 

perspective and draw from a number of different perspectives.   

When we were rehearsing a Lysander and Hermia part, Lysander was getting angry at Hermia, 

she’s wearing these long sleeves.  Y’know on her Kimono.  She’s not married, so she has long 

sleeves.  “The better to catch you with,” they thought.  I asked the actor playing Lysander “Could 

you do something with that to show your frustration toward Hermia?”  And he said “I don’t 

know – I could tug on her sleeve or flip it around.”  And I said “That’s great! Let’s try some of 

that.”  The costumes as well can act as interesting props. 
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From what you know about the IB Theatre program, what do you think needs to change 

about it in order for it to be more accessible to schools like DISK? 

The whole thing would be groundbreaking in terms of such a personal connection to 

performance and such a reflective process of performance.  I think that would be revolutionary 

for us.  We did these very small scale reflections, but the DP theatre program goes way beyond 

that.  I think as a whole staff, we would almost need to have a training workshop, because it’s so 

far removed from these kids’ and their parents’ perceptions of what academics are.  I think that 

personal investment would be shocking to the community and other teacher’s as well.  It’s just a 

sense.  But when you’ve got a community theatre that the kids have seen their parents and 

cousins act in, that is so helpful.  But these kids have zero experience.  I think that we could raise 

a very good argument, but then I think that the school would need a kind of 101.  They’d need to 

know what kind of commitment it would take from the students.  Because a lot of teachers would 

probably think that it’s memorizing a one-act and performing it.  Which is very much the 

opposite of what it is.  With these little plays we did, I felt like I was constantly explaining to the 

office, to the principal, to different people .  Not in a mean way, but they were curious about 

what it was.  They want to know more.  We’d almost need a staff and then community briefing.  

Because the Japanese mindset is very test driven, and theatre is very abstract and intangible.  

Essentially it comes down to “How does that help me get into university?”  or “Why do I need to 

learn that?”  Japan is notorious for that.  We battle that constantly, so I think that would be an 

obstacle, a hurdle.  Amongst our international parents, however, it would be an easy sell.   

We’d also need staffing or training, as no one at our school is authorized to teach it.  And 

because it is such a small school, we couldn’t have a dedicated theatre teacher.   

 

Do you believe that the future of international theatre education will call for theatre to be 

consciously integrated into other subjects? 

I think it needs to be its own proper course.  But just like all subjects, I think that there should be 

some connection between what goes on in theatre and the content kids are studying in other 

courses.  A few times a year, there should be collaboration to some degree.  It shouldn’t be an 

island.  There is so much rich content specific to drama that warrants it to be its own course in its 

own space.  I remember my first time being in a drama class in 8
th

 grade.  I can remember the 

space perfectly.  I can remember the teacher and some of her outfits.  There was no physical car 

there, but I can swear in my memory that there was.  We were doing a skit, and someone was 

working on a “car” and I came up to him, and I could see it, in that room.  Somehow that room 

was easy to transform because it was a different room than the rest of the school – it was a drama 

room.  Too bad you can’t totally choose where you want to work, but I wanted to work at a 

school (I wasn’t going to teach it necessarily) that has a drama program just because I think that 
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it enlivens the community and it is a catalyst for movement of any sort, an icebreaker.  And you 

wouldn’t have to do that in your own classes.  So I think that one teacher doing it within their 

non-theatre content area, even if it’s English with million connections, still has time constraints 

and material constraints.  I had basically no budget.  I spent 200 US dollars of my own money 

for Midsummer.  Obviously, if you are a drama department, you have a planned budget.  So it’s 

better to have your own area that you can create.  So I think it should be its own course, but it 

should not be an island. 
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DOSHISHA INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL, KYOTO 
KYOTO PREFECTURE, JAPAN 

 

Interviewee: Scott Bailey (IB Coordinator) 

July 2, 2013 

 

Scott Bailey received his undergraduate degree in humanities and history and completed his 

graduate work at the University of Hawaii in Manoa.  Before teaching at the secondary school 

level, Bailey taught at the university level for 10 years.  He began at DISK in August of 2011 

when the school opened as a humanities and English teacher.  He now serves as the DP 

coordinator and the MYP coordinator at the school. 

 

Did DISK start using the IB program when it first opened? 

We did.  We immediately had the plan, from when the school was being organized (a couple 

years before 2011), that it was going to be an IB school.  And we went through the DP 

authorization process immediately.  We started it immediately when we started the school.  We 

became authorized in Spring of 2012 for the DP program.  And for PYP, we started that process 

this academic year.  We have an authorization visit coming in November of 2013, so we will be a 

PYP school hopefully by the end of this calendar year. 

 

Why did DISK choose to offer the IB? 

I wasn’t on the originally planning team, but I know that the former head of school, Mr. Osako, 

who used to work at Osaka International School, has a long career of working in IB schools.  As 

I understand it, he was approached by Doshisha University administrators who said that they 

were interested in opening an international school in Kyoto Prefecture.  And I believe that Mr. 

Osako, coming from that background, suggested that it be an IB school.   

At the moment, there is no one in the DP program, but our very first DP student is coming in 

August.   

 

How do you choose what subjects are offered within the DP program? 

In part, it’s based on the people that we have trained through the authorization process, and in 

part it’s also based on the interests of the student who is coming in.  I had contact with that 

student and asked “if you had to list you favorite subjects, what would they be?”  I don’t think 

that the student knows much about the IB program.  He is coming from a public high school in 

the US.  But based off of that, and looking at the student’s transcript, we were able to choose 

certain subjects that we thought might be good to offer.  But most of them are based on what our 
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teachers are already trained in.  There is one subject that is going to be taught by a teacher who is 

coming in for the first time, which is physics.  We didn’t have a teacher before who could teach 

that. 

 

If DISK offered the IB Theatre course, what resources might the school need?  Of course, 

you have a beautiful performance space, and it would seem that the community would be 

relatively supportive. 

One really simple thing would be someone with the expertise to work the equipment in the 

performance space.  That has been a big headache for the last two years.  Every time we use the 

theatre, we don’t know how things work.  We have this beautiful sound and light system in 

place, but no one seems to know how to operate it.  But other than that, I can’t imagine that we 

would need much.  Maybe props or costumes would need to be purchased, but we already did 

that for our last play.   

 

So very, very little? 

Yes, very little. 

 

The IB doesn’t put any restrictions on what you can offer as part of the DP program.  Is 

that correct? 

Well, there are requirements that you have a certain number of subjects within the different areas 

(1-6).  But it’s pretty much each school’s decision what they offer within those different groups. 

 

So it wouldn’t cost the school anything to add the IB Theatre program? 

Just to have a teacher trained, and I believe that the online training course is $600.  That’s pretty 

much all it would take I think. 

 

What group 6 course will the incoming student take? 

He will take Visual Art at Standard Level.  This will also be taught by a new teacher coming in.  

We just hired a fine art teacher. 
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How long have you lived in Japan? 

Three years. 

 

From your experience as an educator here, how would you say that theatre is regarded 

within schools in Japan? 

I don’t know.  There is a great reverence in Japan for traditional Japanese theatre.  The actors 

who are involved in that are really famous.  There was an actor who passed away recently who is 

considered a legend.  So, as a traditional art form, like Noh theatre, is highly respected in 

Japanese culture.  Western drama – maybe not so much in Japan.  I don’t see a whole lot of play 

companies or theatre performances.   

 

As far as you know, does theatre have any part within the Japanese public school system? 

Not really, not as far as I’ve seen.  There is another Doshisha International School, which is a 

Japanese international school.  It is about halfway between here and Kyoto.  They actually have a 

pretty big drama program.  I have visited the school a number of times, and I saw the drama club 

perform, and they were pretty impressive.  But on the other hand, it is not a traditional public 

Japanese school.  But they have a big, active theatre program. 

 

How important are the arts to your students in general? 

For all of DISK, I think that the arts are pretty important.  We have music and art as important 

parts of the curriculum from elementary all the way up to grade 12.  For middle school, they take 

usually about 2.5 hours of fine art and 2.5 hours of music.  Grades 9 and 10 take two hours of art 

and two hours of music.  I don’t know how that compares to other schools, but to me that seems 

like a fair amount of music and art.  It’s required as well, it’s not optional. 

 

With the rise of globalization, and the formation of a mono-culture, how do you believe 

that theatre can preserve culture, particularly within Japan? 

Noh drama is really strong, from what I have seen, in Japanese culture.  I don’t think it’s hardly 

changed at all as an art form for at least a century.  It can be a really powerful tool for cultural 

resistance to change, as much as it can be a tool, in some cases, to generate change.  But from 

what I’ve seen in Japan, most theatre performances tend to be fairly traditional.  But it could just 

be that I’m not going to the right places to see these things.  I have heard that in Tokyo, it is a 



96 
 

much different world.  In terms of the arts, it’s closer to New York or Paris or somewhere more 

cosmopolitan.  And Kyoto, in general, is very traditional, very conservative.  So this place in 

particular tends to be more conservative. 

 

Why do you think there are so few students? 

Expense and location are two big factors.  It’s close to $15,000 USD a year to attend, which for 

Kansai area puts it at one of the highest priced private schools in the area.  We’ve talked with the 

administration about our concerns, but it seems that for at least a few years, they plan to keep it 

at the same level. 

 

What is the school doing to recruit new students? 

In the first year, there was quite a bit of active recruitment that was done by some of the teachers 

that were given that responsibility.  But we have had a lot of administrative changes in this last 

academic year.  We have had three heads of school since last July.  Our principal just resigned as 

well.  Currently, we do not have a principal.  Because of that, marketing has not been 

concentrated on at all, which is unfortunate.  Other than the website and a few other things, it has 

been at a standstill.  It is an area that we need to focus on I think. 

 

How does a school like DISK go about becoming an IB school? What is the process by 

which you become an IB school? 

First you have to have an interest in it and have people trained who can teach the program.  But 

also, quite literally, you just have to be authorized in one of the three programs.  And we decided 

to go for the DP authorization first.  I think that is what a lot of startup schools do.  They go for 

DP first, then PYP, and usually MYP comes at the end.  Which was also our plan.  We plan to go 

for MYP authorization after the new curriculum comes in, which is next year – 2014 – the new 

curriculum cycle for MYP.  Once you are authorized in one of the three programs, you are 

officially an IB school. 

 

What does authorization entail?  Do you have someone visit the school? 

Yes.  But prior to that, we hired a consultant who was actually the IB coordinator at the Canadian 

Academy in Kobei which is about an hour from here.  They are an IB school that has been 

around for a long time.  We had him come during the process to assist the teachers in preparing 

all the work that we had to do to prepare for authorization.  I teach two classes in the DP 



97 
 

program, so I had a lot of planning that I had to do.  I had to write the syllabus, course 

description, select textbooks, choose the order of topics, that kind of thing.  And at the end of 

that process, two people came from the IB office in Singapore to visit the school for two days.  

They were here all day long, interviewed the teachers, and talked to the high school students to 

get their sense of how things are going.  They talked to the librarian, head of school, the 

administration.  And at the end of that, they look at all of the documents that were collected and 

they make a decision.  A couple of days after that, they told us that we were authorized.   

 

Are there also authorization fees? 

Yes, there are certain authorization fees.  I don’t know what they authorization fee was, but there 

is an annual fee that you have to pay. 

 

Do you get audited? 

I believe that, at the end of every five years, you submit a follow-up study to tell how the 

program has progressed since authorization.  Once we get 12
th

 grade students who take the DP 

exams, there is always the possibility that IB representatives can come unannounced to observe 

the administration of the exams.  The exams take place on a set day and time, so they know 

exactly where they would be.  They do that every year for a couple of schools.  The IB does a lot 

of quality control.  I’m also an examiner for IB History.  I did that for the first time this year for 

the May exams.  And that also has a quality control process.  The marking is done online, and 

your scores have to be close to the principal examiners scores or you can be stopped from 

examining student papers. 
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AMERICAN INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL OF JOHANNESBURG 
JOHANNESBURG, SOUTH AFRICA 

 

Interviewee: Ed Sheblak (IB Theatre Instructor) 

January 10, 2014 

 

Ed Sheblak attended Emerson College, graduating with a degree in Performing Arts (emphasis 

in design).  He then worked as a costumer within various theatrical venues in Houston, Texas. 

Sheblak later earned a Master of Education in Curriculum and Instruction: Second Language 

Education, and he taught ESL within the Houston Independent School District.  In 1995, Sheblak 

joined the US Peace Corps, teaching English in the Philippines for two years.  This was followed 

by four years teaching Communications and Drama at Seoul International School in South 

Korea.  He has been teaching Drama and IB Theatre at AISJ since 2002.  

 

 

Some teachers have said that they believe that they IB Theatre course is too heavily based 

on written work?  Do you agree or disagree with this? 

 

I agree.  I believe it is too heavily based on written work, and kind of an academic register.  Case 

in point, the Research Investigation.  All students go through an Extended Essay of their choice 

which would substitute for that aspect.  I would be in favor of the course becoming a little bit 

more practical. 

 

 

What other aspects in the other assessments would you like to see become more practical? 

 

I think students would like to see their work – their performances, their technical aspects, and 

their directing styles – demonstrated and seen.  I think a lot of students are very disappointed that 

the IB never sees their show, and they totally rely on a typed paragraph to reiterate what 

happened.  Even if it is just a two minute clip, much like an audition you’d send to a university, I 

think that would be just as important. 

 

 

Do you think the IB Theatre course is training tomorrow’s theatre makers? 

 

I think it could train artists more thoroughly.  I think it is more academically focused. 

 

 

Have you seen your more talented students (in terms of performance) suffer because they 

can’t write well? 

 

Oh, definitely.  I think many get bogged down or lose interest with the Research Investigation 

and the theatre tradition that they have to model.  I think most students are more interested in 

contemporary aspects and I think looking at an historical epoch really annoys them, especially at 

that juncture of their upper level schooling.  I think more of them want to be doing theatre, 
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making theatre, demonstrating performance, analyzing performance.  I don’t think many of them 

want to get into that classical stuff. 

 

 

How would you respond to this quote?:  “I do not think the [IB Theatre] course is too 

academic.  I think that performance can really be done of your own prerogative.  And I 

think that it would be very difficult to assess fairly.  I think that this wordy stuff – I think 

it’s pretty necessary.  Later on, if you want to be a theatre practitioner, I think it’s really 

good to learn all that stuff.  It’s like being a doctor – you end up having to fill out charts 

and things for half your day.  You’re not actually doing surgeries and treating patients, but 

that’s just as important.  That’s what makes things work.” 

 

I probably could agree with parts of that.  I could understand that watching a clip of a 

performance would be very difficult to assess.  One might get overly bogged down by the clarity 

of the video, the feed, the lighting, the set and place where it is filmed.  So I could understand 

that aspect.   

 

As it relates to filling out charts and keeping track of things, I would say that students get quite 

annoyed by it, as do doctors.  If it is so annoying to so many people, be it government paperwork 

or IB paperwork, maybe there is a strand of relevance to it.  Most of the assessments get bogged 

down with taking away from the assignment instead of looking at it from a holistic perspective, 

and what did they actually learn?  It didn’t include this little nut or bolt of it – might be brilliant 

ideas, but if they didn’t put it in IB syntax, they didn’t footnote it appropriately – I think that’s a 

little annoying. 

 

 

This idea that the IB is going to have schools upload clips of performances for assessment 

in the revised curriculum – do you think that will work here at AISJ? 

 

Oh, totally.  It will definitely work.  From my understanding, it will be almost like a director’s 

cut.  Part of the performance will be viewed, and a few seconds later, the student will be able to 

articulate what they would like to highlight.  And I think that will give them a lot more freedom 

and ability to actually detail what they are learning and how they are seeing it. 

 

 

Do you think international schools in general will be okay with that?  What comes to my 

mind is internet issues and technology issues.  Do you get the sense that it will be fine for 

most international schools? 

 

I think it will be fine for most international schools.  I’m not sure – is the piece just uploaded 

online or would students also be able to have a CD if they want to send it in to the IB?  

Ultimately, I think that in our day and age of Youtube, it is just so simple.  With iPhones, etc.  I 

think the technology is there, especially in the socio-economic branch of the students we are 

serving.  I don’t think that’s going to be a big issue. 

 

 



101 
 

How flexible do you think the IB Theatre course is internationally? 

 

I think the open-ended aspect of what we are allowed to teach to get across theatre in the world, 

making, and performance is ideal.  I love that it is so open-ended.  Some of the assessments, 

namely the Research Investigation, of being locked in time and place – and the great debate of 

“is this a tradition or is this something more modern?” – I think it is way too fuzzy.  When you 

have eighteen professionals debating pantomime or Victorian theatre or Commedia and where 

does it fit?  Can do you this, or can you not do this?  I think that’s the problem. 

 

 

Do you feel that you have good access to live performance here in Johannesburg? 

 

Brilliant access.  Particularly here, I think we have much more than most.  I’ve chatted with 

some people in Germany, and there is nothing in English for them to go see.  They have to see 

opera to get a general sense of performance, and even that is usually dubbed in German as well if 

it is an Italian drama.  But we have so much English theatre. 

 

 

Does that English theatre come from other places or is it generated here in Johannesburg? 

 

Both.  It comes from other places and is also generated here by South Africans. 

 

 

How do you think that students’ experience of the IB Theatre course might be different if 

students did not have access to performance?   

 

I think it is hard to get a common ground if you don’t have that access.  I think going to the 

theatre and seeing a live performance and then coming back collectively and critiquing it is 

brilliant.  Everyone gets on the same page.  I think it creates a cohesive classroom experience 

where everyone can experience something together.  Much like the ISTA workshops:  Everyone 

goes and it is discussed the next day, and it creates a thread of analysis that spreads.  And people 

understand and are able to decipher very clearly. 

 

 

Do you feel that the school really supports your program financially? 

 

I am very fortunate.  The school, on average, provides about $4,000 to $7,000 for materials 

yearly.  They fully sponsor one or two teachers to do the ISTA London trip on alternate years.  

There is money yearly for students to see plays in the community one, two, three times a school 

year.  Visiting artists are brought in for the program.  I think we are truly well supported. 

 

 

What are the local attitudes in South Africa toward theatre and performance? 
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Very positive.  And a unique facet of South African theatre was protest theatre.  Protest theatre 

helped catapult and change the course of history in this country.  And we really focus on that as 

one of the common threads of our curriculum.  It’s amazing to see and experience. 

 

 

In your experience, how significant is the instructor to the success of students in the 

course? 

 

I think the instructor hugely impactful.  I think students choose instructors that they feel they can 

grow with.  They choose instructors that they feel have knowledge and passion for the subject.  

And I always think that this reflected in student numbers in classes. 

 

 

Many IB Theatre teachers are not trained in theatre.  For instance, they may be trained in 

English teaching.  Do you feel that this would greatly affect the course? 

 

I think it affects instruction.  There is the process of analyzing theatre and there is the process of 

doing, experiencing, and making theatre.  I think both are important, but I think students who 

sign up for theatre want to make and present theatre more than they want to sit, dissect, and 

analyze theatre.  In most English classes, it is a serious in-depth, extensive analysis with a minor 

aspect of performance and all the extraneous technical elements and character development and 

the multi-faceted roles of understanding the chemistry of the audience and performance, the 

length of putting the actor in charge of developing the role.  I think an English class would look 

at it more from the writer’s perspective.  Not even fully understanding the role of the playwright, 

but just the writer.  I think those are the key differences that would come up. 

 

 

Do you believe it is even possible to have a standardized art course?   

 

I don’t think it can be standardized, really.  I think the way the IB Theatre course currently 

works, with two internal assessments and two moderated assessments, allows for the teacher to 

have a voice – “This student is remarkable.  Their path was focused and exceptional.”   We are 

allowed that moderation of trust within a certain realm with the output.  And then there is also 

the second part of the balance where the document just goes on its face value and is looked at on 

its merit without having anything to do with the student, which is probably what most 

universities are looking for – an objective curriculum. 

 

 

How do you decide what material to teach in the course? 

 

Things I’m passionate about.  Plays and themes that I find fascinating and interesting.  I think 

that is the wonder of the course – so much is so open and so free.  I also think it is important to 

utilize local resources, whether you are here in South Africa or in Indonesia learning puppetry, or 

in Japan understanding Kabuki, or in the UK understanding Shakespearean theatre.  I think that 

is very important to utilize what is around you for success. 
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How accessible do you believe the current course materials are?   

 

When I read and interpret them, I think they are exceptionally vague.  I don’t understand all of 

the language, and when you go to workshops with teachers from four continents who are trying 

to decipher what it all means, I think it’s very poor. 

 

The term “devise,” which has been thrown around in European contexts to mean something 

original and totally new, and in the USA, it means you perform something as it is or with a slight 

adaptation.  But that is just one particular word that threw off an entire component.  I find them 

very vague. 

 

What do you think the IB should do to remedy that problem? 

 

I think more teachers in the field in an earlier stage of the review process should probably look at 

the material.  And, with that said, an equal amount of brand new, slightly experienced teachers 

and then older teachers who have seen two or three of these come through in seven year cycles.  I 

think three kinds of teachers are needed:  someone who is just fresh teaching it, someone who 

has had some exposure, and veterans.  I think it might be clearer.  My understanding is that the 

review process is a tight lid and a very tiny group of people moderating and reviewing it with a 

very small sample of placement schools that they throw out.  Probably usually people they know, 

people they trust.   

 

 

In terms of the future of the course, what kind of specific improvements would you like to 

see? 

 

A list of practitioners that they are expecting teachers to cover would be helpful.  Sometimes I 

can’t decipher what the examiners are looking for.  It feels like there is almost a cloak and 

dagger aspect of what the IB guide assessment criteria is, and then a level of what examiners 

have to checklist off.  There seems to be an “I got you” element, versus “we’d really like to see 

a, b, c, d, and e clearly laid out.” That was a surprise last year when I was working with some IB 

teachers and senior examiners in the room, and they showed us this formula form that they 

follow, and I wondered why that isn’t published.  Some said, “no, we can’t let that out.”  Others 

said, “I give it out to everyone I know!”  So that definitely seems like an issue.  And even after 

ten years of doing the course, it dawned on me that these concepts, forms, and checklists were 

available.  Why are they hidden?  Why isn’t that part of the direction in the IB guide for teachers 

and students? 

 

 

Do you believe that there should be a student guide in the future? 

 

I give the teacher’s guide to the students.  It is published, it’s available.  I don’t think there needs 

to be a separate document for students.  That goes back to the cloak and dagger concept – I have 

the material and you students have to go look for it.  I think it creates this separation, this wall, 

and makes it less inclusive. I think other courses probably have a higher hierarchy of knowledge 
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– there is a teacher, and there is information – but in theatre, I think it is much more of an open 

collaboration.  I think teachers frequently are learning from students and their creativity.  It’s 

probably similar in art and writing music.  And there is a clearer experience of sharing than a 

math or a history or science class.  I think in most good art or music or theatre classes, there is a 

clearer level of equality that stands than in other subjects. 

 

 

What do you think about the fact that group 6 courses are not required by the IB? 

 

Oh, I think it’s awful.  I think it’s the biggest flaw of the entire IB program.  They changed 

something of that this year, where you used to only substitute from one subject, but now you can 

substitute from two or three.  You can talk to Will, the IB coordinator.  But I think the biggest 

problem is that you’re dealing with students who come into IB most likely bilingual, trilingual, 

and potentially even know a fourth language.  Yet the world language aspects are frozen: you 

have to take a language.  And I think most students who are already bilingual or trilingual don’t 

need to take that language and would be better suited to take the arts.  And so I’m very curious 

about the IB model in that sense, overall.  If the IB goal is to create well-rounded individuals, 

why not mandate it. 

 

 

Does AISJ as a school mandate that students take a group 6 subject? 

 

No, our school does not mandate that students have to take a group 6 course. 

 

 

Did you teach the curriculum before this? 

 

This is my third IB curriculum. 

 

 

What kind of changes have you seen over the years? 

 

The Research Investigation has become a lot more structured.  The TPPP seems to be pretty 

straightforward; the Independent Project seems to be straightforward.  I’ve liked the introduction 

of this last curriculum.  When I originally started teaching the IB in 2002, the Research 

Investigation was a letter written to someone about a practice and then you would change the 

location.  For example, you might put Commedia Dell’arte in Beijing and incorporate Peking 

Opera into it.  It was this letter, and you could manipulate genres and try to reapply them.  Now, 

I think the RI is a little clearer that you are recreating a historical epoch in a modern context, but 

you are taking the tenants from the historical foundations of whatever that theatre principal was.   

 

 

Do you feel the IB Theatre course has improved? 

 

Yes, I think this third one was improved from the second and greatly improved from the first one 

I started.   
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In your opinion, has the program become more or less theoretical over time? 

 

I think it has become more nit-picky and less creative in this last round.   

 

 

Which assessment do you think is the students’ favorite here at AISJ? 

 

They love doing the IP, but they hate writing the essay.  They like many aspects of the PPP, but 

they get a little frustrated with the time allocation and the way it is presented.  The least favorite 

by far is the Research Investigation.  They detest it.  They don’t mind studying the time period or 

the theatrical tradition – they kind of like the research.  They just don’t particularly like the 

structure of the academic paper. 

 

 

I know that you have an ESL girl in your IB year 1 class.  How do you feel she is going to 

do in the course?  Do you feel she is going to have some difficulty? 

 

I think she is going to have some difficulty.  I know some IB schools are very selective and the 

coordinator gets to decide which students can take which classes.  And I think that might reflect 

in some schools’ very high numbers.  We are required to differentiate for all students at our 

school.  Anyone who would like to try the course is able to.  We do put buffers on full IB 

students, but you can take five or six certificates if you understand that your GPA might be a 

little lower.  However, you are still trying the most advanced curriculum that the school offers.  

Universities want to see that students are trying the hardest curriculum even if they only got a C, 

instead of taking the easiest classes and getting the highest GPA.   

 

The ESL girl in my class has tutors.  To her defense, over the last year and a half, her English has 

improved.  And in another year, I think it will be improved yet again.  The course, for any ESL 

student taking drama, I think it’s ideal.  She does drag the class down from time to time:  I have 

to reiterate and refocus.  Sometimes you have to pair her carefully.  But I would still rather work 

in a system that is open and not exclusive. 

 

 

Some IB Theatre teachers were saying that they would really like to integrate theatre into 

academic subjects – theatre and CAS, theatre and TOK.  What do you think about this? 

 

About two years ago, with IB Music and IB Art, we put together what we called an “IB Arts 

Extravaganza.”  We came up with a text that we used, and we used the essence of minimalism.  

The IB Music students wrote and followed works of Phillip Glass, minimalist music.  We used a 

David Ives text called “Phillip Glass buys a Loaf of Bread,” and the IB Art teacher looked at 

minimalistic art.  We collaborated together, and we presented about an hour show of original 

music, a theatre presentation, and it was interspersed with IB artwork.   
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Within the IB CAS program, we have students doing Theatre of the Oppressed work in a local 

underprivileged, socio-economically disadvantaged community.  Students go for about five 

months of the nine-month school year working in that capacity on theatre projects. 

 

 

What makes the IB Theatre program unique? 

 

I think its focus on practitioners, personal independent work of creating art, creating pieces.  The 

open-ended aspect of practically any sort of material can go.  I think a lot of public school 

districts in the United States have a very conservative, very safe curriculum basis for the most 

part.  I know I have a lot more freedom than most of my colleagues around the world just being 

in South Africa and in an international community where parents and family members are at the 

top of their game:  this is a high status post.  We attract a very avante garde group.  South Africa 

is also not a very conservative society, so I think depending on the country you’re in, it will limit 

some of the material you’re allowed to see and review. 

 

 

What does the future of international theatre education look like to you? 

 

I think the IB Theatre program will be part of the future of theatre education.  I think the IB 

Theatre program promotes new work.  It requires students to understand theatre history, choose 

facets that are of interest to them personally or their teacher, allows for the place you’re living to 

come alive.  I definitely think it inspires young artists, and it pushes students a great deal to 

achieve and to perform and to create new work. 

 

 

What do you feel the course ultimately prepares students for? 

 

I have really been honing in on transdisciplinary skills.  Whether a student plans to pursue a 

lifetime of arts or whether they plan to go into politics, or whether they plan to be an architect, a 

business person, a marketing person – I think the skills of putting together a show is like 

managing a small country or getting a new product on the market.  I would like to see more of 

the transdisciplinary skills of theatre being underlined:  interpersonal communication, 

intrapersonal communications, time management, creativity.  I think a good theatre program 

hones in on those transdisciplinary skills to attract new students but also to make them lifelong 

patrons of the arts, which I think is as important as creating a new star or director or writer.  I 

know all of my students are patrons of the arts for life, and I think that it is hugely important to 

be well-rounded, which is the vision of the IB. 

 

 

Tell me a bit about the new theatre that is being built here at AISJ. 

 

We have a very small black box that has capacity for 250 individuals.  We are in the process of 

building a new 500-seat state-of-the-art theatre that will have about a half million dollars worth 

of lighting, sound equipment, and projection.  It is quite an exciting feat to be involved with.  It 
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has been a two year process, and it will be a two year build.  For a school to spend four years 

developing an art center is quite remarkable. 

 

 

How do you get your costumes? 

 

Due to the socio-economic status of South Africa, labor is quite inexpensive, so things can be 

made very cheaply.  Ironically, having said that, fabric is very expensive.  No textiles are made 

here.  There are a number of universities and professional theatre groups that may have in their 

stock things that we frequently rent, there are numerous costume houses.  There are numerous 

lighting and audio consultants that we use to polish things and work with students as well.  Those 

are available here in Johannesburg.  We have practically anything we need available. 

 

 

What do you think about Eleni Gransden’s idea that the arts should be at the center of the 

IB curriculum? 

 

I think that’s a little extreme.  I think I would have a really hard time in my personal twenty 

years of work and teaching experience providing quality instruction in physics, chemistry, or 

higher level mathematics.  I think the success of IB is that it attracts passionate content 

specialists in these unique niches.  As a parent who will have a future IB student, I would think 

that would be detrimental.  It’s taking it too far.  If students are aiming to be engineers and 

medical doctors, as my students are aiming to be artists, they really want the best content 

specialists to get them through that knowledge.  I don’t have a problem with the various groups.  

I just wish that group 6 courses were not optional and that all students had to take an art. 

 

 

 

Anything else you’d like to say? 

 

One thing that the IB did put out a few years ago was a suggested reading list, and I thought that 

was really helpful.  For about three years running, I ordered three to five things from every 

reading category.  So that was helpful.  I think the IB could do more in relation to creating lists 

of materials. 
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AMERICAN INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL OF JOHANNESBURG 
JOHANNESBURG, SOUTH AFRICA 

 

Interviewee:   Will Hurtado (IB Coordinator) 

January 14, 2014 

 

Before coming to AISJ, Will was the Assistant Head and IB Coordinator at Emirates 

International School in Dubai.  Following that post, he served as the IB Coordinator at 

Westminster Academy in London.  Will has been the IB Coordinator at AISJ since August of 

2012.  He also teaches IB Geography at the school. 

 

 

What kind of commitment does AISJ have to the IB Theatre program? 

 

There is a strong commitment to the theatre program on three levels.  There is a commitment 

from the students.  Theatre is an important part of the students’ feel for the school and the 

involvement in the school.  The school productions are amazingly put together, and I think there 

is a strong feeling that their involvement in those things in the formative years can be 

consolidated and taken into a career path or university path by taking the IB program.  So there is 

definitely an interest from the students. 

 

In terms of staffing, we have wonderful commitment from Ed Sheblak, who is a great 

ambassador for theatre and all things to do with drama and acting.  He is very committed and 

wants to take it as far as possible to as wide an audience as possible.   

 

I think as a community as well.  The staff is very keen to have it as a program, but also the 

parents.  As an American school, they have a great feeling that theatre is an important part of 

their students’ ability to communicate and showcase their skills.  They also feel that it is a 

valuable asset to the school and taking them to university and beyond.  We started having a 

number of students looking to go to drama-based schools like Julliard, and so on and so forth.  It 

is a strong investment, and I think it is one where there is a strong commitment from all levels of 

the school. 

 

 

What do you think about the fact that group 6 courses are not mandatory? 

 

I think it is a difficult one.  I can understand the IB’s reasoning for doing it.  I understand there is 

the need for flexible groups.  My own group, group 3 (I teach geography), is also a flexible 

group where subjects can be dropped.  I think as the teacher of the subject, it is very difficult 

because if you teach in that group and you realize that students don’t have to take it, it 

automatically marginalizes that range of subjects.  I am not sure what the alternatives would be 

for the IB as an organization.  I feel that in order to maintain the growth and the numbers that are 

coming into the program, they need to factor in that level of flexibility for students that have 

specific career interests in medicine, law, and other aspects that require the doubling up of 

subjects in a group.  Be it group 3, group 4.  I think the program needs to have that flexibility.  

However, with that said, I agree that it particularly marginalizes group 6, and the impact of it is 
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the uptake in group 6 is far lower than it is in any of the other groups.  You will have class sizes 

in theatre of 5 or 6, compared to biology where you’ll have classes of 27 or 28, or in the 

humanities as high as 40.  I think the very fact that it can be dropped so easily means that it can 

be marginalized. 

 

 

Which of the group 6 courses is the most popular among students at AISJ? 

 

It is definitely theatre.  It would be theatre followed by music, followed by art. 

 

 

What is your general sense of how AISJ students do in the IB Theatre course? 

 

It varies hugely.  Last year, there was a very broad cross-section of skills evident in the work and 

a cross-section of performance as well ranging from some low to average scores to some 

outstanding pieces of work.  So there is a great disparity in the quality of the work, which I think 

is also a good thing about the course.  It is attractive not necessarily only to students that have an 

active plan to go on to university in theatre, but also to students that have an interest in theatre 

for nothing more than satisfying their own desires or improvement or learning about the history 

of performance.  In that respect, I think it’s great.   

 

 

What can you tell me about CEM? 

 

CEM stands for the Center for Evaluation and Monitoring.  They are a mathematical and 

statistical organization working out of Durham University in the UK.  They run a variety of 

different programs that look at using baseline data to track academic performance from a range 

of different ages in a range of different curricula.  The one that we use is CEMIB, which is the 

Center for Evaluation and Monitoring International Baccalaureate.  As soon as they finish grade 

10, or as soon as they start grade 11, students sit a computer adapted baseline test which is pretty 

much like an IQ test.  Basically, it divides up their raw ability into three sections: visio-spatial; 

mathematical ability; and language ability.  They have a range of different questions that adjust 

the difficulty based on the answer given in the previous question – hence the adaptive nature.  

That information is then stored and then sent to CEM and then they process it, they do some 

standard deviation stuff, and they send us the IB performance indicators for the subjects that the 

students take.  We use this information as a mechanism for tracking, seeing how they are 

performing in relation to what their raw ability suggests they’ll get.  And we also use it for 

something called “value added,” which is where we say, “what value have we added as an 

institution?”  So, if a student is projected to get a 5 in chemistry, and we get him or her a 7, what 

we are saying then is that teacher, through their craft and skill has allowed a value added score of 

plus two.  They have raised the student’s mark by two grades. 

 

 

How significant would you say the instructor is within IB subjects? 
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The instructors are very significant.  The way the data is manipulated, and the way they use the 

data, it is used in standard deviation for calculating raw ability and then it uses regression 

analysis for the calculation of the predicted grade.  If you eradicate the areas that are within 

tolerance levels, if you look at those areas which are basically about point 8 plus or minus, if you 

go outside of those, you are either positively or negatively affecting the student by your teaching.  

So it isolates the only thing that it could be – teaching or learning.  And if it falls within the 

acceptable area, it could be other things.  But outside of those areas, it is saying that it is the 

process of teaching and/or learning that is causal.  So we are saying then that either the student is 

not making any effort to engage and chooses not to learn, or the teacher’s craft or the teacher’s 

ability to inspire kids is what is affecting their performance. 

 

 

How do you think this applies to a creative course like the IB Theatre program? 

 

It runs on the same premise – using mathematical manipulation.  Yes, it does generate a grade, 

and it tends to be reasonably accurate.  It’s probably slightly more accurate at projecting the 

performance of our students than our teachers are.  It’s definitely an area where people are 

befuddled.  They are confused about how you can use something that is so abstracted from the 

three abilities you’re testing and convert it into a projection for an artistic performance grade.  

They find it strange.  However, when they have actually been through it – we are doing our third 

cycle of it now – they turn around and say “It’s bizarre!  It’s reasonably accurate!” 

 

 

Has the IB, to some extent, made you feel that arts course can indeed be standardized? 

 

I think it is much more difficult to standardize within those subjects.  I still think it is probably a 

little bit too difficult to say that I have a wholehearted belief that you can standardize them.  I 

think there are elements of standardization that can appear within the courses that can lend 

themselves to it, and I think there are other areas that are way too abstracted in their nature and 

far too artistic to be standardized. 

 

 

Do you think the IB handles the standardization of arts courses well? 

 

In terms of marking, I think they go about it the right way.  It is very robust and objective 

criteria.  They do a very good job.  I’m an IB examiner as well, and I know that the process is 

fairly robust in terms of the training of IB examiners and in terms of the moderation and 

standardization process when it comes to calculating the grades.  So, yes, the IB does well. 
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THE INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL OF KENYA 
NAIROBI, KENYA 

 

Interviewee: Eleni Gransden (Former IB Theatre Instructor) 

November 1, 2013 

 

Eleni Gransden is a Theatre Arts and Learning Strategist teacher who has worked both locally 

in her home city of Toronto, Canada, as well as internationally in the UK, Kenya and Italy.  

Eleni is currently taking a year-long sabbatical from the 'traditional' classroom environment to 

explore alternative disciplines. To date, she has successfully trained as a Master Organic 

Gardener, Yoga and Pilates instructor, and has almost completed her Pastry Chef certification. 

Eleni continues to be both interested and involved educating young minds, and intends to return 

to the classroom in the near future. 

 

 

Would you start by telling me a little bit about yourself? 

I got into theatre when I was in High School – I took the A-Level Theatre course and went on to 

study theatre at university in a four year honors degree.  I then did a degree in teaching.  After 

attending an international job fair, I found a job teaching the IB theatre program and middle 

school theatre program at the International School of Kenya.   

 

What are some of the differences that you see between the A-Level Theatre course and the 

IB Theatre course? 

I think one of the main differences for me is that the IB had a lot more research components.  It 

has a really strong essay writing/research component to it.  More so than the A-Levels.  And the 

IB also has a broader spectrum.  A-Levels narrows it down to looking at two or three theatre 

practitioners over the course of two years, but it didn’t have any of the cultural references or 

looking at different styles of theatre.  The projects are more manageable overall and more geared 

as group projects – supported team work.  I think the main difference is that the A-Level 

program is less heavy on the research paper component.  IB students have to basically write a 

first year university research paper, and the A-Level program allows students to explore theatre 

in a way that 16 year olds are more conducive to exploring. 

 

How did you first come in contact with the IB? 

My brother took the IB at Upper Canada College, so it was a program that I had heard about and 

was somewhat familiar with.  When I got the job at ISK, I trained with a teacher at Upper 

Canada College who taught the IB Theatre course.  So she trained me.  We talked about the 

program, looking at different avenues to take.  That was how I got exposed to it.  And then it was 
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a whirlwind.  I just started, I was way in over my head.  I was overwhelmed.  The school that my 

mentor was teaching at didn’t have SL and HL students in the same class.  They had distinctive 

classes.  And at ISK, I was with grade 11 and 12 students in the same class with standard and 

higher level and nowhere near the same resources that she had available in terms of taking 

students to the theatre, or even just books and costumes.  I found myself with the leftovers of 

what the previous teacher had left, and she didn’t have a teaching degree – she was an actress – 

so we were approaching this from completely different realms of experience.  So it was a real 

whirlwind when I started teaching the course.   

 

What were some of the challenges that you had teaching the course in Kenya? 

The main challenge is access to the diversity of resources that might be available in other 

countries.  What I mean is that you can go and see incredible pieces of theatre in Kenya, but they 

are going to be specific to Kenya for the most part.  Unless you are going to another international 

school in which they are going to consciously put on a play from a different country or different 

era, you are going to get predominantly the same type of theatre, if it’s local theatre.  I think that 

is one of the major challenges of working in Kenya is that you’re not able to say, “there is a 

university theatre class that is experimenting with Bunraku and they’re doing an open public 

event, so we should stop in.”  That doesn’t exist in Kenya.  But if you were in Toronto or 

London or New York, you’d be able to find those gems to expose your students to on a regular 

basis. 

Also, ordering a play can take a month and a half if the shipping container doesn’t arrive or the 

rights to something can take a lot longer.  But, at the end of the day, I think creativity can solve a 

lot of the problems, and access to good internet makes a huge difference to the success of the 

program.  I think that is a huge component that I would be interested in suggesting for the IB to 

look at – the idea of digital classrooms and virtual teaching in which different schools are 

connected online in an attempt to bridge some of those gaps.   

 

Would you talk a little bit about the language of the course guide? 

It is not an accessible document.  The way the language is presented is not accessible.  Especially 

if you are someone who does not have English as their first language, as many of the teachers 

who are teaching the IB courses are not native English speakers.  Even as a native English 

speaker, it is a challenging document.  They use the same words to explain a concept as they 

used in the concept itself.  So you find yourself reading the same sentence over and over again 

and still not deriving any meaning from it.  In terms of the language, they could simplify it and 

make it very clear.  Making it very clear about what they want and what they expect is the way 
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forward.  Sometimes, it can read a bit pretentious because they are not using vocabulary that is 

accessible to everyone.   

One of the things that I find challenging about the IB Theatre course is that it is very theory 

based.  It is based on research, and more of the assessments are written.  Even the exploratory 

components of the course that are meant to be about practical elements and going out and 

experiencing theatre still have a very heavy written component that needs to follow.  And I think 

that almost takes away from the joy of experiencing the practical side of something like that.  We 

place great value, when we have young children, on play, the value of experimenting and trying 

things practically.  And as we get older, we start to think, “well, sure, maybe you can do that, but 

now we have to make it meaningful by doing a 2,000 word write up on how that made you feel.”   

At the end of the day, you lose a lot of the joy of play with the written assessments.  And that 

would be something I’d want to investigate:  How can we bring back that joy of trying things 

out?  Does everything need to be assessed? 

When a student graduates from the IB program, and they have taken IB Theatre, what is it that 

the student is leaving with?  What is important?  I think that is where the IB needs to start.  They 

need to create their curricula backwards.  Begin with that you want the students to leave with, 

and then construct a curriculum based on that.  Right now, I see kids leaving the IB Theatre 

program with the ability to write an essay, that is, from my experience, heavily aided by an adult.   

Because 16 or 17 year old kids are expected to write university level essays about topics that 

they don’t know a lot about and have had varying levels of access and experience with.  What do 

we want our students to leave knowing how to do?  I don’t think that learning to write an essay is 

a bad thing.  I think it’s a valuable format in which to present one’s ideas and thoughts.  

However, I think it is weighed too heavily in the current IB Theatre program – one’s ability to 

write clearly in English.  There is too much value placed on that. 

 

How does studying theatre make a student a better “global citizen”? 

I don’t want to say that this is just unique to theatre, because I think there are opportunities for 

this in other subject areas.  But what I really think theatre does is it allows you to explore 

humanity – what does it mean to be human?  To observe, to try to be in someone else’s shoes?  

To study something enough that you can understand it – but it’s not a book you’re studying or a 

concept – it’s a person, it’s a real thing.  It’s someone who has lived and experienced and 

breathed.  And can you put yourself in their position and – not only that – but can you experience 

things through the lens that they have.  And that’s what I think about theatre in terms of the IB 

and creating global citizens:  it allows people to have that empathy, and to be able to relate to 

other people and make connections beyond their own scope of knowledge.   I would say that is 

one of the fundamental things that I’d want to teach in a theatre class:  How do you make 

connections with people and things that you have no experience with?  Can you teach someone 
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how to do that?  ABSOLUTELY YES!  And you need to teach people how to do that.  It is a 

very valuable skill to have in the real world. 

 

Do you have any particular opinion about the fact that you can take the course at HL and 

SL? 

A lot of the time, I just felt that the main difference was just the word count of assessments.  I 

don’t have a problem of creating different tiers of how far someone is going to study something.  

But, at the end of the day, I think it is important to acknowledge that the fundamental difference 

is the depth and the word count of these assessments.  Because I taught a blended class of SL and 

HL students, and I really did not differentiate much. 

 

Would you talk a bit about the hierarchy of group 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6? 

One of the things that I have spoken about with other IB Theatre teachers is – what would 

happen if you flipped that tiered system around and placed the arts as the program’s center, the 

core, and you created everything else in the curriculum based around the arts and connecting 

subject areas and looking at the fact that the arts really are those connections?  You can put the 

arts in the middle and draw lines out to everything else – theory of knowledge, science, math, 

history, language.  Everything can be connected through the arts in some capacity.  What would 

happen if we explored it that way?  Why aren’t these things built into the curriculum?  

Sometimes you teach the same things twice!  You can take IB English and they could be looking 

at a play or performance and you could be studying the same thing in your theatre class?  Why 

aren’t you doing it together and exploring it at the same time?  Is there a way that we can weave 

this into the curriculum so that it is more explicit to teachers?  They don’t have to do all the leg 

work on their own, because not everyone has that capacity to connect the dots.  But if someone is 

presented with those dots connected, they could teach it.  And they’d have something more to 

work off of that they could then get creative with and interpret on their own.  At the end of the 

day, there needs to be room for different teaching styles, for different approaches to things.  But 

just to have those fundamental, basic connections laid out for teachers.   

To grow your program, you have to take some risks, and I would like to see how theatre can be 

integrated into other subject areas.  And I wonder if that would create a shift in mentality about 

how people feel about the arts:  if they can see how the arts play into other areas, they might 

deem them more important.   

 

Do you believe that arts courses can/should be standardized? 
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Standardizing is a tough word in any subject area.  I don’t think it just applies to the arts.  How 

can we organize enough to make sense of data and material that we are then going to use to 

pigeon hole or denote value on people?   Standardized testing in general freaks me out a little bit 

in any kind of realm, just because I think you’re trying to fit everyone into a box that society can 

then label.  So I wonder who it is serving.  Is it really serving our students to have a standardized 

program?  But, in the same token, there is value in feeling that what you have presented or 

worked on has been assessed and given constructive feedback and told you that your ideas are 

valuable and meaningful.  Developmentally, that is very important for students to experience.  

Because it is teaching them to do this work on their own.  As an adult, you have to be able to 

look at your life and the things that you do and find your own pride and your own value in that.  

But if you don’t model that as a teacher, as a parent, as a community member to your children, 

then they don’t have that skill when they become adults.  And then you have these adults who 

are running around without confidence, and who constantly need others to tell them that they’re 

doing a good job. 

So, in terms of having a standardized arts course, I think there are components that you can 

standardize.  I think that the word “flexibility” needs to be put in there at some point.  Can you 

provide different options for people to show their knowledge?  Sometimes, you look at a test.  

What is the point of a test?  Is it to say how smart you are, or is it for you to be able to 

demonstrate your knowledge of a concept?  That’s where the flexibility of the arts needs to come 

through.  Is it our role to say what the final test is, or is there another way of allowing students to 

find that way, to present that themselves?  Everyone is unique, and arts are unique.  Is there an 

assessment that we can use that allows students to choose how they are going to present their 

knowledge – but is still standardized? 

 

In what ways can theatre contribute to a person’s understanding of oneself within a 

particular geographic area? 

Teaching international kids is really different.  You’re not just a teacher.  You’re a parent, you’re 

a friend, you’re a teacher, you’re a mentor, you’re a counselor.  International teaching 

communities and are very special and very unique and very valuable in my opinion.  It’s really 

teaching kids to observe and to learn to be a part of or be absorbed into things.  And how do you 

do that?  You need to observe it, you need to understand it.  For example, theatre can lend itself 

to role playing and characterization – things that allow access into facets of life.  Theatre can 

offer you tools to teach those skills.   

The other really neat thing is that you have students from all over the world with different 

experiences.  But living in Toronto, you walk into a classroom, and it’s very similar.  It’s very 

diverse.    
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Do you think the IB Theatre course is preparing students to be professional theatre artists? 

It’s teaching kids to write an essay and conduct research.  It’s stressful.  I don’t think that it 

accesses creativity as much as it could.  I think that the IB Theatre course can really grow.  I 

think it is very special that they acknowledge theatre as an important subject.  In that sense, they 

are one step ahead, in my opinion, from the rest of the world.  A lot of national curriculums do 

not offer theatre, Canada including.   

Matthew Stannah, one of my students at ISK, had learning disabilities which prohibited him 

from excelling in the IB Theatre program because of the heavy language/written component.  

That wasn’t him – He was a performer.  So it was great that 25% of his IB mark was a practical 

performance, but we didn’t videotape the practical performance to get marked.  He had to write 

up the practical performance.  His performance was not assessed.  That was doing him a great 

disservice.  He didn’t leave with a 7, even though I think if the program had a bit more flexibility 

in how students can share what they are learning, and if Matt could have done a performance-

based assessment, he would have left with a much higher mark. 

 

What would you think about the IB introducing a separate “IB Theatre Studies” course? 

That’s interesting.  When you go to university, they offer those kinds of streams.  I like the idea 

of being able to have a program that students can streamline.  I see the value in having a core 

component that everyone has to do.  You have to have a shared something that brings your class 

together.  There has to be something.  And that could be different for every school and every 

class.  But there needs to be a common something that brings you together more than just the 

subject.   

High school is split.  Half of it is about exploring, as it’s the last chance you get to really explore 

anything academically.  And, in the same token, it’s the opposite of that.  You aren’t doing any 

of those things because you have to succeed.  It’s the most pressured, stressful time of your life.  

Everything you do is because you’re being told to do it.  Part of what makes some of the schools 

in Europe so successful – if you look at Switzerland, schools in Denmark – they don’t wear 

uniforms, they don’t have standardized testing.  There is a very high graduation rate and the 

success rate of their students is so high.  I think that is a model that we should look at.  What is 

making them so successful but also so flexible? 

 

Why is an international curriculum so important? 

I think it is really important that we look outside of our natural boundaries.  In our families, we 

learn from what we know and the people that we know.  What is interesting about an 

international curriculum is that is provides a platform to break beyond that which we know.  
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International schools are cool too because it brings people from different walks of life together.  

There is definitely value in an international curriculum.  For me, for this teacher, the idea of 

becoming a “global citizen” is really important because of the things that I value.  In my opinion, 

if we are going to change the world – and I think the world needs to change – then an 

international curriculum is the way to look at other cultures and problems that exist.  How are 

other people doing things?  How are they coping?  How are they managing, what are they doing, 

how can we share, how can we grow?  There is no harm, in my opinion, to make connections 

bigger and bigger and bigger. We need to take care of each other.  At the end of the day, you can 

look after yourself, but if everything else around you falls apart, then what are you going to do? 

 

Can you give me a snapshot of what the future of international theatre education looks like 

to you? 

I think theatre transcends culture, language, everything.  It allows you to communicate in any 

way you can.  It has the power to bring people together.  It has the power to do that in ways that 

are not possible in any other way.  To lose it would be a huge injustice to humanity.  But how to 

promote it and how to develop it is a challenge.  There are so many things that are going on in 

the world.  Not everyone is going to love theatre; it’s not everyone’s cup of tea.  If you’re going 

to offer it at the IB level, let’s offer it as a vehicle for change.  Let’s offer it as a vehicle for 

connection.  And let’s teach those concepts.  Let’s empower students with this idea that 

creativity can create change.  It is a powerful thing.  It’s just a powerful as words and money.  

And if we can find a way to tap into that, that’s the future of international theatre education.  

Showing the power that it can hold, and it’s not just in what we would deem as a traditional 

performance.  It’s almost like religion in a certain sense.  For example, Christianity, the idea that 

you have to have a church, that is has to be done in a building with someone in the front, is 

outdated.  Christians now believe that their religion, their faith, is something that exists outside 

of those walls.  Theatre is like that too.  It goes everywhere, and it exists everywhere.  It is what 

you make of it and how you see it.   

 

Do you see the IB being a big player in the future of international theatre education? 

It’s a double edged sword for me because the IB is not a free program.  There are very few 

opportunities for students who do not come from socio-economic backgrounds that give them 

access to schools that teach the IB.  So, in some ways, I find it a bit of a double edged sword.  

It’s not an accessible program for everyone.  Yet, we want everyone in the program to feel that it 

is.  I think looking at socio-economics is important if they hope to be a major player in the future 

of international theatre education.  But it’s better than nothing, which is what a lot of places 

around the world have right now.  So, yes, my hat’s off to the IB because they are a player in the 

game.  And that is a huge thing in a world where there are not a lot of players in that game.     
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THE INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL OF KENYA 
NAIROBI, KENYA 

 

Interviewee: Anita Sorel (Former IB Theatre Instructor) 

September 24, 2013 

 

Anita Sorel completed an MFA in Theatre with the intention of becoming a professional actress.  

However, her first job was at the University of Utah as an assistant professor.  After this, she 

had a career as an actress and director in New York.  She worked as the IB Theatre instructor at 

the International School of Kenya for four years.  She currently acts, directs, and serves as a 

board member at the Sandy Actors Theatre in Sandy, Oregon. 

 

 

Would you begin by telling me about how you came to teach IB Theatre? 

I started out having taken no education courses.  I went through my MFA in theatre with the 

intention of going into the professional world.  And it was a little scary, so instead I applied for 

teaching jobs, which my mother had been all her life.  My first job was at the University of Utah 

as an assistant professor.  But still, it was teaching theatre on a college level.  Then, I went out 

and had a career as an actress and director, and then got into teaching again.  I always used to say 

that I was not a teacher, that I am an actress.  After getting into teaching, I thought that I’d like to 

go on an adventure, go somewhere outside of the United States.  I applied for different jobs, and 

I got the job in Kenya.  They asked me if I had ever taught IB.  I said “no,” then I looked it up, 

they explained it, and I arrived.  So I had no IB training.  I had never taught it.  As I read over the 

course guide, I thought “well, this is like a college course.  I have done college.”  That was really 

my only basis.  And then I started at ISK, which had wonderful teachers who had been teaching 

IB forever, and I learned from Liza Mackay, the school’s IB Art teacher, a great deal.  She 

guided me the whole time.  Then we went to those ISTA conferences, and I learned from other 

teachers.  But I basically picked a curriculum and tried to give students the biggest exposure to 

the most theatre in two years.  I never repeated a style or a period or a culture.  I tried to vary it 

all the time.  I tried to pick different plays.  But my problem, because I didn’t know IB, I 

honestly expected the kids to go out and do the homework and read everything and come back in 

ready to discuss.  I had a lot of kids who weren’t full IB students, and as anywhere, even in 

college, people take theatre classes thinking it is like basket weaving – an easy A, you know.  So 

I had a lot of kids who really never did the work.   

The school sent me to Florida once for an IB theatre training, but it was more of a conference for 

IB theatre teachers, so I learned through the group discussions, and it was maybe four days long.  

I learned from them, but you can’t learn that much in four days.  What I needed was to not 

discuss theatre – I know theatre.  I probably know theatre better than a lot of IB Theatre teachers, 

because I never took education courses.  I have just been in theatre, and in MFA programs, you 

read a LOT of theatre.  But it is teaching theatre that I never got any training in. 
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Did you feel that the IB Theatre course guide was accessible, or did you find that there 

were a lot of things about the document that were not particularly clear? 

In some ways, yes.  But in some ways, no.  I think the biggest problem for me was that nowhere 

in it does it really lay out how much time should be spent reading, writing, etc.  In Kenya, the 

problem with our groups were that they were not all good at writing papers.  I had to sit down 

with many of them to teach them how to structure their papers and how to write clearly and in an 

organized way. 

Not a lot of the course was performance-based, it was more academic.  I think that is the way it 

should be for a course of this nature.  As I went through the IB course guide trying to create a 

program, it would give you things you could cover, but it never outlined what time should be 

spent doing.  Because I come from performing, I am much more familiar with the performance 

aspect.  In college, they would have maybe read plays out loud in class, perform in class, but 

then discussed the plays so that they would fully understand the genre, the era, the plays.  But 

writing was not necessarily the focal point. 

 

Tell me about your experience teaching the IB Theatre course.  What worked?  What 

didn’t? 

I know they hired me because I had an MFA and zillions of years in theatre, and the school was 

desperate.  And we did well.  I took up a department which had three students, and we built it up 

to something like 18 or 19.  So that was good.  I taught IB at ISK for four years. 

I do not think that anybody should go out and teach the IB Theatre course without some kind of 

training.  And I think that the course should be geared to less performance and lay it right out in 

the syllabus that reading, discussion, and writing should be the main parts of the course, and that 

performance should be used as icing on the cake once in a while.  Only because I think the IB is 

amazing, and I think that if the United States wants to regain any status, it should change over to 

using an IB curriculum.  I know you have experienced it, but I have taught here in America at 

private schools and I have taught in Kenya, and the respect and attitude of foreign students is 

tenfold greater American kids.  That is one of our big problems.  The IB helps to correct that, 

because the curriculum is college level, and students sort of have to shape up and behave.  But 

the respect and attitude and dedication to education that I have seen even in private schools here 

– we have some very wealthy international students – is always better from the foreign students. 

I think the IB is amazing, and I don’t think that enough publicity is done to spread the word. 

When I got hired, I had never even heard of it, and I had been in two private schools – one in 

Manhattan and one in Easthampton.  But no one ever talked about it.  I wouldn’t spend a lot of 
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money on publicity, but even just in the news – they are always talking about education on the 

news.  I think politicians should be made aware of it, and I think news programs should be 

contacted to see if someone could get on air and talk about it.  They will talk about certain 

schools, but no one ever talks about curriculum, and never the IB.  I would get the word out 

through the media.  It should be an alternative that every parent knows about and makes a choice 

to either take it or not.  This is part of education.  And it is all over the world, so why isn’t it 

known in America? 

 

What kind of local resources did you draw upon in Kenya? 

There really was not a lot of community theatre in Kenya.  Liza and I tried quite a few times, 

sending letters to lots of local schools, inviting them to a tea or a meeting trying to get us to band 

together as a theatre teacher’s group.  But we would only ever get one or two to come, and I have 

no idea why.  It was very difficult.  And the community theatre that existed really didn’t exist 

except for that one that I would take you kids to downtown all the time.  We went to the Alliance 

Francais sometimes, but there was another one.  So I didn’t find that much theatre for us.  And I 

think, coming from New York myself, that that is the most important thing in the world – for 

people to see theatre and understand it. 

Our costume shop belonged to a theatre in the area that no longer existed.  And when I got to 

ISK, they were cutting down in size, and they asked the school if they could house their stuff 

there, and we were welcome to use their stock.  Very shortly afterward, the theatre folded, so the 

costumes were all basically ours.  So I just started using them and remaking them.   

In my MFA experience, you had to do writing, costume design, set design, etc.  So I had all of 

that great exposure.  So I love the fact that IB exposes the student to all of that as well.  I think 

the IB Theatre program is amazing. 

 

What do you think about the fact that group 6 courses are not mandatory within the IB 

Diploma program? 

Theatre people for eons, our battle cry has been “how can you cut the arts of a school’s 

curriculum when it is the one thing that allows a child to step out of himself and bond into a 

group?”  Sports say they do, but they do in a very different way.  They do in an, “I’m going to 

beat you, I am going to win” kind of way.  And theatre can’t exist without sharing.  It is a team 

effort.  So I have always felt that, and therefore, educational theatre can only do that – expose 

you to all different religions, cultures, and get you to understand and share.  So I think it’s a 

shame that arts courses are not mandatory for IB Diploma candidates. 
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Did the administration support you and the IB Theatre program at ISK? 

The administration?  Well, I did not feel supported, but that’s okay.  I went into education late in 

life, and I had no idea about administrators.  Over the years, friends of mine who are still 

teaching have either left education because of administration or are still in education but their big 

gripe will always be the administration.  I think it is a thing that evolves:  A teacher may move 

up the ladder and become an administrator, but their psyche has to change because their goal is 

no longer the student.  Instead, it’s money, it’s appeasing parents.  So their perspective changes.  

Unfortunately, I have yet to meet teachers who say, “I love my administration.”  In the USA, the 

schools that I was in, there was much more one-on-one communication.  In Kenya, perhaps 

because of the politics, I only seemed to come in contact with the administration when there was 

a problem.  Otherwise, they left me alone.  I had to fight for the trips we took.  But no, I didn’t 

feel particularly supported.  The reason I left was the administration.  I got immense support 

from Liza, of course, and the teachers in general.  And the lower school administration were 

wonderful and very helpful.   

Theatre gets ignored in a lot of public schools.  Once in a while, you get a theatre program that 

has been there a while and is supported by parents and is known.  This is in public schools, and 

even in private.  It’s a hard road:  we are at the bottom of the ladder and we have to fight very 

hard.  I am never sure why.  Theatre is the one area that makes you bond, and you cannot 

function without the rest of the team.  Yet no one seems to see that.   

 

What was your impression of ISTA? 

I loved the experience of ISTA festivals both times (China and Thailand).  I was definitely 

exposed to cultures that I didn’t know.  However, I guess I always came away feeling that I 

hadn’t learned enough.  Teachers were always separated from the students during the workshops, 

and I’m not sure whether I like that or not.  The few times when I got up and observed what the 

students were doing was very helpful for me.  I would have liked more interaction with the 

students or to participate alongside the students.  I mean, how can we learn what to teach you and 

how if we are in a room talking? 

A lot of teachers of theatre are not theatre people.  They were trained in theatre to teach.  I found 

that some of them in these meetings spent a lot of time bragging about what they did instead of 

sharing and learning.  Someone who comes from theatre knows that you have to walk in open 

and say, “I am a blank slate.  Let’s share.  Let’s work together, because the play won’t go up 

otherwise.”  But a teacher does not necessarily come from that background.  So our workshops 

were people who knew each other from the year before and who were grabbing the attention, and 

you didn’t learn as much about how to do things.  Whereas I learned more when I went to 

workshops to see what you students were doing.   
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What have you been doing since leaving your post at ISK? 

I haven’t taught since I came home from Kenya. I have been involved in theatre, running a 

theatre, and being in things, but not in education.  I think theatre is one of the few ways of 

reaching people, and it has to be there.  It is a team effort.  The only way of getting that across is 

to make the public aware of it.  I drove through states to get here where football is the biggest 

thing in the whole state.  It is the only thing that people get together about.  And that’s 

ridiculous!  It really is!  They don’t know what is going on in the world or what just blew up, but 

they know what their football team is doing.  And no publicity is every done for theatre.  People 

think theatre is movies.  Every time I say I am an actress, people always ask me, “Have you been 

in movies?  Have you been on Broadway?”  No.  Those are the two questions, because that is 

their exposure to it. 

I learned that the words “community theatre” are dirty words in the theatre world.  People in 

community theatre will not call their theatres “community theatres” because it sounds like a 

farmer and a beautician are putting on a show.  They will give it a name, and when I first tried to 

start a theatre, we got it going and I had to take the word “community” out.  People said, “Oh, 

don’t use that word, people won’t come.”  And it’s true.  So theatre itself in education needs 

much more education for the public. 
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THE INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL OF KENYA 
NAIROBI, KENYA 

 

Interviewee: Robert Blanchard (Former IB Coordinator, Current Principal) 

November 15, 2013 

 

Robert Blanchard has been working at ISK for fourteen years.  During that time, he has served 

as an IB English teacher, IB Coordinator, and is now the principal of the school. 

 

 

How does the community at ISK engage with the local context (Kenya) as a whole? 

The aim, of course, is that you want students to understand the community that they live in, so 

you see it as an ongoing and worthy challenge, trying to engage them with the local context.  I 

think there are some pretty obvious things – arts and sports and community service and 

scholarships and field studies.  But it’s not always easy.  ISK offers an international curriculum, 

not a local curriculum.  We don’t even share the same academic calendar:  we are going with the 

American calendar.  And you have other things that you have to contend with, such as security 

issues.  We have rules and regulations that we have to follow to make sure that the kids stay safe.  

We have this great “Week Without Walls” where the students go on these great intercultural trips 

for a week trying to understand Kenya, trying to understand the local context.  But that has to be 

done in a very safe and thoughtful way.  You try to make it happen, and it’s meaningful, but it’s 

not always easy. 

 

How does the community seclude itself from the local context, becoming a kind of an expat 

"bubble"? 

 

The safety and security piece is always something that you’re looking at carefully, so sometimes 

that closes down some options in terms of things that we can do.  Obviously, economic forces 

are huge at any international school.  In Nairobi, to attend an international school is very 

expensive.  It is a tough thing in terms of gaining access to this kind of education, in terms of 

developing relationships with the Kenyan community.  Obviously not a lot of Kenyans have the 

resources to enjoy an ISK education.  Those are the kinds of barriers that you might come across. 

 

What kind of influences have you seen the ISK community having on the personal 

identities of students and teachers? 

I think it’s a big part of what we’re trying to do.  We have great courses that we offer.  We are 

trying to do something more meaningful than just creating kids who are good in classes or just 

good scholars.  If you checked out our school aims, and I think a lot of schools in the 
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international context are doing this, looking at the larger purpose of schooling.  And a lot of that 

is coming from the real world, employers.  So you have this idea of the kind of person that you 

want to put out into the world.  Big words today are “international mindedness” and “global 

citizen” – international schools are aiming to produce students who fit these descriptions.    We 

put a big emphasis recently on our school aims and trying to integrate all of our courses and 

everything we do – whether it is sports or an academic program or an arts program – into our 

aims which pretty much boils down to the type of person that we want to send out into the big, 

wide world.  Nowadays, we are trying to produce young people who can collaborate, who follow 

ethical practices, who can solve problems.  We are trying to constantly move kids in a particular 

direction.  Schools are looking at what exactly does “international mindedness mean?” and how 

exactly how do we breed that, and is there any way in which we can measure whether or not we 

have succeeded in doing that? 

 

How do you think that compares to the kind of students that Kenyan schools are trying to 

produce? 

There is a very big emphasis on performance on exams.  It seems quite competitive.  I think that 

is something that is likely to be changing over time.  I think Kenyan schooling (8-4-4 system) is 

being looked at and being reviewed.  Kenya has a very good educational system, but I don’t 

think they put emphasis on the kinds of things that we put emphasis on.  For example, I think 

that Kenyans would put more emphasis on competition while we would put more emphasis on 

collaboration.  We think that the challenges in the world today are likely to be resolved by a 

person who can work together with other people to tackle those issues.  We give students a 

number of opportunities to work together in teams and try to downplay the competitive aspect of 

it.  So, even in terms of exams, we want to try to look at each students’ as an individuals and 

optimize their learning and set individual targets, not a target that is being referenced against 

those of other students. 

 

 

What kind of a Kenyan presence do you have on campus?  Are there a lot of Kenyan 

students? 

 

We have about 70 different nationalities at ISK.  I think we are seeing more and more interest 

from Kenyans as a general pattern, especially as the IB program becomes better known around 

the world.  It is highly regarded.  Maybe historically Kenyans have looked more to Kenyan 

private schools or British curriculum schools and the American international thing is perhaps 

becoming more of a viable option.  Worldwide, I think the trend is for people to start really 

shopping around for schools now.  Most major cities now have several international schools.  

There are several, not just one.  And, frankly, when kids go to University, they are shopping 

around for that too.  It’s not just “let me default to the UK because that’s where my Dad went.”  I 

think, given the nature of finances again, I think it’s a pretty level playing field in terms of where 



125 
 

kids can go.  It’s not really “let me go to the UK because it’s free” or “let me go to the US,” or 

“let me go to South Africa.”  I think kids are much more open to looking around, going about it 

thoughtfully, and keeping their options open.  And maybe even applying to a few international 

systems.   

 

 

How is the IB Theatre program doing at ISK? 

 

 It’s good!  We also have recently introduced IB music.  We have expanded our arts generally.  

Theatre is always an interesting one in so far as not every family is going to choose to sign up for 

that kind of IB course. Nonetheless, the school highly values it, and we make it available 

whether there are 15 to 18 kids interested or 8 kids interested.  We offer both SL and HL.  It is an 

ongoing challenge in any school to build all of your programs.  We are very fortunate at ISK to 

have an amazing art center to support our arts programs. 

 

Do you feel that your students are doing relatively well in the course? 

 

I do remember that the students did very well in the last exam session.  You will probably notice 

that are a lot of candidates, and obviously you are always trying to strike a balance as an 

educator between a student’s enthusiasm and passion for a subject and at the same time making 

sure that they are really well prepared for the examinations.  My sense was that students are 

doing a good job, the kids are getting the results that we want them to get, and I think we will see 

how the program changes under the review process. 
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THE INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL OF KENYA 
NAIROBI, KENYA 

 

Interviewee:  Matthew Stannah (Former IB Theatre student) 

July 10, 2013 

 

Matthew Stannah took the IB Theatre course from 2007 to 2009.  After graduating from the 

American Academy of Dramatic Arts in New York, Stannah started up an African inspired 

theatre company called Red Soil Productions which focuses on bringing new African theatre to 

New York.   

 

How old are you? 

I am 24 years old. 

 

Did you do the course at Standard Level or Higher Level? 

I did the course at Higher Level. 

 

What was your experience of the IB Theatre?  Do you feel that it has prepared you for your 

theatre career, or not? 

If I wanted to teach, yes.  But as an actor, I don’t think that I really benefitted from what I did in 

the IB.  My knowledge of playwrights and things, including theatre history, was very beneficial.  

And we did a lot of New York theatre history, and that really helped me when I moved to New 

York.  That really benefitted me.  But in general, I feel that I haven’t really used any of it. 

 

What do you attribute that to? 

The projects that we had to do, if I could go back and do them again, they’re awesome.  I did 

something like Korean mask dance theatre, trying to incorporate that kind of style of theatre with 

a play, like Romeo and Juliet.  Talking about costumes and sets – that’s amazing.  When I think 

about that now, I think that would be awesome to do.  But back then, because of that fact that I 

was in Kenya, and because I was not surrounded by a city that was in love with theatre, I didn’t 

really enjoy it as much as I would now.  So, yeah, I feel that if you are in the right environment, 

you take it much more seriously and you would benefit from it.  But being in Kenya, it was a 

little tough. 
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What would you change about the IB Theatre course? 

There should be different sections, because there are so many different sides of theatre – 

directing, writing, acting, and producing.  Producing is a major side of it that I never really 

realized was so huge.  If there could be different sections of theatre which you could focus on – 

myself as an actor or writer – then I could focus on one of these sections.  And then have 

different projects which allow you to use those skills.  If a student focuses on directing, for 

instance, the student would take a play and direct it.  They could then do a particular reflection 

on their directing choices.  I just feel that there are so many aspects of theatre.  If you want to be 

an actor, let the IB prepare you to be an actor.  If you want to be a director, let the IB prepare you 

to be a director.  Remember Burton?  Burton wanted to be a director, and I wanted to be an actor. 

What we did when we did the play No Exit was a great thing – he directed, I acted.  We did it in 

the comfort of the ISK community.  We were able to decide the whole rehearsal process, and we 

were able to get the play, the set, the costumes.  I feel that was such a wonderful experience, and 

that wasn’t even something that we were being graded on.  That really prepared me for my work 

off Broadway. 

 

Do you think that the course needs to be more practically based instead of academic? 

Myself, as a hands-on person, I went to a conservatory, not a university.  If you go to university, 

I feel that the IB helps.  You go to university, and you can learn about the academic side of 

theatre.  But if you go to a conservatory, it’s very hands-on.  You get a text, you get up, and you 

do it.  I feel that there needs to be a choice of how you do the IB – either academic or more 

hands-on. 

 

Did you ever go to an ISTA festival? 

No, but ISTA is fantastic.  I feel that is really great, because you’re going around the world and 

workshopping with other teachers and other acting methods.  I feel that, in the IB, if you’re 

studying to be an actor, then you study different acting styles – Stanislavski, Meisner.  And those 

festivals allowed you to choose a section of theatre and focus on that side of theatre intently.  If 

you leave high school and want to go into the business and you know how these people work, 

you’ll fly! 

 

How important was the teacher within the IB Theatre course? 

The teacher is crucial.  Our teacher – it was her first year.  She had never done the IB before.  

She was very to the textbook.  If you had a question, she had to go to the textbook before she 
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answered you.  You need someone to know the IB and know what they are doing.  If you had 

someone like Mr. Blanchard, who knew the IB backward and forward, that’s something so 

important.  I was therefore more successful in Higher Level IB English than Higher Level IB 

Theatre, just because Mr. Blanchard really, really knew what he was doing.  He was able to 

guide me. 

 

In terms of the future of international theatre education, what would you suggest for future 

students?   

I wish that I had known about the various summer courses that I could have taken on top of the 

IB Theatre course.  Summer theatre courses at different universities and schools throughout the 

world can be very helpful.   That can give international students an idea of what the theatre world 

is all about.  In New York, there are these theatre camps where well-known actors work with 

students on acting methods.  The same with film – there are summer courses for that.  

Summertime is a big time.  In some places, you can’t just say “Go watch more theatre.”  But, 

whenever theatre is there, like at the Phoneix Playhouse in Kenya, you can definitely take 

advantage of seeing productions, or meeting various theatre experts who come to the area.  If I 

was in Kenya during the Christmas break, I would definitely go talk to students about my 

experience in the theatre. 

 

What are you doing now in the theatre world? 

After I graduated from the American Academy of Dramatic Arts in New York, I started up an 

African inspired theatre company called Red Soil Productions (www.red-soil-productions.com) 

which focuses on bringing new African theatre to New York.  I have gotten into writing, and the 

first play that we did was a play that I wrote called “Red Valley,” which is about the Kenyan 

Mao Mao rebellion that happened in the 1950s, right before Kenya gained its independence.  It 

was a true story – my Mum’s story.  I wrote a play about that, and that was the first play that we 

did.  That’s what I’ve been busy with. 

 

What does the future hold for you? 

My goal is to continue to work individually as an actor and to audition to further my career as an 

actor.  But as an entrepreneur, I want to continue working on my company, pushing it to make it 

bigger and better.  I just registered it as a Not-For-Profit organization.  I want to bring the work 

of new artists to New York – like John Sibi Okumu.  I want to put on one of his plays.  I’d like to 

get well-known African directors out here, casting the shows, and putting them on.  At the 

moment, we are doing a South African play called “Somewhere Over the Border,” and I’m 

http://www.red-soil-productions.com/
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acting in it.  We have some really good directors who are considering directing it.  Slowly by 

slowly we are building up our name.  It’s a very unique thing.  There is no specific African 

theatre company in New York, so our mission really makes sense. 

 

Anything else you would like to add? 

I personally quite liked the program – I did like it.  But it was quite academic.  You do have your 

theatre people who are academic, but lots of theatre people are not very academic.  They are 

more creative.  Essays are not necessarily going to help them with their theatre work.  Let them 

do more hands-on stuff within the theatre.  What the IB does right now, I quite like, but it’s too 

academic for theatre people. 

Like me, I’m dyslexic.  I had a hard time in the IB – a lot of IB courses were hard for me.  When 

I did HL English, many people told me that it would be too hard for me.  And that’s where the 

good teacher comes in.  Mr. Blanchard truly had my back and really encouraged me.  I was so 

successful in HL English in the end.  But IB Theatre, I just felt that there was so much reading, 

so much textbook stuff for me.  But when there were moments that I could be more creative, I 

was very successful.  But there was so much research, research, research!  The IB should allow 

the creative people to be creative, allow them to be themselves, and allow the projects to be 

unique and different.   
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THE INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL OF KENYA 
NAIROBI, KENYA 

 

Interviewee:  Camille Denning (Former IB Theatre student) 

June 10, 2013 

 

After taking the IB Theatre course from 2008 to 2010 (first year at the International School of 

Kenya, and the second year at The Dwight School in New York City), Camille began pursuing a 

degree in international relations at the University of Queensland in Brisbane, Australia.  She 

hopes to land a job in public relations upon graduation. 

 

What did you find the main differences were in terms of the implementation of the IB 

Theatre course at the two different schools? 

I much preferred taking the IB Theatre course at The Dwight School, but I think that had a lot to 

do with my teacher.  My teacher was quite young and relatively inexperienced.  I don’t think she 

had the training needed to teach the IB Theatre course to the best of her ability.  And Mr. 

Christgau, who I had in my senior year, he had a lot of experience writing plays and directing 

and doing stuff off Broadway.  He was a little bit older.  I think that made a really big difference, 

because he was able to bring all that experience to the table.  He had a lot more authority because 

he was a little bit older.  All theatre courses tend to be quite casual and quite fun in that the 

teacher tends to sort of be able to joke around with the students a lot more.  And he was still able 

to do that, but he still retained some authority, so you still respected him throughout it.  If it got a 

little bit rowdy during improv and he said to stop, everyone would stop straight away, and there 

wouldn’t be any resentment there.  I liked him a lot. 

Another difference was that in second year we had to do a lot of play reviews.  When I was in 

New York, I was able to do way more, just because plays were everywhere.  And even if I didn’t 

want to spend that much money, there were lots of off off Broadway shows that I could go to for 

about $5, so I could go about every weekend and then review them.  It was a real bonus being 

somewhere where you could attend all these things. 

 

ISK has a really awesome stage.  Did the Dwight School have any nice performing arts 

facilities? 

No, it really didn’t.  They rented out some really awesome amenities.  But it was on the Upper 

West Side.  You can’t really afford to have any huge buildings.  The Dwight School of was in 

two buildings.  The ISK theatre was incredible, but I remember at Dwight for our play, we rented 

out the theatre at the YMCA, which was quite nice actually.  And then for our music 

performances, we rented out Carnegie Hall.  It was really cool.  When it came to actually 

practicing for plays, they gave us space. 
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Why did you choose to take the IB Theatre course instead of other IB Art courses? 

I suppose the other reasonable option would be for me to do IB Music, because I had been 

playing my Saxophone for a while, but ISK didn’t offer that.  I had been doing drama courses 

throughout middle school and high school already, and they were always a lot of fun.  I 

remember before we started Vanessa told us – she got a 7 in the course – everyone went on about 

how incredibly difficult it was to get a good grade in the course and how it’s easy to pass but it’s 

really hard to do well in it.  She was the one person who came in and said that it wasn’t 

impossible if you work hard.  I really liked Ms. Sorel.  I really liked her.  I liked learning from 

her.  I’ve always enjoyed reading plays.  We also read a really good selection of plays when I 

was in New York.  And that was a lot of fun. 

The only play that I can remember reading in the first year of IB Theatre was Mother Courage, 

but I ended up writing my extended essay on Brecht and Augusto Boal.  It was on the social and 

political impact that Brecht’s Verfremdungseffect and Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed had.  And 

I swear that it was because of that play.  That play was really cool.   

 

What did you like most about the IB Theatre course, and what did you like least? 

All of the big parts of the IB Theatre course are due within about two weeks, and that was during 

the same time as my mock exams for high school.  So it was the worst thing in the world.  I still 

tell people this, because I’ve never worked this hard in university.  And during those weeks, I 

never turned the light off in my room, because every time I went to bed, I knew that I had to 

wake up an hour or two later and it would be easier for me to wake up if the light was already on.  

And I looked really cracked out at the end of it, because I hadn’t really been eating and had a lot 

of coffee, and I was pale and shivering during my 30 minute oral.  I suppose the timing of that 

couldn’t really have been changed, it was just unlucky the way that it was planned for my school. 

My favorite part of the IB Theatre course was improv.  And I know that that wasn’t a massive 

part of it, but I thought it was really cool to connect with other students in that way.  The IB can 

be a little bit competitive, and it’s very independent.  It’s not really about group work or anything 

like that, and IB Theatre was one of the few times that you were in it with everyone else and you 

were playing off of each other.  I think that’s really good life experience for university and for 

later on in life when you will have to work in teams and play off each other and a lot of those 

improv rules.  Even the rule, “say yes.” I think that’s applicable to a lot of life, and it’s really 

helpful for public speaking. 

 

In what ways have you benefitted from IB Theatre? 
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Plays, in general, you have to get up and talk in front of lot of people, you get used to that, and 

you get used to doing that without being too afraid.  It was a week after my play, and I attended a 

benefit.  I was definitely the youngest person there, and a guy gave this presentation and asked a 

question, and I actually raised my hand and answered it.  I remember thinking that I would have 

never been able to do that a few weeks earlier.  But being up on stage gave me the courage to 

speak up.  It was kind of scary, but theatre helped me not to freak out and have the courage to 

speak up.  I think it’s really good experience to have. 

 

Many people think that the IB Theatre course is based too much on documentation and not 

so much on performance.  Do you agree? 

I disagree.  I think that performance can really be done of your own prerogative, and I think that 

it would be very difficult to assess fairly.  I think that this wordy stuff – I think it’s pretty 

necessary.  Later on, if you want to be a theatre practitioner, I think it’s really good to learn all 

that stuff.  It’s like being a doctor – you end up having to fill out charts and things for half your 

day.  You’re not actually doing surgeries and treating patients, but that’s just as important.  

That’s what makes things work. 

 

Did you ever attend an ISTA festival? 

No, I never had that opportunity. 

 

What role do you see globalization playing in the development of the IB Theatre course? 

I’ve done a lot of study on globalization, and I think it is fun to focus on the positive aspects of 

it.  Something like the IB Theatre course, you definitely get to focus on the positive aspects.  One 

of those would be the sharing of cultures.  I think that theatre gives you a really unique 

opportunity to step into someone’s shoes and try to live that and experience that for a period of 

time.  It would be really cool to implement more plays from around the world into the syllabus.  

In IB English, we read a lot about pieces from African and Asian authors.  I think that it would 

be really cool to study more foreign plays.  Especially in developing countries – I think it’s very 

important in developing countries. That would be a really cool way to bridge the gap between 

different IB courses, and to have more encouragement to explore other cultural pieces.   

We didn’t really do this in New York, but we did it in Kenya.  I think I remember a student 

doing a presentation on Balinese shadow puppets.  Stuff like that.  I think putting a real emphasis 

on stuff like that, because IB is supposed to be international, and I think encouraging the study of 

stuff like that is really cool. 
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So most of the stuff that you learned about in New York was western theatre? 

We got a lot of theory.  We did an Antigone as well.  We learned a lot of old school stuff, which 

is really important to learn.  But I think it would have been really cool to spend a bit of time to 

study more global current stuff as well.  At least in personal projects. 

 

Did your class at ISK take any field trips to see theatre in Kenya? 

I honestly can’t remember.  I feel like we had a lot of people come and present in our school, but 

I’m not sure that had anything to do with our theatre course. 

 

Do you think that the IB Theatre course is quite flexible? 

I have had the experience of being able to take the course in a place like Kenya and then in New 

York, a place where the theatre culture is very rich.  There is definitely an advantage to the 

places that have a rich theatre courses, because you can immerse yourself in it and you have the 

opportunity to go out and see these shows; a lot more than you can in a developing country.  

There was a definite advantage being in New York, but I think that with some change, it could be 

pretty equal throughout. 

 

Do you think that the IB Theatre Course has a place in the future of international theatre 

education? 

I think it is good as is.  I’m not really sure how IB students stand in the grand scheme of things.  

But Matthew Stannah, my former classmate at ISK, is the perfect example of a success story 

coming from the IB Theatre course, especially as he wasn’t academic to begin with.  But he 

always found his inspiration through theatre. Yeah, I think it has a place for sure.   
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UWC WATERFORD KAMHLABA 
MBABANE, SWAZILAND 

 

Interviewee:  Neil Keating (IB Theatre Instructor) 

January 22, 2014 

 

Neil Keating was an IB Diploma student at the UWC in Hong Kong in the early 2000s, though 

he did not take the IB Theatre course.  After studying at the Central School of Speech and Drama 

in the United Kingdom, he began working as an IB Theatre teacher at Waterford, and he is now 

in his fourth year at the school.  He also teaches IGCSE Drama and serves as the school’s 

IGCSE coordinator. 

 

 

Tell me a bit about yourself. 

 

I came to Waterford in January 2011, so this is my fourth year teaching the IB Theatre course.  

We have just had the third set of graduates go through.  Before that, I was working at the Royal 

Central School of Speech and Drama in London as a graduate teaching assistant and a year one 

tutor, and that was my first real teaching exposure.  Certainly, at the high school level, I am still 

a young and relatively inexperienced teacher, from the perspective of my colleagues anyway.  As 

well as teaching IB Theatre, I teach IGCSE Drama, and I am the IGCSE coordinator. 

 

 

Where did you receive your IB Theatre training? 

 

I went to a category 1 IB Theatre training in Singapore in 2011, and that was a really great 

program run by ISTA.  At that point, I had been teaching the IB Theatre course for nine months, 

and so I had to figure things out myself.  So I used things from the OCC, and the teacher forum 

on the OCC, which I did find very useful.  To be honest, the category 1 training confirmed a lot 

of things that I thought were true and it did teach me a lot of new things as well.  I still have not 

done the category 2, but I am not sure if I will be able to convince the school to send me to 

another training any time soon. 

 

It’s interesting for me, because I have engaged in teacher training in different ways, but I don’t 

have a formal teacher qualification.  I am hoping to get one at some point, but I have worked a 

lot around the IB pedagogy.  I know in some countries, it is an absolute barrier:  If you don’t 

have that piece of paper, then people assume that you can’t do the job.  I appreciate that about 

international schools and Waterford, because they have given me an opportunity to show that I 

can do it even if the paper isn’t there. 

 

 

How accessible did you find the course materials?  Was it totally clear to you what the IB 

was looking for? 

 

It was to a large extent.  I did have an advantage in that I had never taught the old course.  I was 

familiar with the course to some extent because I was an IB student myself, though I had not 
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taken the IB Theatre Arts course.  But I had many friends who took the course, and they would 

tell me about it, and I knew how the course had been.  But I had never had that experience first-

hand, and so I had no preconceptions about the course.  There was no confusion between the 

Research Investigation and the Research Commission, or whatever.  I felt that, if I had had that 

experience, it may have actually hindered my understanding. 

 

I find the criteria tricky, because often the language they are choosing is not very clear.  Writing 

criteria is very hard, however, so that is not meant as a criticism.  It is just very difficult to use 

language that everyone is going to understand.  I found, though, that that is when I would turn to 

the forum very quickly, because there is always someone else who has asked the same question.  

There is some great advice there.   

 

What I really like about this syllabus is that it is a content-free syllabus:  it puts a lot of power in 

the hands of the teacher.  Of course, that is a great responsibility, and you don’t want to mess that 

up.  But it is a great freedom to pursue the areas that you are interested in. 

 

I think the assessments did make sense to me.  I do remember that I had some early confusion 

about the portions which said “Do one of these five things,” and I thought that students needed to 

do all five.  But the students usually caught those things, and we figured it out together.  But, all 

in all, I think the course guide was about as accessible as it needed to be.   

 

I do share parts of the syllabus with the students, but I have never necessarily thought it would be 

helpful to them to read the whole thing.  I think it does need a layer of interpretation for it to 

truly make sense.  But, yes, I do think it is accessible enough. 

 

 

Some believe that the IB Theatre course is too academic and does not have enough 

practical elements.  What are your thoughts on this issue? 

 

I would probably hold the minority view there, because I like the academic nature of the course.  

The first thing that I say to students when they ask about the course is that it is not an actor 

training course.  It is not a “we will play around and just have fun all day” course.  Sometimes I 

know that is what people are expecting, because they tell me that and then leave the course.  But 

that’s fine. 

 

I think the goal of course should not be to create theatre makers.  However, I would also say that 

we do create theatre makers.  By the time students leave after the second year, they are very 

competent at the practical side of theatre.  I really do believe that’s true.  I think it should be true, 

and I know it is for our students.  I prefer to think of the course as a course that uses theatre as a 

medium, as a lens, through which to engage with interesting and difficult ideas about the world, 

which is why you shouldn’t have to be an experienced or “good” actor or director or lighting 

designer to enjoy the course.  You should be able to come into it with a blank slate and an open 

mind, and you’ll learn the skills of research, analysis, reflection, collaboration, creative problem 

solving, and critical thinking, and you’ll deal with these difficult questions that are sometimes 

very much like TOK questions, but they are in the context of theatre.  They are unavoidable.  

You cannot escape them if you want to engage with theatre in its fullest form.   



136 
 

 

It is possible, however, that I take that a little too far.  We just got feedback on our internal 

assessments, and the feedback on last year’s TPPP said that “students are speaking very 

eloquently about lots of big issues and questions, but not really talking about theatre to the extent 

that they should.”  That was interesting to me.  Maybe I have gone a little too far with that, or I 

have allowed students to go too far with that.  But, in the end, I really see the course as a two 

year conversation about things of importance.  That is a very valuable conversation to have.  

Some of our alumni who have come back to Waterford report that, IB in general, but particularly 

IB Theatre, has prepared them for the academic rigor that is now expected of them in university.  

That, for me, is much more valuable than knowing how to rig a light or direct a play – but you 

still learn those things.  I would actually disagree with that.  I think the academic stuff is really 

valuable, and I am interested to see whether those academic aspects will remain in the new 

course.   

 

 

Have you personally seen some of your talented students (performers, directors, designers) 

suffer in the course because they are not able to write or speak eloquently within the 

assessments? 

 

Maybe with the group that I inherited from my predecessor.  They were in IB 2 when I joined, 

and that is always going to be a little awkward.  But I think there was one student who was a 

very talented person.  He was a good actor, and he was undeniably creative and had a great 

imagination.  However, he wasn’t very strong with the writing, and he wasn’t very strong 

academically, and that was true across all of his academic subjects.  So, maybe to a certain extent 

with him.  But I also feel as though the students, when they have gone through the full two years 

with the approach that I take that is more focused on the academic or theoretical stuff, there is a 

connection between understanding what you have to do and being able to do it well.  So I don’t 

necessarily adhere to this belief that there is a fundamentally inherent ability to act.  I think there 

are hard-working actors, and there are bad actors, and that is it.  Whatever the approach is they 

are using, they need to gain a deep understanding of it.  And that is about having the 

conversation – this ongoing, reflective, analytical conversation.  You have to have the 

experience, but you also have to have the conversation.  The experience alone is not enough.  I 

have found that the best actors and directors are also the ones who are really engaged in the 

research process and the writing process and the reflective process and the talking process, all of 

which come together in the course. 

 

 

In the new course, the IB is looking to have students upload a clip of their performance for 

assessment purposes.  Do you think that this would work at Waterford, especially with the 

school’s poor internet connection? 

 

It’s going to be really hard.  I know that it is not fair to say to the thousands of other IB schools 

that “you can’t do this because we can’t do this.”  But, from our point of view, it is going to be a 

real challenge.  Our internet facilities are getting better, and we probably have the best internet in 

all of Swaziland.  But it is still nowhere near what you’d expect in any other country, even in 

South Africa.  That is a huge challenge for us.  I know the art teachers here were having a terrible 
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time uploading their coursework with these massive files and hundreds of bits and pieces.  I 

know there were problems in other schools as well, and not just because of the size of the files.  

But it is going to be a challenge.  It will happen, but where it might take another school an hour 

or a day, it will probably take us a week to upload, realistically.  We’ll probably also have to 

commandeer a whole ISDL line just to do it, which is going to make life difficult for everyone 

else in the school.  I know that there must be other schools in our position, but I also know that 

the vast majority of international schools are in countries where internet is super fast. 

 

 

What is your sense of the flexibility of course? 

 

I do think it is quite flexible, and I think it is one its greatest strengths and potentially one of its 

greatest weaknesses.  I know that certain changes were made to the current course to prevent 

people from just focusing on musical theatre, or other popular and familiar Western forms.  

However, having spoken to other teachers at other IB international schools, they do still say that, 

in the end, if they want to focus on musical theatre or Stanislavski, then they will and they will 

just do something else to fulfill the requirement, but they will stick to the same thing they have 

been doing for a long time.  We all have to use our best judgment in terms of what is best to do 

with our students, and we all need to work to our strengths.  Personally, I wouldn’t even know 

how to teach musical theatre, because I don’t understand it well enough.  I am not knocking 

musical theatre.  But it is just that I am not convinced that every form of theatre has the same 

potential for deep and significant learning as every other kind of theatre, or every approach to a 

form of theatre.  For the first time ever, I am going to be teaching Stanislavski and naturalism 

this term for the IB 1s.  The reason that I am doing that is because I think there is a lot of 

potential for experimental exploration of play texts through Stanislavski.  So, in the end, what are 

the students learning?  Are they learning about Stanislavski – the fact and the figures, the 

processes, and the exercises – sure, yes, they are learning that.  But much more significant than 

that is the idea that a theatre maker is an experimenter, someone who tests out ideas, changes 

their hypothesis, etc.  So relating it to, in a TOK sense, those other areas of knowledge, is much 

more valuable to me.  Now, if I had a different set of experiences, could I do that with musical 

theatre?  Maybe I could, I don’t know.  But that’s not the impression that I get of what is 

happening.  The impression that I get is that a lot of the time it is more about “make sure you 

project your voice and don’t turn your back to the audience.”  Those are the kinds of things we 

tell our Form 1 and 2 students, and that’s fine.  But at the IB Diploma level, that is just not so 

important anymore. 

 

 

How do you choose the material that you teach in the IB Theatre course? 

 

I do work to my strengths.  That is some of the best advice that I received when becoming an IB 

Theatre teacher.  In terms of the structure, I am always thinking about the movement from 

students being most dependent on me and my knowledge and my leadership and guidance to 

being least dependent.  I want them to be most independent by the end.  So I generally start with 

something that takes me explaining it at first to get going.  It’s trying to model a version of 

directing or group leadership that I want them to adopt.  I’m not going to make that explicit at 

that point, but later I am going to ask them to reflect on how the group was lead, etc.   



138 
 

 

At the same time, I enjoy looking at the certain origins of theatre.  So that has been ancient 

Greek theatre, then we did African Storytelling.  Last year we did Bunraku, and I know that is 

not one of the THE origins, but it is an origin of Asian theatre.  A lot of things can be traced back 

to it, even if it can be traced back to other things.  This year, it is Stanislavski, which is in no way 

THE origin of European theatre, but it is certainly an origin of what happens in European theatre 

and film.   

 

I then like to look at something contrasting.  I like to do something in the African context, which 

will probably be South African protest plays this year.  Then, the key two projects that I do is a 

performance art project at the end of IB1 and a Butoh project at the beginning of IB2.  I think 

these projects force students to think about theatre in a totally different way.  They question the 

whole basis of what it means to make a piece of theatre.  It is a totally transformative experience 

for the students, because all of the safe assumptions that they make up until then are suddenly no 

longer safe.  So I do the performance art just before they start thinking about their independent 

project, because I want them to approach that project in a very different way.  I find performance 

art to be very useful for that.   

 

As far as Butoh is concerned, I had an experience as a Butoh performer for someone else’s IB 

Theatre project when I was an IB student, and I have always found it interesting.  I feel that, with 

performance art, you’ve gotten them to question everything, and they think “these are all of the 

questions that I should be asking.”  And then when you do Butoh, they think “there are actually 

an entirely other set of questions that are even more bizarre and mind-bending, and we need to 

explore those as well.”  So I do that as they are doing their independent project.  And then it is 

focused on assessments, and then the course is over. 

 

 

Did you take any theatre classes in secondary school? 

 

No, I went straight into university to study theatre.  I had a few experiences as a performer in 

high school when I attended the United World College in Hong Kong.  The community service 

that I did for the IB Diploma was with playback theatre, so that was also something that hooked 

me in.  At one point, I was faced with a choice to pursue international relations and politics or 

doing theatre.  I felt that I would find something interesting in theatre for a very long time, no 

matter how long I am doing it, which has proved true so far.  I just went straight into it for my 

undergraduate degree, and then I followed that up with a masters in contemporary performance-

making.   

 

 

Do you feel that you have good access to live performance in Swaziland? 

 

No, and it is a real shame.  There is a little bit that happens in Swaziland.  There is the Theatre 

Club which occasionally has performances.  They are normally local performances, and we 

probably don’t make the best use of that that we could.  There is the Bushfires school festival 

and the Bushfire main festival, both of which are good opportunities to engage with the arts.  

However, they are often less focused on theatre and drama and more on music and poetry.  It is 
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still a good cultural experience though.  Every so often, there might be some international show 

that comes touring, but it tends to not be things that I would get excited about personally. 

 

So, in the past, we have gone to the Grahamstown National Arts Festival.  Grahamstown is a 

small city in South Africa, and we usually bring a show down and see lots of plays.  That is 

really the only opportunity that we really get to soak up theatre experience.  We have to travel 

something like 900 kilometers just to get to Grahamstown on a bus.  It’s a long, long, long 

journey.  That’s a real shame.   

 

Obviously, Johannesburg is only four hours away, so it is not ridiculous to imagine that we could 

take a weekend in Joburg and go to the Market Theatre and other theatres.  That is probably what 

we will do this year.  In an ideal world, you will be seeing shows every couple of weeks.  But we 

are more or less on our own. 

 

I do ask students to engage with theatre and performance as much as possible while they are 

travelling or when they are home.  But we also create a lot of performance here, so there is a lot 

to look at and reflect on that we actually produce ourselves.  But obviously that is going to be 

limited in scope, and it is not the same as going to an international festival in Grahamstown. 

 

 

Does Waterford support the theatre program well, financially and otherwise? 

 

Yes, I think so.  There is a commitment to the arts in general at Waterford, which I really 

appreciate.  We are in a position to offer music, art, and drama at all levels of the school.  I can’t 

speak for all schools, of course, but I think that is relatively rare, and I think that’s great.  

Financially, if we need something and it’s reasonable, we’ll generally get it.  I think that is the 

same standard that is applied to pretty much everyone else.  I think we are taken relatively 

seriously.  Often, parents might think that the arts are not serious subjects, but if their children 

convince them, or we convince them that it is a good thing to try, they usually discover that their 

children will be working harder in art courses than in most other subjects.  I think we take 

ourselves seriously, and I think that helps for other people to take us seriously as well.  Even at 

the junior phase, I don’t consider any of what we do JUST playing around or JUST having a bit 

of fun.  If you go into it with that mindset, then people won’t come away with a respect for the 

discipline of making performance. 

 

 

What would you say that the local attitude is toward theatre in Swaziland? 

 

It is divided.  There is a big push to get more arts in the national curriculum, and at the minute, 

the National Curriculum Council and Ministry of Education are implementing a Creative Arts 

Curriculum which covers music, visual art, dance, and drama.  It is still in the early days, but it is 

happening, and I think it’s fantastic.  There have been many schools that, without any prompting, 

have decided to engage with the arts.  There is a small but vibrant community of performance 

makers in Swaziland, and it’s great.  But, there are still a lot of people who would say, “Drama?  

A subject?  That’s not a subject.  That’s for after school.  That’s an extracurricular.”  I am very 

happy to speak to anyone and explain why it is more than just a fun activity.  Yes, it should be 
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fun, but there is more to it as well.  You are understandably dealing with a lot of preconceptions 

that have existed for years and years and years, and I know they exist outside of Swaziland as 

well.  In a lot of schools, they just do a musical once a year and that constitutes the drama 

project.  That is so thin for me, that is so shallow.  I am fortunate to come from a family that 

pushes me to do what I love and love what I do, but I do I think a lot of people who pursue those 

things are told that they are a waste of time. 

 

 

How significant do you believe that the IB Theatre instructor is to the ultimate success of 

the students? 

 

I don’t think any subject should be able to happen without the teacher.  Sometimes you hear 

people say that in ten years time that we are not going to have teachers.  We are just going to 

have computers.  And, if you believe that, I think that you believe that education is a very limited 

thing.  But, even if you believe that, I don’t think that is true for drama or theatre.  I don’t think it 

can be.  Someone has to be there to set up the circumstances in which the experience is going to 

take place and then set up the circumstances in which the reflection is going to take place.  There 

was a period last year when, because of various commitments, I was away.  I left instructions for 

the IB1 students.  It was the best option available given the circumstances, but they just weren’t 

yet in the position to work independently, and I knew that was true.  But, by the time they get to 

IB2, they are much more capable of working independently.  For instance, the Independent 

Project:  I believe the spirit of the IP is in the word “independent,” and that the student should be 

doing it by themselves.  That is not to say that I am not going to support them, but they need to 

struggle with it, make mistakes, try it again until it works.  So my goal is to make myself 

obsolete.  If they are still depending on me heavily late into the second year, then I think I have 

failed in my job.  So we are important, but we shouldn’t stay important.  In the end, we should be 

the least important person in the room. 

 

 

Do you believe that it is possible to have a standardized arts course? 

 

I think that the way that the IB Theatre course is assessed, it is possible, yes.  Again, I might be 

in the minority here, but I do like the way it is assessed.  The assessments are not perfect, but no 

assessment is perfect, and I don’t believe that I should be giving a practical mark, because I 

believe that mark would be effectively worthless.  Of course, I want my students to do well.  The 

skills inherent in the assessments are valid.  What the assessments assess is important – the 

reflective skills, the research skills, the analytical skills.  I do not believe that you can do those 

assessments very well, if you do not have a very rich background practicum.  You need to have 

relevant and valuable experiences.   

 

I examined the RI for other schools, and I am amazed by the amount of students who struggle to 

get what it is, and maybe it is just that little bit different from everything else.  But I can imagine 

that there could be a student who really struggled in the other areas of the course who could do 

really well on the RI if they have a certain type of approach to their academic research.  So, I 

think it is a very difficult thing to say “How do we judge people’s ability as artists?”  But I think 

this is more or less the best compromise you could find.   
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What do you think about the fact that group 6 courses are not mandatory? 

 

I think it’s really good.  I don’t want students who don’t want to be there.  I suppose it’s lucky to 

be in a school like this where there isn’t a demand that classes must have a certain number of 

students.  I appreciate my small classes, and I think most teachers appreciate small classes.  

Obviously, there is an extreme.  For instance, having one student:  I’m not sure what I would do 

with only one student.  But if a student is even somewhat just there because they feel they have 

to be there, it is going to be really hard.  I know that English teachers, Math teachers, and 

Science teachers have to have students in their classes, and I have always been glad that I don’t.  

I know that it is always possible to try to engage a student and get them excited about a topic.  

But, in a course like this, it is really hard work.  If you are not really motivated, you are really 

going to struggle.   

 

 

What kinds of specific changes would you like to see in the revised course? 

 

I know from some of the reports that they have already decided, or are strongly considering, 

dropping the TPP.  I think that is probably the right decision.  I think it’s a tricky assessment that 

doesn’t quite fit, and it is hard to know what to make of it.  Some years, my students have done 

really well.  Other years, it has been their weakest.  So that for me is an inconsistency.  It’s good 

in a sense to always have an area where you can keep focusing and keep trying to do better, but I 

think that idea of reflecting on the whole experience is valuable.  I wouldn’t want that to 

disappear. 

 

I really wouldn’t want the rigorous research element to disappear.  Although I think there would 

be celebrations around the world if it did disappear, I really don’t think it would help in the end.  

Students who do the RI and do it well and take it seriously do their Extended Essay better, and 

they do their TOK essays better.  They engage with English internal assessments and other 

humanity internal assessments much better, I think, because it is so challenging and it does push 

them so far.  Besides their Extended Essay, I think it is the single most valuable thing they can 

do in preparation for university.  So I really wouldn’t want that to disappear. 

 

I honestly do think that the course gives us enough freedom that there is not much I feel that I 

can’t do.  If I wanted to explore a particular form or particular skills base, then I feel that I would 

be able to do that and still fulfill the requirements of the assessments.  I feel that we are allowed 

to do what we want to do.  Again, there is always a danger that teachers do things that are not 

helpful for the students.  But, for me, I find that aspect very helpful.  I wouldn’t want to feel that 

there are more restrictions coming in.  I would want to maintain the freedom and the content-free 

approach. 

 

One thing that I remember coming up in some of the discussions around revising the curriculum 

was to do with how the higher level courses are defined against the standard level courses.  I 

thought that was very interesting.  Some of the standard level assessments could be seen as being 

more challenging.  For instance, the PPP, where the higher level students have an extra section to 
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contextualize their work, which was seen by some as being an advantage.  Also, with the 

Research Investigation – does the critique of sources alone give you that higher level element?  I 

am hoping that the revised syllabus will have a stand-alone higher level assessment.  I think that 

will help to structure the lessons in a mixed group.  I think having a higher level only assessment 

will be good in that I will be able to tell the standard level students that they don’t have to come 

to class for a few weeks.  You can still give them some work to take away.  But I think that will 

be more fair to the standard level students than telling them that they can miss this bit, then this 

bit, and then this other little bit. 

 

 

There are course materials and teacher support materials.  Do you believe that there 

should be a student guide? 

 

That’s interesting.  It has crossed my mind before that there could be a textbook for theatre.  I 

don’t think it’s ridiculous to think that they could be a textbook.  I am not sure how much I 

would want to use it, but I still think it could be valuable as a resource.   

 

I found the teacher support materials very useful when I was first a teacher, but I can’t say that I 

actually used too much of it.  It was nice to read to get a sense of the course, but in the end you 

know that you have to do your own thing.  I could support a student guide, but I would want to 

be the judge of what is relevant.  But I think any resource could be very useful.  I wouldn’t want 

to feel as though I had to give it to students, and I certainly wouldn’t want to give it to them and 

then say “we actually aren’t really going to use this for anything.”  I would want it to be truly 

valuable. 

 

 

What are the performance spaces that you have here at Waterford? 

 

We have the Michael Stern assembly hall, which seats about 500 people.  But that is a real 

maximum.  It comfortably seats about 300 or 400.  It is technically a proscenium arch space, but 

it doesn’t have a lot of the proscenium arch facilities like a fly space or wings or anything like 

that.  But it is a pretty versatile space.  We use it for teaching, for performances, and for 

assemblies.  It has a semi-thrust apron at the front, which is removable.  And it has lots of 

different entrances and exits, which is always useful when you’re doing performances, and a 

small backstage space which has facilities like the drama office and drama library.  Downstairs, 

there is the costume store, the prop store, and other storage spaces. 

 

Then we have the Jane Holland Center for Creative Learning in Drama, which is our studio 

space.  It is used largely as a classroom space.  It has curtains that can blackout the daylight.  It is 

not a total blackout, but it is more or less effective.  We have a lighting rig there, as well as in the 

assembly hall.  It is a relatively versatile space.  It can be split it two, we use it for smaller 

performances, like coursework performances for IGCSE, and a lot of the independent projects 

happen there if the students want a more intimate space.  And there is no fixed seating, so it is 

incredibly versatile in terms of how you arrange your audience. 
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The final space is an amphitheatre, which is connected to the Center for Creative Learning, 

which can also be hooked up to lights.  There are no permanent lights because of the weather – it 

is not a covered space.  There are sockets and cables running to the CCLD, so you can run a full 

lighting rig if you want.  I am not sure what the absolute capacity is, but I think you would 

comfortably fit 800 or 900 people, and in a squeeze, you could fit 1,000 I would say.  That is 

modeled on a version of a Greek amphitheatre.  It’s a nice space for the whole community to 

come together.  Not a lot of performances happen there because of the inconsistent weather.  

There is a plan to cover it somehow so that it can still be used when it is raining.   

 

 

What kinds of students tend to take the IB Theatre course here at Waterford? 

 

It tends to be a popular subject for students from Scandinavia and Europe in general – France, 

Belgium, and Germany.  Sometimes British as well.  It can also be quite popular with North 

American students, though that is certainly not always the case.  And then there is a smattering 

of everywhere else.  So of the class that just graduated, there was a Turkish student and a 

Burundian student, and everyone else was from Western or Northern Europe.  A few years ago, 

we had a Kenyan student, and this year in the IB2 class, there is an Indian student and two 

Zimbabwean students.  And what was interesting about the taster classes we offered yesterday 

and today was that there seemed to be quite a diversity of people from various different African 

backgrounds and some Europeans, and that was quite nice to see.  What I have been hoping for a 

long time is that the course becomes more diverse.  One of the myths that I have tried to dispel 

for students is that IB Theatre is a European subject and that people from other places don’t take 

it.  I think that students are starting to understand that is not the case.  My first group, which 

graduated two years ago, was very Eurocentric.  Out of seven people, I think five of them were 

from the wider Nordic area, one American, and one Algerian-American.  So it really wasn’t very 

diverse at all, but I think it is getting better.  

 

 

Over the last three years that you have taught the course, what have you had in terms of 

class numbers? 

 

It has remained relatively consistent.  The group that I inherited was 11, then the next year, I had 

7, and then 7 again.  And then, with the current IB2 group, we have 10.  My ideal number is 10, 

which is small compared to some IB classes, I know.  For me, that is just about perfect because it 

divides so many different ways and it is enough people to have a really good conversation, but 

not too many that someone could get lost without really contributing. 

 

 

Does Waterford interact with ISTA in any way? 

 

Not as much as I would like.  As I said, I went on that ISTA course.  I looked into what it would 

be for us to join ISTA, but in the end, I think it was felt that it was an expense that we really 

didn’t need to undertake.  I think it would be really beneficial, but to fair, it would only really be 

beneficial to me and my students. 
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What does the future of international theatre education look like to you? 

 

It seems that a lot of the diploma subjects, including theatre, are looking more at things that in 

the PYP and MYP have been looking at for years in terms of concepts and interdisciplinary.  

And that, I think, is very exciting.  There are areas of theatre that I think could be more richly 

explored with an interdisciplinary approach.  I think there is a great potential in bridging those 

disciplines.  I think that, in the diploma, we are often quite isolated from others – other teachers 

and other classes.  We don’t really engage with others.  At Waterford, we haven’t yet gotten to 

the point where we are able to do that kind of interdisciplinary planning effectively, but I think 

and I hope that that time is not too far away.  I think theatre needs to clarify its purpose.  I think 

there is a process going on across the IB, all of the programs, and I think it is going to happen 

with the diploma program more and more, where we all need to look at what the purpose of the 

education we are providing is, and the assumptions that have been made in the past that each 

individual subject kind of holds its own merits based on what it is or what it is about do not I 

think hold as firmly anymore.  There is certainly a need to address what the purpose of education 

is in general – what are we preparing students to do or to be?  Who are we looking to produce?  

And those are very challenging questions that don’t have easy answers, but I think it starts with a 

process of reflecting on those questions and finding out what the goal is and what the route is to 

get to that goal.  I am not sure that all people who teach IB Theatre agree on that, and I don’t 

think they should agree on that, but I do think that, as we bring in the revised syllabus, that it is 

time to redefine the aim of what we are actually trying to do.   

 

I think theatre as an art form is an ever-changing, vibrant thing.  So teaching theatre as a subject 

needs to be the same.  It needs to adjust and keep on moving.  I think if we ever feel that we can 

stop and put a lid on it, I think it is probably time for someone else to take it over.   
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UWC WATERFORD KAMHLABA 
MBABANE, SWAZILAND 

 

Interviewee:   Yamikani Hapaguti, Torunn Sorlie, Louise Nielsen (Current IB2 Theatre Students) 

January 22, 2014 

 

Yamikani, Torunn, and Louise are current IB2 Theatre students at Waterford.  

 

 

What is your favorite part of the IB Theatre course? 

 

Hapaguti:  I think it just that it is one of the only subjects where your personality and your 

personal opinions really come out, because you are able to create things that are completely 

personal throughout the year.  Even when you are given lots of guidelines, you work still comes 

from a very personal place.   

 

Nielsen:  I think the course has really challenged my earlier thoughts about what theatre is and it 

has really opened my mind to what, when watching theatre, what is actually going on.  It is not 

just about plot, but it is about everything that takes place.  Especially theoretically – reading and 

writing essays about theatre has really opened up my mind.   

 

Sorlie:  It’s nice when you can learn about different practices and then experience them and play 

with them and use them.  The way that I see the course at this school is that, in both visual arts 

and music, you have to learn techniques and stuff, but in theatre you focus on four main 

assessments, and then you do Butoh, you do Bunraku, you do other kinds of theatre.  But it is 

also really about expressing yourself.  It’s nice that you can express yourself and learn through 

theatre HOW to express yourself. 

 

Nielsen:  And not just express, but also think about what you are expressing and reflect on it.  

You can always write something and you can always express yourself creatively.  But the IB 

Theatre course really makes you think about how you do it and the different possibilities that 

exist. 

 

Hapaguti:  And also how to do display that academically.  The IB wants to see each creative 

step that you took and try academically and creatively to put that process into writing. 

 

 

Why did you decide to take the IB Theatre course? 

 

Hapaguti:  For me, IB Theatre gives more culture.  Being at a UWC, many subjects are pretty 

much set in stone – you can do them all over the world.  But IB Theatre is one where you can 

actually learn the most about different cultures.  I think it is the most cultured subject. 

 

Sorlie:  It is nice when it is an open syllabus as well.  I like the fact that our teacher can decide 

what we learn.  Maybe it is negative in some places, but it is a very positive thing here.  You can 

get such a diverse course because of that.   
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Nielsen:  It was such a mystery to me what it was, and I think that is what was most exciting 

about it.  All of the students that I talked to told me that it was really brilliant and that it would 

make me think in different ways.  I wasn’t sure whether I should take IB Music or IB Theatre, 

but what made the difference for me were the past students and Mr. Keating.   

 

 

Although you have not completed your assessments yet, do you get a sense of which you are 

going to like the most and which are you going to like the least? 

 

Hapaguti:  I definitely think that I am going to like the TPP the least because it is hard to link all 

of the ideas together.  The synthesis part is where I struggle:  bringing everything into one 

sentence and making it fluent.  But I think that I am definitely going to enjoy the IP and the RI 

the most.  The amount of knowledge I will leave with will be phenomenal.  I don’t even think 

that I will learn as much on my Extended Essay as I did on my RI.  You go through loads of 

different kinds of information and sources.  It is not just copy and paste.  They are all saying 

different things because theatre is not really set in stone.  So you have to come up with your own 

definitions. 

 

Sorlie:  For me, it is kind of the opposite.  I really like all of the assessments, because we did a 

lot of practice in the first year.  But the RI for me was really difficult.  There is so much dry 

stuff.  It goes very slowly, so I think that is my least favorite one.  There was no practical work.  

There is just writing.  But I think my favorite will be either the PPP or the IPP because of the fact 

that I get to create something.   
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UWC WATERFORD KAMHLABA 
MBABANE, SWAZILAND 

 

Interviewee:  Pippa Davies (IGCSE Drama Teacher) 

January 22, 2014 

 

Pippa Davies, a South African educator, was trained as a drama and English teacher.  She 

began her career teaching in the South African state education system.  She has been teaching 

IGCSE Drama at Waterford, and well as IB English, for eight years. 

 

 

To what extent do you believe that the IGCSE Drama course prepares students to take the 

IB Theatre course? 

 

I don’t think that it prepares them much at all.  Recently the IGCSE conducted a survey on the 

drama course and they wanted to find out what changes the teachers would make and what 

students tend to do once they finish the IGCSE.  For people going into the IB, I don’t think that it 

really prepares them.  The IGCSE exam is based on 40% written work and 60% practical work.  

There are three performances – a devised piece, an extract from a play, and a monologue.  They 

used to allow you to devise that monologue, but they have taken that choice away.  Then, for the 

written exam, which is written in May, we are given an extract from a play in December.  It 

tends to be very Western – mostly European or American plays.  Students are asked how they 

would stage that section of the play and why.  So it’s very practical.  From that point of view, it 

gets students to think about the real practicalities of putting something on the stage.  They have 

to link things to their intentions.  In terms of theatre making, it’s not bad.  But it’s rather narrow 

in the way that you look at theatre.  There is no prescribed examining of other cultures and other 

theatrical practices.  So I am not sure that it prepares them in terms of their thinking process. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



148 
 

 

 

 

EUROPE 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 



149 
 

MARYMOUNT INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL, LONDON 
LONDON, UNITED KINGDOM 

 

Interviewee:  Yidan Zhang (Former IB Theatre student) 

June 25, 2013 

 

Yidan Zhang took the IB Theatre course from 2008 to 2010.  She has spent the last three years 

studying law at the University of Leicester in the United Kingdom. 

 

Did you take the course at HL or SL? 

I took SL.  I think it was because of my personal interest, and because there was no basic 

introduction, it was hard for me to understand.  I wasn’t sure if I would be able to do it well, so I 

opted for SL. 

 

Did you come to Marymount just so that you could take the IB? 

Yes, I just came for the two years of the IB. 

 

Would you talk a little bit about your IB Theatre experience? 

My favorite part about drama is the creative part of it.  I’m not really a stage person, so I didn’t 

like the stage part.  But I remember our drama journal – I loved doing that!  It made me think 

creatively, using pictures and words to show my understanding of drama.  I loved that. 

 

Were you more into design aspects, or did you like acting and directing as well? 

I don’t think we did much directing.  We mostly did design stuff.  Maybe, in the future, 

Marymount should encourage more directing within the IB Theatre program. 

 

Did you think that taking the IB Theatre program in London was helpful for you?  Was 

London a good place to take this course? 

Definitely, that was useful for me.  We went to see quite a lot of shows actually, as they were 

easily accessible.  The shows really encouraged me.  Before I took IB Theatre, I had never really 

seen theatre shows in my life before.  Theatre is different in China.  There are theatre 
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performances, but they are very different.  China has operas, like the Beijing Opera.  There are 

different operas in different locations of China.  The name varies from city to city.   

 

Why did you choose to take IB Theatre? 

I’m quite interested in performance, but I’m not that into acting.  Performance and acting are two 

different things.  Drama has other aspects that I really like. 

 

Did you enjoy learning in English? 

I had not done all of my schooling in English.  Before coming to the UK, to Marymount, I 

studied in Chinese.  We learned English too, but we spoke Chinese in school.  For me, and I 

think for any international student, studying drama would be a bit difficult, because the words 

they use are different from plain English.  Maybe that makes acting difficult too, because I have 

to understand and remember the script.  It’s difficult. 

 

Did you find that the theatre syllabus was difficult to understand? 

Yes, I did. 

 

What do you think that the IB could do to make it easier for international students to have 

a better understanding of the course?  Would you have liked to have a copy of the same 

syllabus in Chinese? 

I think it would be great if they could provide some multi-language books for international 

students so that we can understand better.  Then, when we read English scripts, I could 

understand, and it would be easier for me to read.  Because you have to act after reading a script.  

And I think scripts would be easier to remember if I had books in the Chinese language and they 

would therefore be easier to act. 

 

Have you done any theatre since graduating from the IB Theatre program? 

No, not really. 

 

Has the IB Theatre program benefitted your life? 
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It really has.  For example, through the drama journal, I have become more creative.  It makes 

me know that I can understand things better if I use pictures and words for my research to 

understand how the background influences this particular theatre tradition.  IB Theatre also really 

helped me to improve my English. 

 

What did your parents think of the fact that you were taking IB Theatre? 

They were happy.  This was a different culture for me, so they were happy that I could know a 

different culture better. 

 

What part of the IB Theatre coursework did you like the most?  Which part did you like 

the least? 

I liked the IPP the most.  It allowed me to choose a topic in which I’m interested and do some 

research into that topic.  It allowed me to explore my interests.  I thought that the TPPP was the 

hardest because I am not very talkative and I don’t know to explain things sometimes.  It’s 

difficult for international students to talk in English for a full 30 minutes in any circumstance. 

 

How do you think that taking the IB Theatre program in China might be different from 

the IB Theatre program in London? 

I’m not sure how IB Theatre is done in China.  The whole background of theatre in China is 

different.  Theatre reflects culture, so if the culture is different, the theatre in that area will be 

completely different as well.   

 

What were your impressions of the ISTA festival in Wales during your second year of the 

IB?  Do you think that it helped you with the IB? 

I think in some sense it did.  You can make friends and communicate with them.  We act 

together, we do workshops together.  But it didn’t give a very good impression immediately.  I 

just thought that we went to workshops and made friends.  I did the technical workshop, and I 

did like that.  At Marymount, we don’t have so much lighting equipment, and so we didn’t do so 

much with it.  And when we went to Wales and saw all of the stage lighting, I thought “Wow, we 

are able to do so much here!” 
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If you could talk to the IB Theatre coordinator and suggest changes to the revised 

curriculum, what kind of things might you suggest? 

The first thing that I would mention is the fact that our theatre course did not start from the very 

basic things of understanding what theatre is.  And so the beginning of the course was very 

difficult for me, because theatre culture was very new to me, and I found it very difficult to 

understand.  Especially with the language and cultural barriers that I was faced with.  I think that 

if I could talk to the IB Theatre curriculum coordinator, I would suggest that the course guide 

needs to be clear that teachers should start with something basic first. 

 

Did it bother you that all of our IB Theatre coursework was due at the same time? 

The thing is that we didn’t have a lot of deadlines before that.  I’m not sure.  It has its benefits, 

but we were busy in the last few months.  But in the previous months, we weren’t that busy.  It 

didn’t bother me – I didn’t get overwhelmed.  

 

Do you think that the IB Theatre program will continue to train future theatre artists? 

I think it really depends on personal interest.  For example, you continue to study theatre, while I 

continue to study law. 
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MARYMOUNT INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL, LONDON 
LONDON, UNITED KINGDOM 

 

Interviewee:  Helen Szymczak (IB Theatre Instructor) 

January 25, 2013 

 

Helen Szymczak is the IB Theatre instructor at Marymount International School, London. 

 

 

How do you choose what material to include within the IB Theatre course at Marymount? 

  

The students that usually take the course arrive with varying degree of knowledge about theatre, 

and often very fixed ideas.  My pedagogy is to highlight to possibilities that theatre can offer 

through an exploration of various mediums.  All of the major theatre practitioners are covered in 

the course, infused with theatrical theory.  I also note what theatre productions and theatre 

companies are working in London at the time, as it is useful if there is a definite tangible link that 

the student can experience.  Assessing the cultures of the class is also important.  

  

 

How do you feel about the fact that group 6 courses are not mandatory to receive the 

diploma? 

  

I think that the group 6 courses are highly beneficial to all students, no matter what career path 

they choose.  The nature of our subject focuses on exploration, enquiry, communication, problem 

solving and collaboration.  However, one could argue that language and science subjects offer 

different skill sets that all students could benefit from as well.  

  

The point I focus on, as a theatre teacher, is that you do not have to be ‘very good’ at the art in 

order to take it.  It is not a performance course but rather focuses on the collaborative journey a 

student can take, exploring how theatre can hold up a mirror to our society and ourselves.  

  

It is different in terms of the IB Music course, as I think that a student should have an innate 

talent within that subject in order to take it.  

  

 

What are your thoughts about the current assessments?  What kind of changes would you 

like to see in the new course? 

 

I think the assessment criteria needs to simplified.  They can be very confusing for students, 

especially ESL students, and the wording is often not transparent enough.  

  

 

To what extent do you think the course strikes a good balance between academic and 

practical work? 
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I think it strikes a good balance at the moment.  Although, as the course is changing next year, I 

am not sure what it will entail.  

 

The PPP is an excellent academic/ research and creative assessment, allowing to student to 

stream line their thoughts and creative intentions.  

 

The RI is a great exercise in basic research skills.  

 

The TPPP is a good consolidation of learning and experience.  

 

The IPP is a practical exploration of an interest, underpinned with theory and practice.  

  

What is missing, I think, is a deeper analysis of the ensemble.  This could be transferred to a 

practical video assessment, as there is a lot of argument that there is no performance-based 

assessment.  

  

That relies a lot on the teacher.  I enjoy the balance, but I teach it as an outcomes-based course. 

However, I have been at conferences where some teachers never leave the classroom and 

students have seen only one theatre production during the two year course.  

  

 

What does the future of international theatre education look like to you? 

 

We are becoming a more globalised society, and education needs to follow in suit.  Although the 

popularity of the IB is growing, I have seen in many schools that the “international mindedness” 

aspect is not fully embraced.  I think that aspect needs to be emphasized in the future. 
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THE INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL OF GENEVA, LA CHATEIGNARIE 
GENEVA, SWITZERLAND 

 

Interviewee:  Jean-Paul Honegger (Former IB Theatre student) 

May 30, 2013 

 

Jean-Paul Honegger took the IB Theatre course from 2009 to 2011.  After graduating from the 

International School of Geneva, he began pursuing a degree in Asian Studies and History at 

Bowdoin College.  In the future, he hopes to go into a career in journalism and broadcast media. 

 

Why did you choose to take IB Theatre? 

I had been in theatre since the beginning of secondary school (years 10 and 11), and I had 

developed a fondness for it, and I felt that I would not have been fulfilled if I hadn’t continued 

with the program.  So then I thought that taking IB Theatre would be a way for me to continue 

my passion for the theatre arts to which I had become attached. 

 

How did you first hear about the IB as a whole? 

Through my school, because my school essentially invented the IB.  It was everywhere:  I had 

known about the IB since year 1.  It was always known that that was going to be the way that I 

would continue with my education.   

 

How many people were in the IB Theatre course in your year? 

 About 10 people. 

 

How many people were taking the course at higher level? 

They were all higher level except for me. 

 

Why did you choose to take standard level? 

It was more of a scheduling constraint.  I decided to take standard level because, as much as I 

like theatre, I also realized that it wasn’t going to be the primary subject that would concern me 

as part of my IB years.  Even though, for example, I spent the same number of hours in class as 

they did, and I did exactly the same amount of work that they did, the difference being they had 

the extra components that were particular to them that I did not need to do.  Otherwise, we were 
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the same in all respects.  So, in some ways, I did take four higher level classes. It just so happens 

that the fourth one, theatre, was examined under standard level. 

 

How do you feel about the fact that the HL and SL courses are very similar? 

I think that it is almost an essential component, especially because theatre calls upon people to 

work together collaboratively as a team.  For instance, at our school, HL students have six 

periods of 45 minutes a week and SL only have four periods of 45 minutes a week.  I think that if 

you only had the SL students showing up for, indeed, those four out of six periods a week, it is 

very difficult to then build up a sense of cohesion, a sense of teamwork, and a sense of unity that 

is required for a theatre troupe or theatre ensemble.  So add the advantage of me taking those 

extra periods and then being with the HL students, then in all other respects except for what we 

were being examined on, we were equals.  And I often noticed, like for mathematics, for 

instance, there is a view that the studies students are lesser or SL students are lesser because they 

do less work.  In theatre, that is patently not the case because we all did the same work in the 

lead up to the exams. 

 

Were you most interested in acting, design, or directing? 

I think I was most interested in acting actually. 

 

Because you focused on acting, did you find that engaging in the other aspects of theatre 

were more difficult, or did they come easy to you? 

The technical side of things was easy because I was used to working as a stage manager and 

working behind the scenes.  Directing remained and continues to remain the most elusive part of 

the theatre for me.  Though I am very good at directing people in other environments, theatre is 

not one of them.  I wouldn’t say that I didn’t get the opportunity to take on a directing role.  I just 

never really thought of doing so.  I was always very content in my acting and technical roles. 

 

Were you forced to be a director during the IB Theatre course? 

I was forced in the sense that, during a class exercise, you might have to do directing work, or I 

might have to block a scene for one of our performances, or things like that.  But I was never 

forced to do so under examination.  There I had free choice to put myself in position as an actor. 

 



157 
 

What skills do you believe that the IB theatre course instills in its students? 

Beyond fundamental and essential theatrical skills, it makes one really aware of the other aspects 

of theatre.  I say that in a very broad sense. In my course we studied everything from method 

acting to Butoh to commedia dell arte to Japanese puppetry.  It helps many students realize – 

although in my school we already had a very good development in making a sense of 

international theatre – I did speak to students of other schools, and I was interested to hear that, 

for them, it really opened their eyes to seeing theatre beyond the scope of the Western 

framework, beyond the proscenium arch, and into the other realms that theatre can and does 

occupy in the world. 

 

Did you ever attend an ISTA festival? 

I did.  I attended one in Cardiff in the first year of my IB Theatre course in 2009.  There were 

several workshops that you could participate in, and I elected to participate in the technical side 

of things.  As I said, I had always worked as stage manager, because at my school, “stage 

manager” implied that you were the person who bossed everyone else around, but from 

backstage.  You were not at the person at the light table; that was your ASM.  As the stage 

manager, I was lifting things and putting them on stage and saying GO into my microphone.  It 

was interesting to discover more detailed aspects of technical theatre, such as setting up lighting 

rigs, preparing costuming, and various other technical aspects that I had never really considered 

within the theatre context.  Maybe that’s another positive thing about the IB Theatre course in 

general:  it makes you aware of many things of which you were not previously aware. 

 

Do you think that the ISTA festivals are useful in helping you to be more successful in IB 

Theatre, or no? 

It’s interesting, because I believe that, in the case of the workshop that I chose at the ISTA 

festival in Cardiff, yes, it was extremely useful.  I have to confess that I know from the people 

who took the acting and directing workshop, that it was essentially very unhelpful for them.  

What they gained from that experience did not really benefit them.  Listening to their TPPPs 

when they were talking about it later that year and the following years, they did not seem very 

enthused about what they had learned.  Whereas, by contrast, what I had learned in the technical 

workshop was extremely interesting.  I think that had a lot to do with the person who was leading 

my workshop – He was not necessarily trying to be a teacher, but also viewing us as equals in the 

tech department.  But my impression of the TPPPs suggested that the acting and directing teacher 

was trying to be more of a “teacher,” even though I think the festival calls upon the teachers of 

these activities to really interact with the students as equals. 
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Why is it that you didn’t go to an ISTA festival the following year? 

That was not a decision on our part.  The school decided.  It’s our school’s policy, as the ISTA 

festivals are fairly disruptive to the academic year.  In the case of the one in Cardiff, it was very 

convenient that it just happened to fall during our half term break.  They therefore alternate every 

other year; Every other year, they take the IB class to an ISTA festival.  Also, as we had just 

come back from the Edinburgh Fringe Festival, and the department also felt that that was a very 

good pedagogical tool for us in the context of the course. 

 

So you believe that your school is a firm believer of the mission of ISTA? 

Oh, I think so.  My teacher, Mike Pasternak, he is a very firm believer. He is a lifetime member 

of ISTA.  So both he and the school continue to be firm believers in the mission of ISTA, and 

indeed in the IB Theatre course.  He was essentially the one who wrote the syllabus as it is today. 

 

Does the school or the theatre department in any way provide scholarships or money to 

help students go to ISTA? 

To the best of my knowledge, I have to say no.  I can’t really speak to that aspect.  Fortunately 

for myself, I have never had to go out and seek such assistance from the school.  My impression 

is that, as far as I can tell, it never came up as a question.  But generally the school tries to keep 

the costs as low as possible by rooming us up in inexpensive lodging, choosing inexpensive 

flights.  That, I’m sure, helps us to keep down the costs. 

 

How do you think that ISTA is helping to create tomorrow’s international theatre artists? 

For me, globalization implies a kind of harmonization and the creation of uniformity.  For 

example, the fact that Coca-Cola is a globalized entity means that the Coca-Cola that you drink 

in Bhutan is the same that you drink in Koala Limpur is the same that you drink in Buenos Aires.  

I don’t think that ISTA is going along the path of “uniformizing” theatre in any way.  I think 

what it does instead is it makes people aware of other things in theatre, and it opens one’s mind 

to a scope that is wider than the Western concept of theatre.  We have a very long history of 

theatre that began when Thespis stepped out of the chorus many, many years ago.  It is very 

important for people both in the West and outside for people to be aware of that history, but it is 

equally important for people on both sides to understand and be aware of each other’s theatrical 

forms.  That’s what ISTA champions.  Not necessarily the “uniformization” of them, but at least 

the increased awareness of the many theatrical forms that exist in the world. 
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In what way do you think that your IB theatre program interacted with the local culture of 

the place where your school is geographically located? 

I don’t think that the IB Theatre course really interacted with the local culture.  It is hard to speak 

of there being a distinct theatrical movement where I live in Western Switzerland.  Frankly, 

though there are Swiss theatrical forms, we did not study those, and we didn’t really go to 

theatrical performances that related to the canon of Swiss theatre.  Those that we went to were of 

a Western style, and any Francophone theatrical performances that I attended, I did during my 

own time and of my own expense. 

 

Do you think that the IB Theatre course at your school was affected by the social, 

economic, and cultural situation of the geographic location that surrounded it? 

I don’t think that it affected the IB Theatre course in the slightest, but then again, that would 

imply that there was something to be affected.  I find that Switzerland is a quiet, slow, 

unassuming country, and perhaps in that regard, it might explain why my homeland did not 

necessarily have a big upheaval as a result of the IB Theatre program. 

 

From what you know about other students who have taken IB Theatre, do you believe that 

the IB theatre program is quite flexible and able to adapt to different places?  Why do you 

think that that is the case? 

I’d say that it is a very flexible program.  I think that it does allow for a great deal of adaptation.  

Not so much to the surroundings in which it has placed itself, but I can speak for students who 

have changed locale and have gone from one school to another and have still been able to have 

continuity in the way in which their IB Theatre program experience developed.  I think that is a 

strength of the program:  there is the ability to adapt yourself to the new reality in which you’re 

placed, if, for example, you are moved to a different school along the journey. 

 

Which part of the IB Theatre course would you say was most challenging for you?  Which 

came easiest for you? 

I would not speak of any of them being the “easiest” – I think all the aspects of the course are 

quite challenging.  But, at the same time, I must say that one of the most difficult time-wise was 

the research investigation because of the unfamiliarity with which – it was the aspect of the 

course that I didn’t feel very well prepared for.  I don’t know if this was emblematic of my own 

school or schools in general.  I didn’t know what to expect in terms of the research paper.  The 
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kinds of expectations that were being put upon me, I was not so sure.  It wasn’t that we had not 

been given an idea of what we were being marked on or what the requirements were.  That was 

very clearly laid out.  But the issue was “what does theatre research consist of?”  That was the 

area that wasn’t as clear. 

 

What could the IB have done, or your school have done, to make that process clearer for 

you? 

For one thing, I almost wish that they had approached it a bit more like the extended essay, so 

that students build up to it.  Rather than saying, “write this all in one slog,” they should instead 

tell them to first do the research, then show us what you’ve researched and show us the notes that 

you’ve done – “These are good notes, these are not good notes” – and other feedback that you 

might receive.  And then, thereafter, take all that information together, write a first draft, then 

submit it and so on and so far.  In some way, I wish that we had a more rigorous and systematic 

way of building up to the paper rather than quickly writing it. 

 

Which assessment would you say came easiest to you? 

I’d say the PPP actually because that was – although I must say that the TPPP was quite easy, as 

I like talking a lot, so that was easier.  I think that the PPP was by and large my favorite.  Not 

only because it was the easiest, but it also gave me a lot of liberties, and I could let my 

imaginative juices run wild.   

 

Do you feel that the IB Theatre course is too writing heavy? 

I enjoyed the performance that I did for my IPP.  But then, when I think back in hindsight, I can’t 

remember what on earth I wrote in my journal.  I wish that there were more spontaneous ways 

that you could demonstrate your artistic process to the IB. 

 

What do you believe is in the future of international theatre education? 

My dream is that international theatre education will go beyond the international school realm 

and beyond the realm of schools that offer the IB, whether or not they are international.  I really 

want it to become an integral part of national curricula around the world – that it would be 

obvious that you take part in theatre education – that you discover more about theatre around the 

world.  At least not even theatre in and of itself;  the arts in general are so often damaged and 

mistreated by governments and various other entities, and it is much to the detriment of all of us 
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as humans that we don’t all have access to a wide and broad arts-based curriculum that allows us 

to discover more about what it means to be a human on this big, diverse, blue ball. 

 

In comparison to fine art and music, what makes theatre unique and worthy to be studied 

internationally? 

I would say that theatre is unique because of what it can do.  Theatre and music are very closely 

related, and theatre and music are some of the most unique forms of human interpretation and 

human expression.  Animals have demonstrated that they have the ability to, I don’t want to say 

“participate” in fine arts, but you give an elephant a paintbrush, and it can still paint to a certain 

degree, and other animals too have some ability.  So I think that artistic expression, once 

enabled, is not unique necessarily to humans, while theatre and music certainly are.  Because 

they are so unique to us as a species, I think it is important that people discover what it is to 

participate in those art forms. 

 

If you could ask the IB to change something about the IB Theatre course, what would you 

change? 

Do you have all day?  I jest!  I think that certain things need to be reconsidered.  For example, if 

I look at something like the research investigation, which I think is an excellent component of 

the course, I couldn’t help but feel that it was thrown in because an arts program needs to have a 

basis in something other than what is perceived as the frivolity of running around and acting, or 

running around and directing, or whatever.  I have nothing against the research investigation, but 

I think that it needs to be framed in a different context, rather than being this sort of artificially 

introduced research project.  It needs to be clearly articulated as to why people should have an 

interest in performing theatre research and how it meshes in with the greater context of the 

course.  I believe that I am correct in saying that, within the RI, you need to investigate an area 

of theatre which is unknown to you.  I almost felt that was also an artificial restriction placed on 

people because, in my opinion, you need to have the ability to go out and explore.  For example, 

say you studied Commedia Dell ‘arte, I think that you should have the ability to really go into 

depth into an area of theatre that interests you.  I understand, of course, that there is a limitation 

that people might then just stick to that with which they are comfortable.  And I understand that 

that is always a difficulty with this.  On the one hand, I would really like to let people discover 

their passions.  But, on the other hand, people might just be lazy and may not necessarily be as 

involved.   

I also wonder if there might be different ways for the IPP to be assessed.  For instance, I find it 

somewhat sad, or disheartening, that there is no way to present your own performance as part of 

the assessment as a performer.  For all that one can offer in a journal, journals are very easily 
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forged and fabricated.  And I know people who did so.  I just don’t think that it’s necessarily fair 

for those who have put a lot of work into their journals to have people who didn’t do anything at 

all but put together very convincing looking journals and then get away with what they’re doing.  

And, of course, examiners are very good at detecting when that happens, and so are teachers 

when they proofread journals before they are sent in for final submission.  Though I do not think 

that assessing performance is in any way and should not in any way form a part of the 

curriculum, and I would be extremely disheartened if it were decided that it should be, 

nonetheless, I think that including a DVD or digital copy of one’s performance helps give the 

examiner a more holistic understanding of the work that you put in.  It should not be the defining 

characteristic by which the examiner assesses the work.  It should still count for five or six 

marks, or something along those lines.   

 

Are you happy with the extent to which the IB instructor can be involved with the revision 

of student work? 

I must confess that I am not.  In my university environment, I can send 250 drafts to my 

professor if I so choose.  I know that a university environment is different to the IB Theatre 

environment, but at the same time, many of the requirements that are being asked of students as 

part of the context of IB Theatre is reflective of the kind of study that one does in university.  

After all, the IB is nothing if not a program that is meant to prepare people for university.  In that 

regard, I almost think that it makes sense that we should be able to have multiple drafts.  It is in 

the interest of the program to ensure that the best possible work is extracted from students.  Not 

necessarily just the dredges that were developed at 3:00 in the morning before the paper is meant 

to be submitted.   

For instance, for the RI, you could have as an obligatory component, that students submit at least 

one draft and that draft will be attached to your RI and sent off to the examiner.  Not only is the 

final product important, but the progress that you made from your first work to your final work is 

essential to making a better sense of how a student has progressed in the course.  Perhaps the 

first draft of your RI should be submitted at the end of the first year of the course and then the 

final draft will be submitted in the latter half of your second year.  I think it would give a better 

sense of a student’s progression.   

 

Do you think that schools that have more resources should be assessed differently than 

schools with lesser resources? 

No.  First of all, how would you assess that?  And a lack of resources has never translated into a 

lack of ability.  People and institutions both in terms of schools and in terms of, say, theatres that 

are not as financially affluent, have just as much chance to be superb at what they do in IB 
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Theatre, and I don’t think that should come into consideration for purposes of assessment.  If you 

are a technical person and you’re doing an IPP that is in technical theatre, you should bring that 

up in your IPP.  You should say that you don’t have access to those materials and that makes 

your work limited, but you were able to make do with the best that you had.  And the same in 

regards to research:  most institutions nowadays provide access to very good online research 

resources like JStore that provide students with the ability to develop their research thoroughly.  

In an institution like that, an instructor should encourage students to develop those kinds of skills 

as well.  An instructor should then really guide the students on the path of developing research 

skills, for example, for the RI, and developing a sense of how to make do with what they have. 

 

Do you believe that the IB Theatre course is part of the future of international theatre 

education? 

Oh, I think so.  I think that it has provided a very, very good groundwork for all theatre programs 

internationally, and I think that it adds quite a lot to the global theatre education system, and I 

think that national institutions have a lot to learn from it.   
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THE INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL OF GENEVA, LA CHATEIGNARIE 
GENEVA, SWITZERLAND 

 

Interviewee:  Maximilian Vermilye (Former IB Theatre student) 

June 3, 2013 

 

Maximilian Vermilye took the IB Theatre course from 2009 to 2011.  After graduating from the 

International School of Geneva, he began pursuing a theatre degree at Sarah Lawrence College.  

In the future, he hopes to either become a game designer or an English Teacher. 

 

 

When did you take the IB Theatre course? 

I took the course from 2009 to 2011. 

 

Why did you take the IB Theatre Course? 

I took the IB Theatre Course because I have an interest in theatre, and I wanted to continue it 

throughout my later years in high school.  I just really like theatre. 

 

What are the other courses that you took? 

I took Environmental systems SL, Math studies, English HL, Geography HL, Theatre HL, and 

French Ab Initio. 

 

How challenging was the IB Theatre course compared to the other subjects you took? 

I’d say the work load was the same, but it came in much shorter bursts.  In Geography HL, I 

would get a consistent stream of work, whereas theatre gave me an entire year’s worth of work in 

two or three weeks.  It really put in me under a lot of pressure.  I don’t want to say that it was 

harder.  It’s the same amount of work, just in less time.  There is a great time pressure. 

 

How did you first hear about the IB?  Was it because you went to the International School 

of Geneva beforehand? 

Yeah, I had a choice between that and going to another school to do A-Levels and I just figured 

that I would stay on and do IB.  I wanted to do something that would stand out on my CV in the 

future. 



165 
 

 

In your opinion, what are the biggest differences between IB Theatre, IB Art, and IB 

Music? 

I didn’t take another of those courses, so I can’t really say.  But from all the complaining that I 

heard from other students, I felt that IB Art students complained the most.  The IB Music 

students didn’t really complain that much.  Again, we had the problem of short bursts of huge 

amounts of work, and they suffered from it too.  IB Art students had to sit down and draw in 

their journals as well.  It was a huge problem with them as well.  We theatre students could 

sympathize with them.  I feel we had a bit more work, because we had a lot of acronyms to get 

through – the TPPP, PPP, IP, and RI.  In that sense, we were about even there. 

 

What were your general impressions of the IB Theatre course overall? 

The things that I found when taking the theatre program, and as I have found my experience later 

on into college, I found there was far more writing that I found was necessary for the theatre 

program.  They should have focused far more time on actually being on stage, other theatre 

components, components like light rigging have given me many advantages.  With the very 

diverse group of different theatre techniques, from Commedia Dell’arte to Butoh, many of my 

college professors are astounded that I have done such things.  In that respect, it’s useful.  But 

things like the TPPP, writing up notes on all my performances, have not proven to be of use in 

my future life.   

 

Did you go to an ISTA event? 

I did.  I went to the one in London.  I was at the Dominion Theatre for about a week.  I thought it 

was really cool.  We Will Rock You – Love that show! 

 

Did you think that that event helped you with the IB Theatre coursework?  Or did this 

event feel separate from the course? 

It was separate.  I took it about halfway through my first year of my IB Theatre course, and by 

the time we got around to the ISTA festival, most of what we were doing was basically recap of 

what we had already done.   Nothing of it was really new.  It was nice, and it was fun.  But 

honestly it is mostly just a get together of lots of theatre nerds.  I really did enjoy it though.   
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What do you think that ISTA could do to support the IB Theatre program? 

It was really just a potluck of sorts.  They chose Commedia Dell’arte, and we just happened to 

have learned about Commedia Dell’arte that year.  Had they chosen something like Butoh before 

we had learned Butoh, then that would have given us a leg up.  I think they need to do some 

different things and try to do something that the students haven’t already studied. 

 

How do you think the IB Theatre program trains global theatre artists? 

I can tell you right off the bat, on the physical side, we are learning about light rigging, sound, 

and set construction.  That already puts you at a huge advantage over many other people when it 

comes to getting theatre jobs.  But most of the IB Theatre assessments like the TPPP, having that 

general background knowledge, the one person that you’re going to impress is your theatre 

teacher on a side note, but what really gets people nowadays is that they know you can work 

physically in a theatre and get things done.  And that you can act.  I find that those elements that 

I learned from the IB Theatre program have really given me a leg up. 

 

What other skills did you gain from the IB Theatre course? 

Self-confidence, and being able to stand up on stage and be able to hold a straight face.  Being 

able to go with the flow when things don’t exactly go to plan.  I think it’s really about working 

on the fly.  That’s a lot of theatre, working on the fly, and you really learn how to adapt to 

different situations and becoming able to respond to them very quickly.   

 

Are you a techie, actor, director? 

I am more of an actor, but being a techie can be fun sometimes.  I love to go up and do light 

rigging.  I haven’t done it in a while, so I would have to remind myself of some of it, but I 

remember that I was pretty good back in my IB days.  I did it once during the beginning of my 

college years, and that was on a massive set.  But I had some familiarity, and I could skip the 

introduction which was an entire day for the new recruits.  A lot of people admired the fact that I 

had a basic understanding of a lot of the high-tech stuff. 

 

Do you think that the IB Theatre course is flexible culturally and can work just as well in a 

place without many resources? 
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It depends on what your local area can provide you with.  I was lucky and fortunate to have two 

very diverse topics to study – Commedia Dell’arte and Butoh – which really gave me a leg up.  If 

a school is able to provide such a diverse range, then great.  But if a school doesn’t have the 

money for it, I don’t know.  The IB Theatre course succeeds when it pushes the kids out into 

theatre, and not when students are behind desks pushing pencils. 

 

Did you see any Swiss Theatre during your IB years? 

Not when I was in school, with the school, but I did see some Swiss theatre on my own.  

Mummenshanz, I believe.  That’s a lot of fun, and that is some theatre that I would love to see 

again.   The school took us out to a few shows, but it was more like Italian travelling circuses 

going around.  If we had the option to go to pantomimes, musical theatre shows, to be able to see 

big shows from the Orient.  If we had the opportunity to go see things like that, that would have 

been cool.  But we didn’t. I felt that we were really only taken to the local fair more than 

anything else.  It wasn’t so great. 

 

What other things about the curriculum, apart from the writing element, didn’t work for 

you? 

Well, as I stated before, I am not a fan of the TPPP and PPP.  I feel that those honestly have not 

helped me in my college life as much as the practical theatre skills have.  If they are going to 

change the IB Theatre curriculum, I hope that they push more toward the training of practical 

theatre skills.  Knowing that I can physically go out and help in the theatre is much more 

rewarding than knowing who built the theatre and then not being able to work it. 

 

Are you a fan of the 1 to 7 grading scale? 

Oh no, that creates so much stress.  I mean, when it comes to written work, I can see that to be a 

much more applicable thing.  But for the teaching of practical theatre skills, there should be an A 

to F scale for effort grades and how well you can master the system.   

 

Did taking the IB Theatre course deter you from pursuing theatre later on? 

The writing certainly deterred me.  I took another gamble when I went to do theatre in college.  

From there, I have done only one theatre paper throughout the entire year.  Since then, I have just 

been doing a lot of practical theatre work, and I find that many of the things that I learned in IB 
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Theatre have come through. The only one that didn’t come through for me was early costume 

design, which we did for only two days in the IB. 

 

What was the easiest and most difficult part of the course for you? 

I guess the easiest must have been going on stage in front of a whole bunch of people.  That was 

extremely nerve racking, but compared to all of the work that had to go through for especially 

the journal, I felt like I gauged my eyes out just trying to get that journal done in time.  Then we 

had the TPPP and other assessments, and I found that the writing was unnecessary pressure.  If I 

had to say what the hardest part was, it was the writing. 

 

Which one of the assessments was hardest for you? 

The RI without a doubt. 

 

Do you think that the IB Theatre course is part of the future of international theatre 

education? 

I know that theatre should be continued through the IB, but I know that there is a huge push to 

put theatre on an academic front in terms of writing, and I can understand that.  But I think that 

they should really put more emphasis on the practical skills of theatre like running the tech of the 

show, being able to do light rigging, sound editing, maybe even push forward of what we did in 

our younger years with costume design, because that can be a huge bonus to you in college if 

you choose to do theatre.  So I would say the IB should take off some of the writing and put in 

more of the actual physical theatre element, and I think that you would have a much better 

curriculum. 
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THE INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL OF AMSTERDAM 
AMSTERDAM, THE NETHERLANDS 

 

Interviewee: Kelly Webber (IB Theatre Instructor); Grenia Delaney (6
th

 Grade Theatre Teacher) 

May 30, 2013 

 

Kelly Webber obtained a bachelor’s degree in theatre and music.  During her graduate work, 

she studied music (specifically opera).  Her first international posting was at the Lausanne 

American School in Switzerland where she taught theatre and music.  After teaching for a few 

years in the United States, she returned to the international school circuit in 2010, teaching the 

IB Theatre program at the Shanghai Community International School in China.  She worked 

there for two years, becoming the head of Fine Arts at the school in the second year.  Webber 

came to ISA in 2012. 

 

What do you think makes the IB Theatre course unique?  How is it different from other IB 

group 6 courses in your opinion? 

I’m not so familiar with the Dance and Film curriculums, but I know the Visual Arts one pretty 

well, and the Music one fairly well.  I think Theatre integrates perhaps a little bit better into the 

rest of the group subjects than other group 6 subjects.  But I could be stretching it; I think they all 

do at some length integrate that kind of holistic quality.  We are definitely tethered to the tenants 

of TOK and epistemology, through the lens of teaching absurdism and modernism really.  Any 

kind of 21
st
 century theatre styles and practitioners seem to find inspiration in those kinds of 

ideas of how we know what we know.  I think we also integrate quite well obviously with 

English and the text-based curriculum that they teach through the drama option for lang and lit 

and higher level lit. 

 

What are the core values that the IB Theatre curriculum teaches to students? 

The IB Theatre course really teaches kids to think.  It’s broad, extremely broad, and I think that it 

dabbles in a myriad of ways of thinking.  Year One students come in and are blown sideways a 

bit by the rhetoric of the IB, let alone DP Theatre, which is acronym heavy and highly 

alliterative.  Everything seems to have a PPPPPPP in it.  But once they have kind of grasped the 

language of it, somewhere around November or December, something clicks.  And this has never 

not been the case.  So I feel that theatre does this really well.  It teaches them to think from the 

outside coming in.  Where I think that, in so many other subjects, we get bogged down by the 

details.  If you think of something like biochem or physics, you’re looking at processes, you’re 

looking at concrete information for the most part, which is often regurgitated.  But there’s 

nothing like that in theatre, there’s no regurgitation of anything.  It’s more like how you can kind 

of augment and modify to work in the way that you need it to work for the concept and goals that 

you have.  And I think that theatre teaches that very well.  It’s hard to qualify I think.  For 
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instance, the IB girls did their performance for me yesterday.  They can’t really quite articulate 

what they’ve learned, beyond things like practitioners, theories, and text-based study.  But what 

is it about them that has changed, I’m not really sure that they can say.  But it’s a different way 

of thinking, and I think that theatre does that quite well. 

 

Have you always taught the IB Theatre course in English? 

Yes. 

 

How was teaching theatre different under different IB Theatre curricula? 

I say this with the utmost respect for my former institution:  There really was absolutely no 

curriculum.  So what I brought in was what the curriculum was.  Honestly, after all of the 

research I did, I basically taught pre-IB.  We looked at devising, we looked at portfolios.  We did 

text-based study.  There was a sensibility about the students.  They were really talented students.  

I had them for a couple years, and then they went into level three, and I just taught it like an IB 

year 1 course.  Honestly, I was lucky in a way that there wasn’t a set curriculum, that I could 

make it my own and make it something very close to what the DP was.   

 

Grenia:  I am the 6
th

 Grade Theatre teacher at ISA, but I also am a professional outside in the 

community.  I give masterclasses here with other themes – Butoh, Mask – both in the upper 

school and lower school.  I also am involved in the productions in some ways as well. 

I think that is the major advantage of the IB.  You can have so much input as a professional, as 

an artist, as a creator yourself.  You really have a hands-on approach to what these children need 

to know and need to feel and need to have in their vocabulary and their skill set.  I think that the 

IB DP Theatre course is a real lynch pin.  It’s a linking pin.  You can hang things on it, but it is 

also something that stands alone.  It also provides students with a concrete skill set that they need 

for their next stage of going out, interviewing, soliciting, and understanding how to present 

themselves.  It’s a gem, it’s a jewel, and it’s undervalued. 

 

Did you witness the syllabus change in 2007? 

Kelly:  I didn’t implement that because it wasn’t approved.  So I studied that curriculum prior to 

the May 2008 session.  So I knew it.  I didn’t teach it, but I knew it.  I think that was a change for 

the good.  But it required a lot of going out and spectating and seeing a lot of shows, which I 

think is obviously valuable.  However, I think there are other things that are less time consuming 
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that can be constructive in the same capacity.  I do think that there are some elements that I 

would like to see changed for this upcoming syllabus.  I think, first of all, some of the rhetoric 

needs to be changed in the, what, 167 page guide.  I think illumination needs to be made upon 

things like the clarification of what a tradition is as opposed to a convention as opposed to a 

theory.  And I think maybe it made sense, and once you suss through it, it does.  But, man, it is 

difficult sometimes to get a hold of some of the language.  It’s really for the students. 

Grenia:  It’s about accessibility for the students, because we spend a lot of time explaining 

definitions of things. 

Kelly:  I also think that there needs to be a text-based study.  I think that there becomes a less-

cerebral, more esoteric kind of idea of what theatre is.  Because it’s never tethered to a script!  I 

think that there is value in annotating a script, not only for the crossover into other disciplines, 

but primarily for when they leave.  The ability to read and garner information that is sub-textual 

is so imperative. 

Grenia:  Interpreting someone else’s ideas, someone else’s concept, and being able to then 

ground that and present that is extremely important.  And it’s dropped in exchange for this very 

organic, ensemble way of devising and creating which is as valuable, but it shouldn’t be in 

exchange of the other. 

Kelly:  Additionally, I think the Research Investigation is limited, mostly because there are 

really only about 16 topics that really have conventions that can be rooted in a certain time in 

place, so it’s limiting and more formulaic and less creative.  For the objectivity of it, sure.  I get 

it.  But why not switch that for something that is more text-based and is less limited?  There are 

so many texts that are so interesting, and yet these kids have to write 2,000 to 2,500 words plus 

an annotated bibliography on, like, 16 things that actually work for what they’re asking.  I think 

that goes against the grain of the rest of the curriculum. 

I also think that the length of the oral presentation can be a bit daunting.  Not because they don’t 

have 30 minutes to say about their experience within the IB as related to the tenants of DP 

Theatre.  But really, it would be interesting if there were some element of performance.  It’s not 

to say that theatre students taking DP Theatre have to be actors.  In fact, I prefer that they’re not.  

There’s so much more there.  There is so much more there than performance.  But I really love to 

see some element of devised performance, or scripted performance, or interpretation of a 

performance included in there.  I mean, the architectural typography that goes into the TPPP is 

overwhelming for some of these kids, and when it doesn’t click, it doesn’t click.  It becomes a 

litany of experience listing, and again, it becomes one of those things that is formulaic.  And if it 

doesn’t ever click, it becomes daunting.  When it does click, it’s amazing.  When they’re like 

“Oh, okay.  Here’s the big picture.”   But that is a tough one.  That’s a tough one for the kids. 
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I love the PPP.  The kids love it.  I think the performance requirements are amazing, and I find 

the IPP lovely, because it really is a culmination of everything they’ve put together during their 

two years.  But I find the TPPP and the RI are a bit limiting. 

 

To what extent do you believe that the IB Theatre program is creating a group of global 

artists? 

I don’t know.  Honestly, I feel that it’s kind of quarantined.  A lot of students go into theatre, 

because maybe that’s what they’ll study when they go into university, maybe they have a keen 

interest in being a lawyer, or there is something that is performance based, like a CEO or 

scaffolding an understanding of the process is really important.  It definitely garners a certain 

appreciation for the theatre arts. However, I think the IB’s teeth, hands, and fingers are not out 

into the world in the way that they could be. 

Grenia:  I don’t think it’s evident, to be very honest.  I don’t think you can say that it does, 

especially when it’s not given the same value as core subjects – or what they’re calling “core 

subjects.”  Theatre is always going to be seen as a “secondary” course, an “elective,” a “hobby.”   

And that’s undervaluing the impact that it could have on a global level. 

Kelly:  Actually, I’m in the middle of this class that I’m taking.  But I’m writing a research paper 

– “To what extent does the incorporation of an arts course in a secondary high school curriculum 

affect their testing and their emotional/social intelligence?”  So I’m measuring that through both 

qualitative and quantitative study based on standardized tests, etc.  I think, somewhere along the 

way, the IB curriculum morphed into something different where group 6 was no longer a part of 

the whole.  It became an option, and I think that that is part and parcel to the issue.  If it wants to 

be globalized, it needs to be a requirement.  It cannot be an option.  You can double up on a 

language, on a science, on a social studies. But until it becomes what it was originally intended 

to be – a well balanced curriculum – then it is not going to have the teeth that it needs to sink into 

the world in a global capacity.  Schools will just continue to say “You don’t have to do that.  

Take another language.  It’s an elective.”  How does that create the whole child, the whole being, 

the way of thinking?  If we had the language to say everything that we could ever feel, think, 

smell, taste, we wouldn’t need to arts at all, and we’d all be out of a freaking job!  We wouldn’t 

need the arts to express all that, because we’d have it.  So until we have that, those people need 

to be exposed to that way of thinking.  It is a way of thinking, and it really underscores the 

philosophies of IB. 

Grenia:  Understanding culture, communication.  Understanding politics, social history – 

whatever you want.  Geography, political boundaries.  You can connect all of that back to a good 

IB Theatre program. 
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To what extent do you think that the IB Theatre program here at ISA integrates with the 

local culture of the Netherlands? 

Grenia:  That’s very interesting.  The local culture of Holland has a very particular style and 

tradition of cabaret, and also of interpretation of the classics.  They’ve got very strong, 

institutionalized theatre here and a very clear development program in education for it.  So it 

does lead to a particular style of what we call “talking heads.”  It’s missing a very physical, 

objectified, symbolic element.  The program here doesn’t link as much as it could, usually due to 

the language barrier, and also because it doesn’t have that physical theatre tradition.  It’s very 

much based on cabaret, play on language, and cultural understanding.  But that doesn’t mean that 

you can’t go to one of their classic performances and not understand it if you have the equivalent 

connection here to the historical piece or period play. 

 

One of the dangers of the globalization of theatre is that a disconnect can occur with local 

culture.  To what extent it is part of what you teach through the IB? 

Grenia:  There are enough programs and performances here to expose our students to outside 

community theatre, but whether or not they are particularly Dutch is another question because of 

the internationalization of Amsterdam. 

Kelly:  For me, in China, after my first year, that was one of the very things that was very 

important to me.  Having these amazing international schools with these great DP Theatre 

programs juxtaposed with a culture that has very old values where theatre is concerned.  Yet, at 

the same time, there were very new values, if you look at it, of censorship.  I thought that was 

really interesting.  Immediately, I called up my friend, Alice Hon, who is the head of playwriting 

at Cal Arts.  She is Asian American.  I wanted her to come out, because I wanted someone 

bilingual.  We did this 24 hour play thing, and we brought it to Asia.  A number of different 

directors and theatre artists were involved.  It really, really harnessed the culture of China, and 

that was something done with our DP kids.  And that was really something that resonated with 

the audiences in different ways.  It started opening doors.  

I’ve been writing an article about the fact that the Dutch are so much more similar to the Chinese 

than I thought.  The paradigm shift – there really wasn’t one.  They just look different.  Their 

demeanors are the same, and there is the same kind of perfunctory quality about their 

interactions.  I think that, as I get to know the culture here more and more, I think I will start to 

filter in a little bit more Dutch culture into the program. 

 

Did you get more financial support at your school in China or here at ISA? 
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Kelly:  In China – They have money coming out of their ears!  In contrast, there is a $0 budget 

here.  I did Metamorphoses by Mary Zimmerman.  I built a pool on the stage.  They didn’t care.  

As long as I got the physics right, and no one died, they were fine with it.  I mean, here, the 

resources are limited.  It’s Europe.  Everything is more expensive.  But in China, I had full reign.   

 

So why did you come here? 

Kelly:  Well, honestly I was looking to take a sabbatical this year.  My partner teaches in 

Rotterdam, so I was going to take a sabbatical.  But I saw that they had a teaching position here 

that was part time, and I ended up turning it into a full time position.  It just happened.  We were 

ready to leave China.   

 

To what extent do you believe that the IB Theatre course contributes to the future of 

international theatre education? 

Grenia:   I think ISTA plays quite a big role.  I believe that ISTA does a fantastic job of bringing 

people together, bringing skills together, and internationalizing that aspect of the IB program as 

well.  It puts you in touch with resources, with people who also like to travel, who understand 

your own institutionalized culture of a school in that sense, and you already have a head start. 

Kelly:  I say, less of the IB, more of the platform that ISTA uses is going to be what changes the 

international way of looking at theatre.  We go to an ISTA festival every year.  Grenia, myself, 

and Matt have written for Scene. 

Grenia:  That’s another platform that I’d like to see more student work involved in at diploma 

level. 

Kelly:  I think that if the IB could use more vehicles like ISTA, or invest more into ISTA for 

exposure – their summer programs are really interesting, and what they offer during the year is 

really interesting.  They bring together a bunch of artists from all over who teachers can use as 

resources later on for workshops.  They offer professional development for teachers, but really 

the exposure for the kids I think is really priceless.  As the IB grows in places like North 

America, ISTA needs to put its feet in there, and the IB needs to invest in that.  As a DP 

examiner, I find in theatre, as they expand, there needs to be more of that support that we are so 

lucky to have here in Europe.  I think that support is limited in the places that it is starting to 

populate, and I think that could inhibit the success of it, going out into the world in a positive 

capacity. 
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Grenia:  I think if they’re going to consider a vocational curriculum as well, a more practical 

and hands-on approach to the student and the subject options, then drama and theatre would be 

right up there, I’d hope. 
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THE INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL OF AMSTERDAM 
AMSTERDAM, THE NETHERLANDS 

 

Interviewee:  Matt Lynch (IB Coordinator) 

May 30, 2013 

 

Matt Lynch started off as an economist and worked in finance.  After deciding to go into 

education, he began working as part of a theatre company in South East Asia which works with 

street children.  He then went back to school and completed an MFA in Theatre in Education 

with Jacque LeCoque in France.  Lynch has worked at ISA for thirteen years, and now teaches 

TOK, is the head of the Arts Department, and is the IB Diploma coordinator at ISA.   

 

 

Why did you choose to teach the IB? 

I think it was circumstances.  But, as the coordinator and as a theatre educator, I find the IB core 

values to be essential in education.  It’s a great high school educational system.  I believe it truly 

strives to educate, inculcate and expose students to the essential aspects of life.  I really do 

believe that.  I’ve been a theory of knowledge teacher and coordinator for about as long as 

theatre education.  I find that theatre and theory of knowledge are a natural fit.   

I truly believe that theatre has that magical ability to allow adolescents, in collaboration with an 

audience, to investigate the issues that are on their minds.  I’ve always seen my job as a theatre 

educator to give them the language through which they can speak.  And I find that fascinating.  I 

don’t believe in the artist.  I don’t believe that there are artists and non-artists.  I just believe very 

profoundly that we are all artists in our own way.  Our essential task as educators is to allow the 

student or the actor/actress/painter/economist to explore their own sense of self through 

language, whether that’s the language of mathematics, of theatre, of movement, of painting, etc.  

I believe that the IB gives us, as educators, that freedom and that mission.  It’s a really powerful 

mission that the IB has, and I find that inspiring.  I always like things that transcend, and I need 

something as an individual that is beyond me that I can strive toward – an ideal.  I find that the 

IB in its mission in creating inquiring, caring, compassionate young people to be that ideal, 

something that I can strive for.  It’s not always easy when the students don’t do their work and I 

get frustrated, but I find it a worthy ideal and a noble ideal, and that nobility inspires me in those 

struggling, rainy days. 

 

The main aim of this project is to forecast the future of international theatre education and 

the role that the IB Theatre program might play.  What are your thoughts? 

There’s a wonderful, inspiring comparative mythologist named Joseph Campbell.  One of his 

works is called “A Hero of a Thousand Faces.”  He was trying to emphasize the commonalities 
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between cultures and across myths and storytelling, and he found within them common through 

lines and threads: the idea that we as humans have within us a DNA of stories, life-sustaining 

mythologies.  If you see that theatre is defined as storytelling, as a narrative, and if you 

understand that theatre is engaging students in that narrative, that their own individual narrative 

is connected to the collective.  That they understand their individual experiences resonate within 

a larger structure, within a greater context.  If an educator can assist individuals to understand 

that and to understand that they have a responsibility, a responsibility not only to themselves but 

to their audiences, to collaborate in that experience of the theatrical event, to engage their 

audience in a reflection of that collective – to tap into that unconscious.  In so doing, they 

continue to write the story.  That’s what we’re doing.  The future is a continuation of the past.  In 

fact, the future is the embellishment of the positive but also the challenges of the past.  It’s a 

collection of present moments.  I am a theatre educator, so I have my biases vis-à-vis other art 

forms.  One of the beautiful things that I find about the theatrical experience is that it exists only 

in the present moment.  Once it is done, it becomes memory.  You will never have a video or a 

filmed theatrical event that reproduces that mystery that happens between the audience and 

actors in a performance.  And that mystery is that collective unconscious, that sharing that we 

have, that coming together, that communion.  So, in response to your question about the future of 

theatre education, it is international education.  If you think about students of international 

schools, they are disconnected from their narratives.  They are often global nomads, confused 

about their roots, heritage, and past and often have to struggle with that identity.  It has its 

greatness, and we celebrate that greatness, but for every plus, there is always a darker side.  That 

darker side is that struggle to find themselves, and if you do not know who you are in relation to 

the collective unconsciousness, if you don’t have a personal voice, it is that much harder to 

participate and to share and to collaborate and contribute to the collective narrative.  So one of 

our greatest tasks is to link the global nomad to their story.  And, in globalization, our greatest 

task is to allow the individual an awareness of themselves that is a celebration of that 

disconnectedness and not “belly button gazing.” It is through the exploration of oneself that one 

can then contribute to the collective.  It has its purpose.  Your art, my art, our art serves a greater 

purpose than ourselves.  People forget that.   

This would be the danger of globalization.  We really need to understand the role that theatre 

plays in enhancing a collective narrative.  And together, we move beyond the individual. 

 

What is your impression of the IB Theatre course as it currently stands?  In what ways 

would you like to see it change in the future?  

I’m a bit of a schizophrenic on this.  I think I need to contextualize my answer in regards to my 

theatrical training.  I did not go into studying theatre as a separate entity, but rather as a tool 

within other disciplines.  I think that some people see theatre as a separate subject;  they see it 

only in its separateness.  And fighting, to a certain extent, the other subjects so that it can have its 
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place.  Having said that, I didn’t go to study theatre as a separate subject.  I went to study the 

language of theatre so that I could then use it.  I chose Lecoque for very special reasons.  In his 

school, he emphasizes the all-encompassing art form where we were exposed to writing, 

directing, acting, mise en scene, the production aspects, everything.  Every week we had to write, 

rehearse, and perform.  We had to work on every aspect of the theatrical process, and the goal 

was to always engage an audience in a conversation, and engage an audience in some sort of 

exploration, whether that be through humor or tragedy.  I understand that is quite unique.  I’m 

starting to understand that not many theatre departments structure the devising in that way where 

the artist is celebrated in all those aspects.  The assessments of IB Theatre do that.  The course 

tries to see the theatre student as a researcher of theatre, but also as the deviser of theatre.  I 

actually really like the theatre curriculum, but it is very important that they walk very delicately 

and don’t go too far into the academics of the theatre and stay on that fine line between 

academics and practical work.  I am not purely in the ‘let’s do theatre’ side.  It’s very unfortunate 

that the flip side of the purely academic theatre is also just as problematic. The flip side is when 

the student does not reflect on what they are doing, and they do not understand the heritage of 

what they are engaged in, and they don’t investigate and research past artists so that they can 

take from them aspects that can embellish and develop their own art.  I think that there is a 

danger there too.  If we’re not careful, they just see theatre as just the ‘fun’ class and don’t 

understand that to communicate more effectively in the language of theatre, there are rules to 

follow, and they are universal.  You can break rules, but you have to know the rule that you’re 

breaking to break them effectively.   We as theatre educators have to give them the language so 

that they can communicate through whatever form that they want.  They need the grammatical 

foundations.  So, it’s a fine line.  And if I had one thing to say to the IB, walk that fine line 

carefully, because you don’t want to kill the program by making it too academic and making it 

this massive research-based process.  On the flip side, however, you do not want to make it too 

light and too performance-based where there is very little understanding of that need to research 

in order to embellish performance. 

 

Is theatre offered through PYP, MYP, and DP here at ISA? 

Yes, it is. 

 

Why do you believe that ISA chooses to offer the IB Theatre program? 

There are many reasons.  Probably the main reason is individual.  I truly believe in the value of 

theatre, and I think that if you have individuals who believe in that value and understand that fine 

line, I think that helps.  But in general, I would say, independent of the individual, if you think 

about the experience of an adolescent in the educational process, and you think about when they 

actually come together, physically sit down side by side and engage in a dialogue, a 
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conversation, on really serious issues.  That just doesn’t happen very much.  I saw a performance 

that my students did yesterday on anorexia.  It was disturbing, profoundly provoking.  It deeply 

affected me.  They were trying to tell us something.  And there was no one in the audience in that 

collective moment that was not affected by that exploration that they were having.  In their daily 

lives, when is it that they are able to pause, stop, and engage in a dialogue?  I can’t think of one 

other than theatre.  Maybe a sports event, but that’s completely different, because that’s 

competitive.  It’s not collaboration, even though we talk of team sports.  Whenever you put A 

team against B team, it’s a competition.  So, yeah, it’s unique.  You take that away, you lose it.  I 

have resisted, and I will continue to resist, the introduction of IB Film because our students will 

opt away from IB Theatre, and they will lose greatly.  Film is very different, and it is very 

individualistic.  I believe that they can co-habitate, but I’m not sure that adolescents are able to 

understand the need of that collaborative moment.  Until I am convinced that it will not be at the 

expense of and the sacrifice of that moment, I will never put it in jeopardy.  Because they need 

that.  These conversations that they are having about anorexia are happening, but not necessarily 

in a healthy environment.  Theatre can give them a form and a forum in which we can together 

converse in a structured, safer way. 

 

How many years has ISA offered the IB Theatre course? 

The founder of this department, Michael Westburg – I only came to ISA because of him, and I 

only got involved with international education because of his work – He was here about 10 to 15 

years before me, so it’s been a good 30 years.  Michael has been involved in a lot of curriculum 

writing for the IB.  I have as well.  I helped the IB write their past IB Middle Years arts 

curriculum.  There has always been a strong collaboration between ISA and the IB. 

 

Is it difficult to recruit students to take the IB Theatre course, or do they flock to the 

program on their own? 

No, they don’t.   

 

How do you normally go about recruiting students for the IB Theatre program? 

To be frank, I’m old school.  I don’t recruit.  This is changing, because I am no longer the 

diploma theatre teacher, so I’ll let you see how Kelly is doing it.  I don’t recruit.  There is a 

necessary hesitation when one goes into theatre, and it’s not for all.  Up until 10
th

 grade, it’s for 

all.  No matter what.  That step from 10
th

 to 11
th

 grade, there is a natural trial by fire in which 

students step into the IB.  We started this theatre company at ISA – the Baccalaureate Theatre 

Ensemble.  It was something that I inherited from Michael, and the moment that students stepped 
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into the IB Theatre program, they were members of the company.  We were a dysfunctional 

family, and whether you were year 1 or year 2, I saw absolutely no distinction.  I never made that 

distinction.  The only thing that I worked with was this idea of mentoring.  Those who were in 

the company longer had the responsibility to assist those that were not.  That was the only 

distinction that I made.  I didn’t recruit, and they would join. 

 

To what extent do you believe that the culture of Amsterdam is seen in the IB Theatre 

program here at ISA? 

Not as much as I would like.  The environment of ISA influences it greatly.  For instance, with 

the theatre performances this week, we take over the entire school.  Our relationship to the 

greater world is perhaps a little more tenuous.  This largely has to do with language barriers.  It 

also has to do with theatre differences.  Kelly and I have different philosophies when it comes to 

theatre.  I would love to engage our theatre students more into that outer world, but the outer 

world has its perception of theatre that is somewhat different than that of my students.  Still, my 

students have been involved in a number of theatre productions in Amsterdam.  They have 

performed in professional theatre productions, and they would often audition to get involved.  

When I was the theatre director, they would get involved.  But they would often think “Hm, this 

is the theatre world where there is the director, where you do what he or she tells you, and then 

there is the actor who does X, Y, and Z.“  And that is not how I trained them.  There were always 

great conversations when they would come back from these experiences.  It’s a different world. 

 

To what extent are students, and the IB Theatre program as a whole, affected by the socio-

economic situation of the Netherlands? 

That’s part of the problem with international schools.  They are bubbles.  Even when you try to 

struggle with them, they just stand alone.  Well, a lot of people would say “they’re wealthy, it’s 

the upper 1 percent,” but that’s not necessarily the case.  In fact, at ISA, a lot of our students are 

sons and daughters of middle management, so they’re not necessarily wealthy, and they’re not 

poor.  But one thing that is absolutely for sure is that, because they are disconnected from the 

socio-economic environment in which the school is placed, it is very difficult to link them to it.  

So they’ll bring with them their own socio-economic issues, but they’re not necessarily national 

issues. 

 

What, in your opinion, is the most effective part of the IB Theatre course? 

This is something that we have to be very careful about.  If we celebrate one aspect of the 

curriculum, then we’re separating that aspect of the curriculum from the rest.  It’s very important 
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that every aspect of the curriculum – the RI, the IP, the TPP, and the PPP – all those stay 

together.  I will not separate one from another, and I will not celebrate one from the other.  This 

is the fine line that I was talking about.  If I say that I love the RI, then that means that I am 

celebrating the academic.  But if I don’t emphasize that it is essential that the theatre student 

understand the importance of dramaturgy in developing and devising their own art work, if that 

research stays separate, then it is just research.  Then, if I say that I love the PPP, then I’m 

isolating that research that is essential to devising.  As I have looked at and examined theatre 

work (I stopped because it was underpaid), you would get these devised projects that had no 

anchor, that had no connection to the language of theatre.  You’d have students that would think 

that theatre is whatever they want.  But it’s not, it’s a language.  Like all languages, it has 

grammatical rules.  Again, I will not celebrate the devising process without also integrating the 

research process.  When I was helping to write the MYP curriculum, that process of knowledge 

and understanding of theatrical traditions linked then to the devising, the application of that 

knowledge and understanding.  So then they use their understanding of Brecht to communicate 

their own pitch and their own message that they want to convey.  All of the aspects have to work 

together, and if you celebrate one over another, I think that you’re profoundly misunderstanding 

the creative process. 

 

Would you talk a little bit about ISA’s interaction with ISTA? 

I know ISTA very well, so it’s hard to talk about it as an institution.  I know Sally, I know Dinos, 

I know Ted.  And I’m very close to them, and I admire them as individuals.  For me to be honest 

here, I need to isolate the individual from the institution.  So I will speak of the institution and 

not the individual.  They have done tremendous work, and they really over the course of the 40 

or 50 years have placed theatre at its heart in the IB.  They really have worked hard and have 

strived to ensure that theatre maintains its place.  It’s still a struggle, but they continue the work.  

I really want to celebrate them for that.   

ISTA’s greatest strength is the bringing together of a community of artists.  I think something 

that ISTA needs to consider is the danger of isolating itself from the reflection of the educational 

process in general, ensuring that theatre is seen as a means to an end, and not an end in itself.  

Theatre is a language to speak in a global way.  I would like to see ISTA investigate how ISTA 

can weave in other aspects of the IB curriculum.  It would make it much stronger if we designed 

workshops on Theory of Knowledge and Theatre, CAS and Theatre.  For example, how can we 

use the idea of Augusto Boal and Forum Theatre within the work of CAS?  Those links need to 

be strengthened and developed.   

I would say also there is a need to ensure that the ISTA institution itself remains accessible.  I’m 

not sure how accessible it is.  If I wanted to become a member of its board, how would I do that?  
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I’m not sure if I could.  There is also the financial barrier as well for certain schools and students, 

so we need to make sure it remains inclusive.   

 

To what extent do you believe that the IB Theatre course is a crucial part of the future of 

international theatre education? 

I think you might have to flip that question on itself and ask what role theatre can play in 

developing the IB because the emphasis there is to make sure that theatre is directly linked to 

what the IB is trying to do.  If we can ensure that, then the future of theatre education in the IB 

will be beautiful and will develop.  If we fight too hard to separate theatre from that core, then I 

think that the future will be challenging. 
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THE INTERNATIONAL SCHOOL OF AMSTERDAM 
AMSTERDAM, THE NETHERLANDS 

 

Interviewee:  Kelly Webber (IB Theatre Instructor) and Student Panel 

May 30, 2013 

 

Student 1:  I dropped Mathematics higher level for theatre.  My mother was saying “Does that 

make sense?”  And my mother was saying that theatre is a “softer” subject than mathematics.  

She’s not saying theatre is easy; she doesn’t think it’s easy.  She just doesn’t think it is a hard 

subject material-wise. 

Kelly Webber: But that’s a universal thing.  People think that the arts are “soft” subjects, that 

they’re not necessary, that they have no place in a rigorous curriculum, or that they’re fluff 

subjects.  You could really argue that the way they are treated in a lot of schools are as “soft” 

subjects.  That they are based on participation grades.  That they’re an easy A, or an easy 7.  I 

think that in the institutions that really value the performing arts and what the arts really are 

understand that theatre is not just about performance.  It has to do with thinking in a certain way.  

I think the mentality that the arts are easy, or not necessary, or are electives is a problem.   

Student 2:  Even just the way that IB Theatre is in the curriculum – It’s a group six course.  So 

you have to take a math, you have to take a science, you have to take a humanities.  But you can 

choose if you want to take theatre, or music, or art.  It’s like saying, “well, only some people can 

do this.”  It’s differentiated from the other courses.  It’s like you have to have some kind of talent 

to do it, or some kind of experience or passion for it, but it doesn’t necessarily have to be like 

that.  For instance, I don’t have a passion for math, but I still have to take it. 

Student 3:  I decided to take IB Theatre because I’m really interested in action/reaction, and 

that’s the whole theatre thing.  Also, it involves a kind of independence of managing because you 

have to put everything together.  Not only in a real performance, but also within your PPP – out 

of a performance concept, you link everything together.  In a way, it’s abstract, but it’s also 

logical. 

Student 4:  I chose to take IB Theatre because I think a lot, and I feel that I didn’t balance it in a 

way.  I would just sit and think.  I think that if you don’t get your ideas onto a collective 

platform, which theatre allows, then you really shouldn’t even think.  So I think that theatre 

balances me out. 

Student 1:  I have always been interested in drama.  I’ve been at this school since 2
nd

 grade. It 

has always been my favorite subject.  I always just assumed that I would take it ever since I 

started.  There was also a time that I wanted to go into acting, but then I realized that I really 

liked psychology.   
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Student 4:  And then she said to me, “How am I going to make a living?”  Haha!  She’s so 

touchy about that. 

Student 1:  Well, yeah, I’m looking at it practically.  I stopped thinking about going into acting 

in general and then I found psychology and I found it really interesting.  There are no psychology 

classes at this school, so I felt like drama might be something that would introduce me to some 

of the concepts, maybe to some extent. 

 

Why did all four of you decide to take the course at HL? 

Student 4:  The main reason that I changed from standard to higher level is because this is a tiny 

school, so that means that there can only be one theatre class.  You can’t have different classes 

for standard and higher, which means that I would have to do the same workload as a higher 

level student either way.  So I thought that I might as well just take the course at higher level.  

Student 3:  If you invest the time into it, you might as well invest the most time.  It’s such a time 

consuming subject.  I’m sorry but, for standard level, explaining two years in twenty minutes for 

your TPP is impossible. 

Student 2:  I think also just with the assessments that we had to do, I think that sometimes HL is 

easier because you have more words which allows you to justify what you’re saying, resulting in 

a better grade. 

Student 3:  I remember last year what really inspired me to take theatre this year was when we 

studied Brecht.  We learned that theatre can be a way of changing the world.  It’s seen as this 

stupid subject, but it can have such a huge impact. 

 

When you talk to your friends about the fact that you take IB Theatre, do they realize how 

hard you work? 

Student 4:  A few months ago, the 9
th

 graders had a project in which they had to interview IB 

students on their hardest subject.  I was interviewed by three or four of them, and I always said 

that theatre was my hardest subject, and I still think it is.  Even though it might not have the 

biggest work load, I still think that it is the most difficult.  Most of my friends take HL IB Art, so 

most of them get it.  And they took theatre in the MYP, so they know that it’s difficult. 

 

Why do you think that IB Theatre is your hardest subject? 
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Student 4:  It’s a lot harder to get than math.  In math, you know what is expected of you.  With 

theatre, you never really know for sure.  I mean, you have guidelines and all.   

Student 3:  There’s no clear-cut syllabus that tells you how to do well.  Well, there is to a certain 

extent.  But it is a way of thinking.   

Student 2:  In the beginning, we are given these four assessments that we have never done 

before.  It’s all new. 

Student 3:  It’s a new language, like a friend of ours said in her TPP.  She said that theatre was 

like a dictionary for her, because she had to acquire all of this new language, all these words.  I 

remember when we first came into class, we were just like, “what is going on right now?!”  

Student 2:  It’s a lot of talking, a lot of doing.  And trying to convert that into writing is 

something that I always found very difficult.  I am good at the talking and doing, but when it 

comes to the book work, and the stuff that is more linear and that has a process, I sometimes 

struggle.  It’s hard to switch between the two. 

Student 1:  In IB Theatre, you have to do your research by yourself.  For this one, Kelly didn’t 

force us to do any research, we had to do it ourselves.   

Student 4:  I played a schizophrenic character in one of our performances here at ISA.  I did so 

much research, especially on Antonin Artaud.  The information that I found really helped me to 

stage it. 

Kelly:  One of the things that I find interesting about the research that students do for character 

work is ultimately when you doing anything past the four comfy walls of school that requires 

that kind of research, you’re researching clientele – what they want, the product that they are 

interested in.  If you’re a lawyer, you’re researching the prosecutee.  But the idea we’re 

constantly investigating is this anthropological component of theatre.  If you think about 

Beethoven and you take the tempos that he originally wanted – his tempos were so frenetic that 

even professional players could not play them on tempo.  So we slow them down to make them 

work.  But to understand who Beethoven is is to understand that about him.  He had this quality 

that was just maniacal, which was really shown in his music.  I think that we do that maybe 

inadvertently or subconsciously.  We’re always studying people and how they work and what 

works for them.  So the research that the students did for their individual characters, that is 

something that they do in real life all the time.  No one forces you to do it, but it’s necessary to 

make things work. 

 

Are any of you hoping to pursue theatre after graduating from ISA? 

Student 1:  I want to. 
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Which aspect? 

Student 1:  That’s really hard to answer.  In IB Theatre, you get to know so many things.  You 

get to know lighting, costumes, directing, acting, theatre cultures and traditions.  From there, to 

go into something so specific, it is really hard.  I really enjoy all the aspects of the program.  I 

personally am really interested in physical theatre.  I don’t know why.  I just find it amazing.  In 

different traditions, I find it so amazing – puppetry as well.  I might want to go into that.  But I 

don’t know honestly because I love every aspect of the theatre. 

 

What occupations are you all looking into pursuing? 

Student 1:  I’m looking into psychology.  You learn to read people a lot in drama, because you 

have to become someone else.  From that, you have to understand how people think.  I’ve just 

always been interested in psychology. 

Student 5:  I know what I’m going to study.  I don’t know what I’ll do later on.  I’m going to 

study international relations. 

Student 3:  I want to study business management.  In a way, this class really helps prepare me 

for that.  I notice that I want to say something a lot during rehearsals, but I try to hold back.  

Haha.   
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THE DWIGHT SCHOOL 
NEW YORK, UNITED STATES 

 

Interviewee:  Terry Christgau (IB Theatre Instructor)  

September 30, 2013 

 

Terry Christgau is a theatre actor and director by training.  He was a parent of a student at the 

school in 1995, and he began teaching IB Theatre at Dwight in 1997.  He continues to be 

actively involved in off-Broadway work in New York City. 

 

Does the school attend ISTA events and festivals? 

The school is only associated to ISTA tangentially.  I thought about hosting an ISTA festival at 

one point, but we just couldn’t do it.  We don’t have the space or time.  Space is a big deal in 

Manhattan.  We are crunched with space in pretty much every way possible.   

 

Tell me a bit about the space that you have here. 

The room that we are sitting next to was first functionally designed by me, and then they brought 

in an architect.  Now that is a dance studio with a sprung dance floor, mirrors, and curtains.  It’s 

also a rehearsal space.  We also have folding rolling tables and chairs, so it can take pretty much 

any shape that we want it to.  We have a projection system and sound system, so it can also 

function as a lab. It certainly functions as a space for after school stuff, but our productions are 

done off-site.  We use off-Broadway theatres which are great, I think, for the kids.  Some kids 

leave here with a resume that, where they performed is better than where a lot of actors coming 

out of college who are trying to make it in New York, just simply can’t match.  We do all kinds 

of shows.  We were the last show in the Lambs Theatre, we have been in the oldest off-

Broadway theatre, the St. Clemens.  It’s very cool for them.  I’ve tried to make it a truly New 

York program. 

 

What is your overall impression of the IB Theatre course? 

I am 50/50 on this.  From one point of view, it’s great.  From another point of view, it is too 

academic and theoretical.  So there is where the rub is.  I think it is unique because it has a 

devising piece in it.  I think it’s unique because it has a very high intellectual demand.  All of 

these things have two sides, because many times the best actor has been chased away or has not 

gotten the best grade in the IB.   

I have had a number of meetings with people who are just out of grad school and getting ready to 

teach IB Theatre for the first time, and I have watched their faces over the course of the hour that 
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it takes to explain the course and how I deliver the course and give them handouts and stuff.  I’ve 

watched their faces go from bright and cheery to “oh my word.” 

 

Do you feel that the course is too academic? 

I, myself, am prone to the intellectual.  I am fed by that, I love that.  My kids make fun of me 

because I am always using metaphors and putting things in the context of all of theatre history, 

and they kind of just want to know what to learn for the test, y’know.  I also like that the testing 

is not traditional testing – that is a big plus.  I still think it’s too much.  Of course, there is always 

the other side.  But I think it is great that it does not use traditional testing. 

 

In your theatre program, to what extent does the theatre culture of NYC come into the 

classroom? 

The IB Theatre course here at Dwight and the theatre culture of NYC does not come together 

enough.  I think the course is so demanding that the best place that they overlap is when I insist 

that students see a minimum of one outside show per term and write a critical evaluation.  They 

then refine that process over the two years.  I tell them that the course is a five term course with 

the sixth term being the exams.  So over those five terms, they have seen at least five shows.  But 

I tell them that, if all of their shows are Broadway shows, they’re not really digging in.  You 

need to go to PS122, you need to go to the lower east side – over on east 4
th

 street or down in 

alphabet city, there are these incredible theatre things happening.  I tell students that they can 

hand me a critical evaluation of a street performer if they’d like, but it has to be written in the 

same way.  So that’s what I want them to do.  This particular group – class of 2014 – have come 

back so hysterical at some of the terrible stuff they have seen.  I am just so delighted with that, 

because they are seeing stuff in theatres that are not really theatres.  People are doing all kinds of 

performance art, really experimental, not even full formed pieces, pieces in development.  I was 

in a staged reading of a new play myself last week and I invited several of my students, one of 

whom came.  He was blown away.  It was a church basement and it was a very good piece of 

theatre, and he got to see it before it is produced.  So that’s how New York can impact the 

course. 

Being a practitioner myself is important besides only being a teacher.  And then also exposing 

them to what is here in New York.  When I first came to this school, which was a really long 

time ago – I was a parent here in ’95 and I started teaching IB Theatre in ’97 – my whole thing 

was that “this is New York.”  It has been hard to reach out as much as I want to.  Not just 

because of what the IB Theatre course demands, but the demands put on DP students and how 

really, really busy they are.  They get so busy in their senior year, and I look at it as “this is the 

culmination of your artistic experience.”  But they say, “I have to apply to 13 colleges, I have to 
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prepare for my SATs!”  So it is difficult.  I wish it were different.  I wish it were more 

conservatory-like.   

 

Would you talk a little bit about the four assessments? 

The new course is less theoretical than the old course.  For example, the old practical play 

analysis was absurd, I thought.  It was so hard to explain to them what point of view they were 

writing from.  It was as if you had to pretend that you were writing to a director of a play.  You 

have to choose the play, but you have to pretend that you didn’t.  It was just far too complicated. 

Focusing on the course now, the devising piece (PPP) might be too hard for high school students, 

but it is the best thing about the program.  Though it needs work, it is the best assessment they 

have, and it is the most like what practitioners actually do.  One of my complaints about the IPP 

is they use the word “devising” in option A, and it’s crazy.  The IB is so specific in their use of 

words, and then it suddenly uses the term “devising” in the IPP, and it is very confusing.  I have 

to explain to students that it is not the same KIND of devising.  The RI I happen to like because 

it is centered around a script and a potential production of a script, and not just a history paper.  

The TPPP, the Oral, I think it’s a great idea, and I think the assessment is so potentially arbitrary 

that I don’t understand how they can be assessed.  Just because my kids, who do at least three 

shows in major off-Broadway theatres, can’t come up with a good metaphor doesn’t mean that 

they haven’t learned as much as a kid with a great presentation style.   

The old course was more academic in a negative sense.  It was doing so much that you would 

never do in a real theatre.  It is now getting closer to what practitioners actually do.   

On the TPPP, I’d like to be clearer about how the assessment criteria are examined by an outside 

examiner.  I know that it is an internal assessment, but we are externally moderated.  I don’t 

know how to give them what they want.  It’s a bit like the EE.  If you ask me, the EE is about 

just doing the best you can do, you throw it up in the air, and wherever it lands, that is the grade 

you get.  That’s the way it feels.  And the TPPP feels like that.  We listen to the exemplars as 

part of our preparation, and the good ones are always the best writers, the most intellectual, the 

people with the biggest vocabulary, and the ability to think abstractly.  Having said all of that, 

that’s great, but that’s like creating another Eric Bentley, not creating theatre artists particularly.  

There is zero playwriting in the course.  I mean, you might be able to do it as part of the IPP, but 

I frankly hedge from it because I don’t know how it is going to be graded.   

For example, in the MYP, the 10
th

 grade personal project, I had a kid who is a theatre student 

now, who built from scratch from a tree, a bow (like for a bow and arrow).  He built it, shaped it, 

everything.  He got a terrible grade.  Why?  Because he didn’t care about his paperwork.  He just 

wanted to build a bow.  I have another kid who created a blog of theatre criticism and history, 

and he got a mediocre grade.  I think that is a little bit of a problem with the IPP.  A kid could 
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write a wonderful play and get a terrible grade, and I don’t want to put them in that position.  I 

really don’t.   

Also, this thing that I mentioned about the word “devising” in the IPP, and the difference 

between options A and B is not clear enough.  It is so often that I’m not sure which a student’s 

project is.  I say, “Okay, I am going to call it this one, but I’m not really sure…” 

As far as the PPP goes, I think it’s the best of the assignments, but I think it’s a little hard.  The 

big criticism is this:  If you go online, every devising group (Peter Brook’s Conference of the 

Birds, etc.) is a GROUP.  “Yes, kids, we devise as a group in the real world, now you’re on your 

own.  Go!”  I don’t like that. 

 

Do you have different class periods for higher level and standard level students? 

I have run the program for 17 years, and we never have two classrooms.  We don’t even try.  

Everyone signs up for IB Theatre HL.  By the time that we get into mid-junior year, their 

strengths and weaknesses become pretty clear.  So eventually a kid will be SL or HL depending 

on their diploma needs.  The largest class I ever had was 21 students, and I think all but one of 

those was HL.  That was before the 2009 exams – it was 2003.  It was very hard.  Currently, I 

have 5 senior HL students and 8 junior HL students.  I will probably have another 8 coming in as 

juniors next year.  Last year I had five, but the year before that (2012), I had 13.  So it ranges.  

On average, it is about 9 students – something like that. 

 

Many people say that the IB Theatre course is one of the hardest IB courses on offer today.  

Do you agree? 

I believe that the course is too hard.  College guidance here at Dwight and our IB coordinator 

believes that the course is too hard.  So, students run.  They run to visual arts from theatre.  They 

think it’s easier.  But if you know what students do in IB Art, it’s not easier.  It’s very, very hard.  

Music is tiny here.  There is one IB student I think.   Last year there were two.  The biggest IB 

music class I can remember is 4 or 5.  The course is very difficult.  We just added IB Film.  The 

film teacher, after the first year marks came in, the marks were so high that he has been invited 

to go somewhere in Europe to talk to the IB.  He’s a very talented film maker, and he’s part time 

here.  His class was all 6s and 7s, or something incredible like that.  Because of that, kids are 

going to become more interested in taking film.  I think film is more popular these days anyway I 

think.    

I think the essence though is that we are not an arts school.  The theatre course has a reputation 

of being difficult.  I have a good relationship with my students, and that’s all great.  But we all 

face the IB together, like this big monster we have to tame or an obstacle course that we have to 
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make it through.  There is value to that, but I’m not sure that is the ideal situation.  So, yeah, we 

have trouble keeping the attendance up.  They have talked about dropping music here, but they 

have never mentioned dropping theatre. 

I have proposed before (but I am reluctant to do it without getting paid for it) to offer a non-IB 

DP Theatre course.  When I first came, because my head was in the stars – I had only taught 

adults before – I thought that we should have auditions to get into the course.  Well, at that time, 

I had no idea what this course was made up of.  That would do us no good whatsoever in this 

course. 

 

How do you integrate performance into your program? 

Performance – it is next to crazy, if you ask me, to have a theatre course in New York that is 

very high level and very difficult where you tell the actors that, at most, at a stretch, that 25% of 

their grade is based on their performance.  But it’s not really.  You could perform a little and 

present really well and get a better grade.  Or you could do all production work.  Which is fine. 

My whole career was in production work before teaching.  That’s a great career.  But I don’t 

have a shop, so how am I going to teach real production work?  Therefore, the kids do the 

advertising in the program, they help out on the set, they are on stage crew.  It’s good, but it’s not 

great.  The performance and production piece is really minimized, if you ask me. 

 

What would you think about students sending videos of their performances to the IB for 

assessment? 

The audition world is online a lot, and I have auditions over Skype sometimes.  I think where the 

difficulty can be is setting standards and making those very clear.  We have kids here who could 

and would rent NBC studios to film their final piece.  We don’t want that to happen.  That 

standard has to be clear – it’s a full body shop, the camera is x feet away from the actor, there are 

no costumes, props, and production values.  Because if you start going there, then it’s about who 

makes the better movie.  So that’s the trap.  Also, how are they going to be assessed?  Many non-

arts people always say, “How can you grade someone on their talent?”  So I always say, “talent 

is there, but skills can be worked on.”  Just like, “I am a pretty good basketball player, but if I 

can’t dribble with both hands, I’m going to play to the best of my ability and work on that skill.” 

So we work on skills.  I’d like to see that they are being assessed on some of those skills: 

stillness (the ability to be still), focus (knowing who you are talking to and what you need from 

them), point of view (have you taken a point of view or are you just reciting lines?).  I would 

love to be on the committee who makes that assessment criterion.   
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When kids go to college auditions, one of the big demands for the big conservatory programs is 

that the audition piece must be from a play and you must have read the play and you are liable to 

being asked questions about the play.  I love that!  I am a purist in that sense.  I don’t give them 

movie monologues.  That is another criterion that I would want for the course – play-centered. 

I took the kids to see a Japanese Noh version of Oedipus Rex at the Japan Center.  The kids were 

blown away – not because they loved it, but because they didn’t get it at all.  They had read the 

play, but they just didn’t get it.  I think it was one of the best things they have seen because they 

didn’t get it.  One of the reasons that I love the theatre is that it is a mystery – the mystery of it, 

like in the anecdote that I was just giving – what was beautiful about that was the mystery.  They 

would have never thought of this in their wildest dreams.  I don’t even remember if any of them 

were of Japanese descent or were from Japan, but it doesn’t mean that they understood it any 

more than the others, even if they got the language.  It was very ritualistic, like everything was 

going through concrete or mud to get everything done.  It’s fabulous and agitating, I love that.  I 

think the biggest mistake that we can make is to homogenize everything.  So the IB has the 

lenses – theatre in the world, theatre in the making, and theatre in performance.  The concept of 

world is multi-layered, and it is one of the most important things that I can teach to a kid.  I still 

to this day don’t know if the IB includes this, or if I just do it – there is the idea of theatre in the 

world in terms of history and society and what is going on culturally across the globe.  I think 

that’s very important.  But there are also the many worlds within worlds on the stage.  I think for 

them to have a concept that there are different worlds within the one world is part of the mystery.  

Really, I can’t use the world “mystery” too much, because that is what I think is unfortunately 

disappearing.  It’s a real shame.  I try to preserve it by challenging their thoughts and 

experiences, and I would do that even if the IB disagreed with me.  I mean, we’re affecting lives 

here.  Minds that aren’t fully developed yet.   I don’t mind the three lenses – they’re a little 

vague, and I don’t mind that too much either.  I just think that there are other ways of expressing 

what “theatre of the world” is. 

 

In what ways do you think the rise of globalization is affecting theatre culture, and even 

theatre education, worldwide? 

Globalization is all over the place.  I’m 50/50 about it.  I love that fact that I can see something 

that I might never have had the opportunity to see.  On the other hand, there is a loss of culture – 

like the Native Americans in this country.  They have been obliterated, and what remains are 

casinos and funny ritualistic once-a-year dances or festivals.  It is a shame because it was 

actually one of the most refined and finest cultures that I have ever read about.  Somehow, 

ideally, we want to have the ability to see and experience different cultures without making a 

stew out of them. 
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The students who come into the class are culturally diverse.  We are definitely an international 

school.  I have taught Paris Hilton in the school.  She didn’t last into her senior year, but she was 

in the school as a tenth and eleventh grader.  I think she might have liked me, but she publically 

didn’t like the school after she left.  She was only partly present.  The son of William Hertz was 

here.  Someone from the Johnson and Johnson family as well.  So we had THAT kind of 

diversity.  Very, very well to do families.  The guy who runs MTV, his son was in IB Theatre 

and did really well.  He’s a really funny kid.  These kids will probably go on to careers that are 

pretty much set for them.  I have also had in my shows an actual Arabian princess.  We have 

royalty.  Also, going from one school to another school for IB Theatre has worked, like Camille 

Denning, my former student.  It doesn’t always work, but sometimes it works.  We have a lot of 

kids from South Korea, Shanghai, and Australia.  Our student body is very international. 

 

What kind of support do you get from the administration here at The Dwight School? 

I’d say that the school’s administration supports us 50/50.  The good part is that I do have a 

budget that is based on renting theatres.  So they do support that.  I have a budget for all of the 

upper school theatre stuff that I do in one school year.  The budget is pretty healthy.  I mean, I 

know that the schools that we are competitive with have twice the budget, so it’s a relative thing.  

On the show week, my kids don’t go to class on Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday.  They only 

go to school Monday and Tuesday.  There is always grief about that, but fundamentally, the 

school has agreed, and the leadership team will defend the necessity of that.  So those are the 

good things.  On a downside, there is no culture here for students to see the shows.  If we didn’t 

have a matinee for 6
th

, 7
th

, and 8
th

 graders, those kids would never see the shows.  So that 

matinee was created as part of a brainstorm to get more students to attend.  One of my students 

happens to be the class president, so I told that student, “we have to get people to come and see 

our shows!” 

I believe that, the school being a prep school, its focus is really clear.  As important as everyone 

says the arts are, they are looked on as tangential.  They are electives, after all.  I am tired of 

reading another book and going to another workshop about the new modes of teaching and what 

you want to do in the classroom.  All of these things are what we already do when we put on a 

production.  Yes, there is a director, but in terms of the experience of being part of a team, all of 

these qualities that all of these education books are meant to teach – It is never acknowledged 

that the theatre classroom has already been doing them for decades.  What you’re trying to 

engender in classrooms in more academic subjects is similar to what we’re already doing within 

the theatre classroom.  All teachers need to do to build a model of it is come and watch our 

theatre rehearsal processes.  I think the IB could advocate that.   

One thing that I noticed in the old subject guide was that they quoted Alfred Hitchcock.  Wait, 

he’s a filmmaker.  Why, of all the people in the world, why would you quote a filmmaker within 
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a theatre subject guide?  There are so many wonderful theatre artists who you could quote.  It’s 

that kind of thing that drives me nuts.  I think it is academic in the bad sense.  It needs to get less 

academic and more practical. 

If you’re teaching theatre, it’s because you love it.  It’s not about the money.   I think the IB 

could go a long way if they could make it like a “gym.” I work with a theatre company that does 

things called “gyms” – where you go and you “work out” – you work out your skill sets, you 

work your monologues, etc.  And I think the more it goes in that direction, the better. 

I had this student who came into class, and he sat with his arms crossed like he was superior to 

me and everyone in the whole room.  He did the whole SL course in the second year.  I made it 

clear to him that there were things he had to do in order to take the IB Theatre course, so he did 

those reluctantly.  And he ended up getting the highest score because he was a natural born 

writer.  He could write like nobody’s business, and he probably knew how to write before 

anyone taught him how to write.  Structure and content – he had a great grasp of the English 

language.  His scores were very high, and I don’t like that for a theatre course.  I get that he is a 

very smart person, but so much of theatre work is instinctive and passion-driven.   

In theatre, we should be acknowledging and embracing differences in various cultures and not 

trying to blend them.  To know a people vis-à-vis their culture, it is necessary to know, among 

other things, what their arts are like.  I think it is very important not to westernize those arts.  I 

think that would be a mistake.   

Another major aspect – I think high school students should have mentors outside in the theatre 

community wherever you are or apprenticeships that are associated with the program.  I thought 

we were going to do that with our students here.  We have so many connections in New York 

City, but I have never been able to make that part of their grade for the theatre course.  During 

the school year, not just the summer.  Some colleges and universities do that, but I don’t see why 

high schools couldn’t do that, at least in places like London, Paris, Chicago – places with rich 

theatre cultures. 

 

What should the balance be between theory and practice in the IB Theatre course? 

Theatre education needs to have both theory and practice, but they need to be distinguished from 

one another and not all blended into one thing.  Every theatre artist needs both, but right now, to 

be an IB theatre student, you are evaluated on both of those things together.  You cannot get a 

good grade and be a bad writer.  You cannot get a good grade and JUST be a good actor.  They 

could instead split the grade into two components, both of which are averaged out in such a way 

that the strengths of a student are embraced. 
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I guess my ultimate question is: What am I preparing them for?  I think if you pressed the IB 

team about that, I don’t know what they would say, but I don’t think they would say what I think 

they SHOULD say.  I’d say that the course should be preparing them to be working theatre 

people.  Contributors to their society through theatre, whether it be through teaching it, acting it, 

producing it, writing for it, being a critic for it, whatever.  I don’t think that is what’s really 

happening.  I think what is really happening is that they are being prepared to be, the very 

popular notion these days, well-rounded global citizens.  I think that’s fine.  It’s a fine idea 

anyway.  I have gotten, in the past, in the last 17 years, maybe 20 students into BFA programs 

(USC, Syracuse, NYU Tisch, Julliard, Emerson, etc.)  This year, I have one student who is 

auditioning.  This is not just about the IB Theatre program, but because of the DP program and 

the school they are in, the Dwight School, is so college oriented.  So they don’t feel that they 

have the liberty or freedom to enter into a conservatory.  Their dream becomes a whim that they 

can ignore.  Theatre is about investigating the human soul in a way that no other form does.  But 

I don’t feel that those flights of fancy are allowed in this school.  I am teaching them, I feel, what 

I think every theatre student must leave a course knowing, in spite of the IB.  And then I’m 

preparing them for the assessments as well.  Right now, I have five kids that are five different 

types of learners, and each of them has a different relationship to theatre.  They all have different 

aims and ultimate goals for their futures.  There has got to be a way that holistically assesses a 

student that is performance-based, which provides students with a good knowledge base.  I don’t 

want lopsided students who are only artists and have no sense of their community and no sense 

of their responsibility to the world, but I also don’t want to pretend that I’m not teaching an arts 

class. 
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THE DWIGHT SCHOOL 
NEW YORK, UNITED STATES 

 

Interviewee:  Anthony Foster (IB Coordinator)  

October 1, 2013 

 

 

Has Dwight always offered IB group 6 subjects? 

We have always offered all of the IB arts.  All of our IB arts teachers are professionals.  Terry is 

a professional theatre director and actor on Broadway, and we found that the course was very 

attractive to a core group of students.  After all, we are in Manhattan.  We do have students who 

have theatre in their futures, and we have a cohort every year which really sees this as a 

professional opportunity.  They are in IB Theatre, but we know that they are really actors.  Now, 

they do not all go on to a career in theatre, of course.  But some would like to.  So we have that 

core, and it is a very important, as a DP school in Manhattan, that we are able to support those 

kinds of students.  As we move toward also becoming known as an IB CC school (IB Career-

related Certificate), the IB’s new program for vocational learning, IB Theatre will only be more 

important because then we will begin to attract kids who want to go into internships in theatre, 

etc.  And then, of course, we just have kids who are in our Middle Years Program who just love 

theatre, and why would we ever want to exclude them?  So that’s why we have always offered 

IB Theatre, no matter the numbers have been high or low.  We consider it one of our essential 

group 6 offerings. 

 

What kind of facilities do students have access to when taking these courses? 

We often rent out professional theatres for our students’ productions.  We want our kids to have 

a professional experience.  So we feel that instead of using the school auditorium, we should rent 

out an off-Broadway theatre.  It gives students a better sense of what theatre is all about.   

 

Why does The Dwight School offer the IB as opposed to other programs? 

We consider the IB to be the best pre-university course of study in the world.  It is value driven, 

it is mission driven.  It is not just standardized testing.  Multiple forms of assessments are used, 

especially in theatre.  We love the richness of the assessment.  We love that it is a two-year 

program which gives the students time for organic growth.  We love the international and cross-

cultural aspect of every curriculum and assessment.  And not only that, but it is a criteria-

referenced assessment, so teachers know exactly how they stand.  What more could you ask for?  

The IB is becoming more and more popular, and so I can’t imagine us do anything other than IB 

programs at present. 
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What do you think about the fact that group 6 courses are not mandatory?   

Many of our students like to take two sciences.  But in the case of theatre, it is not the fact that it 

is a group 6 course that lowers the class size somewhat.  Instead, it is the fact that students don’t 

understand what IB Theatre is.  Some of them think it is an acting program and are horrified 

when they learn the degree of literary analysis and research that is required.  That is a far more 

significant reason why the numbers might be slightly lower. 
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MIRABEAU B. LAMAR SENIOR HIGH SCHOOL 
TEXAS, UNITED STATES 

 

Interviewee:  Sharna Shirl (IB Theatre Instructor)  

October 15, 2013 

 

Sharna Shirl began teaching IB Theatre seven years ago when she first arrived at Lamar High 

School.   

 

 

Would you start by telling me a little bit about yourself and about your experience with the 

IB Theatre course? 

This is my seventh year at Lamar.  I began teaching IB Theatre when I came to Lamar, because 

when I was hired as their theatre instructor, the IB was already taught there and had been taught 

there for many years.  So I came in and did IB Theatre training in New Mexico that summer 

before I started.  So I went there, and I got a crash course on it.  Of course, then shortly after that, 

it changed.  Then I got the new curriculum, and there was a lot that I didn’t understand.  I 

certainly understood it better than if I had come into it cold.  Then, halfway through the year 

when the new system came into being, I went to another training here in Houston at Rice 

University.  It really crystallized for me a lot of what was new about the course and helped me to 

understand it better.  It also helped me come up with ways to teach the course that I thought were 

really helpful that I still use today that have helped my students  a lot with understanding the four 

assessments.   

 

What do you like about the curriculum and what did you dislike? 

What I like about the curriculum is that it exposes students to different types of theatre and gives 

them the opportunity to do a lot of research on different aspects of theatre.  They can explore 

what they want to learn about, and I just enjoy the conversations that we have because my class 

is relatively small and therefore we can have really great conversations about things that I enjoy 

talking about that you can’t really talk about in a regular theatre course.  About practitioners, 

culture, and other things. 

What I don’t like about the course:  When you compare it to the rest of the IB curriculum for 

other subjects, I believe that the IB Theatre course is as hard, if not harder, than a lot of the other 

courses.  And perhaps it may be too hard.  I don’t know if that’s fair or not, but my students seem 

to think, “my goodness, this takes a lot more time than I thought it would.”  They originally 

think, “Oh, IB Theatre, this will be fun!”  Of course, they do enjoy it or they wouldn’t do it.  But 

it’s just a whole lot of work.   
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Do most of your students take the course at higher level or standard level? 

I am going to be honest with you.  I tend to steer my students away from testing at higher level 

because I don’t know that it is worth it to them to do it unless they feel that they have to in order 

to get the diploma.   Not all of my students are getting the diploma.  Some of them are not.  

Some of them just enjoy taking the course.  At my school, there is a tradition:  If you want to 

direct a student-directed play at the school, you have to take the IB Theatre course.  For those 

students who just want to direct, they will take the IB Theatre course even if they are not a 

diploma candidate so that they can direct a play.  But then they enjoy the course because they are 

theatre students.  Many of them have gone on to do theatre at colleges now.  But getting the 

diploma just wasn’t that important to them.  However, they do love theatre, and they love really 

deep theatre, which is what the IB Theatre course is.   

 

So most of your students are standard level students? 

Not necessarily.  I urge them to do that.  Another thing I have discovered, now that I have been 

teaching as long as I have, that the assessments are not graded as difficultly in standard level.  I 

can guide my students to do some of the same things that my higher level students do in terms of 

research and things like that, and they end up with fairly good scores because they have done 

some extra when they really didn’t have to.  But if they don’t do that work in the higher level, 

they are penalized.  I find that my higher level scores are never as good as my standard level 

scores.  So therefore, I try to guide them to do that.  If they are doing the diploma, if they can 

take another course at higher level, I tell them to try to do that because this is so much work – an 

added critique of sources – and everything is just a little bit longer.  Besides, it could bump their 

grade up because it is not graded as difficultly at standard level.  Therefore, if they could get a 5 

or a 6 without working terribly hard, that’s better.  Whereas to get a 5 or a 6 in higher level is 

really hard.   

 

How many students do you currently have? 

I have ten. 

 

Is that pretty standard? 

It has gone up and down.  One year, I’ll have a large group of seniors, and then the next I’ll have 

a small group.  I have a small group of seniors this year – just 3 seniors, but 7 juniors.  We put 

them all in the same class, because in order to put them in two classes, you would have to have a 

large group of students for each.  Most public schools can’t do that. 
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So, your school is a public school? 

Yes. 

 

How long has the IB Theatre course been taught at your school? 

I have been there for 7 years, and I know it existed 6 years before that and 4 years before that.  

So at least 10 years before I arrived.  Probably the mid 1990s.  I am not certain, but I think it’s 

been a very long time. 

 

How do you recruit students? 

I need to recruit sometimes, because I feel like there aren’t too many people coming in.  What I 

usually do is that we have a theatre production company at our school that students have to 

audition for.  I usually go to that class first and find out who in there is interested.  But then I also 

get some of the students who aren’t in that group who take it also.  I don’t know if the course is 

for everyone, and I have to be really honest:  I haven’t done a great job of recruiting people 

because I don’t think everyone should be taking it because I don’t think everyone is going to 

succeed in it or have the interest.  If you don’t know theatre, it’s going to be very difficult and 

you’re going to be at a disadvantage.  I have had some students who have known quite a bit, but I 

have one student this year who knows next to nothing.  I am really worried that she’s going to 

struggle, but she is a junior this year, and we are going through that first year process.  So we’ll 

see how she does. 

 

Are a lot of your students Texan? 

Most of them are.  One of my seniors, interestingly, came to me in October of last year, and she 

had been through the first year of IB on another continent.  She grew up in India, and then she 

moved to Uzbekistan, and now she’s in Texas.  She had been to a lot of the ISTA conferences 

from years before.  She’s been going to them for years.  She must have gone through the MYP 

program at her IB school.  We have MYP at our school too.   I don’t know if it was a public or 

private school. 

 

How do you feel about the fact that group 6 programs are not required by the IB? 
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You find that students who are not in the least bit artistic, who are more analytical, will never 

take an art because they just don’t want to do it because it’s not anything that might interest 

them, not anything they think they might do well in.  So they don’t take any of those art classes.  

In the state of Texas, you must take an art class in order to graduate.  That’s a relatively recent 

requirement.  It has been the last ten years or so that it has been required for graduation.  And 

that is how it is at our school.  You don’t have to take an IB art course, but students at our school 

have to take some kind of art course before they graduate. 

 

So, at your school, you offer both the US high school diploma and the IB diploma? 

Yes, correct.  We have 3,000 students at our school; it’s a big school.  The graduating class will 

be around 700, and of those, probably less than 100 of them will be diploma candidates.  So it’s 

not a big percentage of the students that will end up with diplomas.  Now there will be a much 

larger number who will take IB courses and test in IB courses and get certificates.  And then 

there are some students who just take IB courses, and they may try to get college credit for 

taking those courses, or they just take them because of the advanced academics and it helps their 

GPA.  Our school also offers AP courses. 

 

What kind of differences do you see when teaching the IB Theatre course as opposed to the 

general theatre course that is found within schools in the USA? 

The students who take IB Theatre are the students who are interested in advanced academics.  

Those are the students who are more focused, more interested in the subject, and also more 

interested in delving deeper.  Therefore, you have a higher caliber of student who wants to be 

challenged.  Since taking an art is a requirement in Texas to graduate, we have our Theatre 1 

classes that have students who are there only because it is a requirement.  So, therefore, there are 

students there who really don’t want to be there.  When you get into my advanced courses 

(Theatre 2 and Theatre Production), those are students who want to be there, and those students 

are more interested in being challenged and working harder.  There are some students in 

introductory courses who do want to be there, they just make the best of it.  They say to 

themselves, “I have to take an art.  I’d rather take theatre than music, etc.” 

 

Do you think that the IB Theatre course is more academic or practical?  Does it strike a 

good balance? 

I think the IB Theatre course is more academic.  I know that the IB Dance curriculum is more 

practical.  Students actually get to choreograph something, they record it, and then they submit it.  

My students do direct plays for their IP sometimes, but they aren’t able to videotape it or send it 
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in.  That would be really cool if they could do that.  Or do a scene and send it in for assessment.  

“Theatre in the Making” – it’s something that they devised.   

The PPP was an attempt at trying to do something more practical than theoretical.  But I do think 

that the course is more academic and less practical. 

 

How do you pull in the culture of Texas into the classroom? 

I try to actually expose them to things outside of Texas, because that’s what the curriculum is 

about - not focusing so much on Western culture, because we are so Western focused in how 

we’re taught.  So I try to let them know about other kinds of theatre from other parts of the 

world.  I don’t focus on Texas specifically.  Because we are in a large city here, there is a lot to 

offer in terms of what they can go see because we do have a lot of theatre here in town.  I require 

my students to go see as much theatre as they can, so thankfully there is a lot to see.  They have 

lots of opportunities to see theatre because of the Universities that are here and because of the 

small professional theatres that are here in town.   

 

Is your class ever able to go on field trips together to see any theatre? 

Not particularly.  We can order a bus to go somewhere.  Sometimes the school will pay for it, 

sometimes not.  But that’s just a budget thing.  They would love for us to do those kinds of 

things.  It’s not that they discourage them.  They just don’t always have the funds to offer for us 

to do that.  We went to see a play two weeks ago at the Alley Theatre (“You Can’t Take it With 

You” – a classic comedy).  The students paid for their own tickets.  We got a student group rate 

because of being with a school, but we all worked our way over there in our transportation. 

 

What affect do you believe that globalization is having on theatre education worldwide?   

I think the curriculum is very open in that it allows students to explore.  I always try to include 

one type of theatre culture per year that I expose them to.  But I always tell them that there are 

hundreds of other wonderful theatre forms and practices that they could research.  I give them 

the names of lots of different practices so that they can read on their own.  After all, the RI 

encourages them to do research on a theatre tradition that they are not familiar with.  So I can’t 

teach them every theatre culture, because if I do, they will be at least familiar with it.  I want 

them to at least know the name of it so that they know what they’re looking for.  So if I tell them 

that Bunraku is a type of puppetry, then they can look it up on their own.   
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What kind of facilities do you have? 

My class meets in a small proscenium theatre that holds just under 200 people.  It’s a pretty nice 

little stage where we do most of our productions.  The class actually meets in there too.  We get 

opportunities to do practical things where I get them up on stage to do things.  We do a lot of 

playwriting, so as they write things, we sometimes do staged readings of them or we do actual 

productions of the plays they’ve written.  I’m trying to give students opportunities to do things, 

especially the students who have not had too much experience.  That’s part of what they need to 

talk about in the TPPP.  They have to talk about what they’ve learned and what they’ve done.   

The students in my Theatre Production company, they are doing theatre all year long because we 

do plays all year long.  Some might be acting, directing – they are theatre lovers anyway, and 

they love to go to plays all the time.  They have exposed themselves to more theatre, and so they 

probably have a more substantial base to begin with. 

 

How many of your students pursue a professional career in theatre after high school? 

Maybe a third or fourth of them think that they want to do theatre in college, going in with that 

as their goal.  Then some of them never have any intention of pursuing it, but it is something 

they are interested in and they enjoy.  The student that is from India told me that she enjoys 

theatre, but that she wants to pursue a career in the sciences. 

 

Does the school administration support you in terms of purchasing costumes, sets, and 

props? 

We are pretty much self-supporting in terms of our costumes.  When you have a school that has 

been around for as long as Lamar has – it was built in 1937, and the building that I am in now 

was built in the mid 1980s.  When I first came, they had a costume and prop room that was filled 

with things that they have accumulated, because once you’ve done a production and you’ve 

acquired costumes, you keep them and start having a supply of costumes.  We do have a supply 

of costumes, but every show we do, we have to get new ones.  Sometimes we rent them, or we 

make them, or we buy them from secondhand stores.  Most theatre teachers know how to pinch 

pennies very well and save as much money as they can.  For certain shows, we are doing a 

musical this year, and the school is going to supply some of the money for that so that we don’t 

have to fall back on everything that we have.  It’s a much bigger venture when you do a musical. 

 

What is the school’s relationship with ISTA? 
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I would imagine that a lot of the people at our school don’t even know what ISTA is because it is 

specific to theatre.  We participate in International Thespian festivals – it’s sort of like an honors 

society for thespians.  In Texas we have a state festival, and we go every year.  It’s about a three 

or four day festival.  The students go to all kinds of workshops and learn about different things.  

Then they also have competitions – monologue, duet scenes, technical aspects, and things like 

that.  And then they have some schools that come to perform short plays.  We performed one 

year.  The kids have a good time.  It’s really fun! 

 

What kind of changes would you like to see in the revised IB Theatre course that will be 

released soon? 

I think that the course should have a more practical element, because it seems somewhat anti-

intuitive to what you would think theatre should be.  You think theatre is performing, and yet all 

the things they submit are written except for the TPPP.  You would expect to have one research 

paper, that’s fair.  The IP should be the element that should be filmed perhaps.  Maybe there 

could be a video element to it where you have to submit a short written paper, but you also have 

to submit vignettes of what you did so that they can actually see what you did.  Maybe that could 

be a way they could do it to make the assessment more creative and more practical.  My students 

enjoy the PPP the most because it’s creative.  The IP is tied to their directing or playwriting 

project, but they have to focus on saying the right thing in their paper.  And if they don’t say it 

the right way, they won’t do well.  I find that the students that do the best are the people that are 

the better writers.  If you’re not a great writer, then you’re not going to do as well. 

And that’s probably why they do it the way they do it.  Art is subjective obviously, and because 

of that, you can’t just say “their acting was bad.”  That’s not fair.  I appreciate the fact that they 

want to see what you’ve learned, and it’s all about the journey.  That’s what I like about the 

TPPP, but even the TPPP is contingent on whether you are a good speaker.  Not everyone is 

comfortable speaking for 20 to 30 minutes.  That’s a long time to be talking!  That’s a 

performance too.  I have my students practice that over and over again, because it’s so terrifying.  

I’m not sure that’s the best way to do it either, but some of them really enjoy that because they at 

least feel like they are sharing what they learned personally.   

 

What does the future of international theatre education look like to you? 

Texas has a longstanding tradition with the University Interscholastic League – it’s competitive 

theatre.  Because of that, in Texas, the theatre is alive and well and thriving.  Even though you 

think, “oh, competitive theatre, that’s not a good thing!”  But it creates the potential for raising 

the standards because when you see what you’re competing against you say, “Ohh, I want to try 

to do that!”  So it makes people strive to be better and better and better.  I think that the quality 
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of Texas theatres is very high.  They also have a local competition here in Houston for musical 

theatre, and it has caused the musical theatre in Houston to improve.  But it has also become 

more exclusive, which is both good and bad.  Which is why the University Interscholastic 

League has methods to make the playing fields equal even for schools that don’t have as much 

money.  I think theatre in Texas is thriving and doing well.  In terms of budget, all schools across 

the United States, there is a challenge.  There are other states where they have had to slash 

budgets.  About three or four years ago, we lost a fine arts teacher and did not replace her.  And 

now we have fewer fine arts teachers than we had when I first got here.  Now we only have one 

visual arts teacher for our entire campus.  When I first came, we had three.  When they left, we 

just didn’t replace them because of budget issues.  It’s a shame.  Because it’s a performance art, 

some would say that theatre takes a lot of money to do.  It depends on how you want to do it.  To 

do splashy theatre, yeah.  But there are ways that you can do it on a smaller budget.  But they 

won’t cut the football program! 

 

How do you see a theatre program working in a public school as opposed to a private 

school, apart from budget issues? 

The University Interscholastic League competitions started in public schools.  So therefore the 

private schools have not really competed in the UIL.  Actually, public schools are very 

competitive in theatre.  My own students went to public schools, and I went to a public school.  

A lot of public schools here in Houston have very nice theatre facilities – maybe as nice or nicer 

than most private schools.  It just depends. 
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ST. JOHN’S SCHOOL 
VANCOUVER, CANADA 

 

Interviewee:  Andrea Superstein (IB Theatre Instructor)  

August 23, 2013 

 

Andrea Superstein received her bachelor’s degree in theatre and humanistic studies from McGill 

University.  She also completed a graduate degree at UBC in Drama Education.  Before coming 

to St. John’s School, she was teaching at another independent school in Vancouver.  Superstein 

is in her fourth year at St. John’s School.  She teaches MYP and DP Theatre. 

 

 

Tell me a bit about your introduction to the IB Theatre course. 

To be honest, I didn’t know anything about IB whatsoever until I had an interview here.  So it 

wasn’t a conscious decision to seek out an opportunity with the IB, it just happened that way.  

These last few years have been really intense.  This school is new to the IB, so when I arrived 

here, it was the first year of implementing the full program.  They spent a few years before with 

their application and I missed out on all of that.  And it was a bit wild being thrust into a totally 

new school environment, trying to figure out the culture within the school and then also learning 

an entirely new program with a lot of acronyms and terminology that I really had no idea about.  

So my first year was definitely jumping into the deep end.  I had a really steep learning curve.  

Admittedly, it was really challenging.   

 

What kind of support for you receive from the administration here at St. John’s School? 

The school is incredibly supportive of both myself and other teachers.  Compared to other 

schools, we get a lot more training.  I know that the rule is that at least one person per department 

needs to be trained, but the focus here – they have at least tried to get multiple teachers their 

training.  The summer before I started, I went to Texas and I did the Cat 1 MYP, and when I 

started here in September, I did an online crash course on the DP program.  I’ve done Cat 2 of 

DP – I did that two summers ago.  That was great – a nice opportunity to get together with other 

theatre teachers and swap stories, experiences, and resources – especially because I’m the only 

one here really. 

I do think that the school is really supportive of the program.  There was really little to no 

program before I got here.  There was a drama teacher, and she did a really good job of setting 

things up.  But I think that the school’s history in terms of extracurricular productions was really, 

really minimal.  And the quality, from what I hear, was not the best.  But I wasn’t around, so I’m 

not sure.  Our facility is limited – we don’t have an auditorium.  So this black box space is really 

what we have.  But that being said, the school has really been open to letting me run with 

whatever I want to do.  When we do a production, they financially are very generous in terms of 
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renting out a theatre space and hiring designers to make things happen.  So they’ve been great – 

in terms of outfitting this room, they have been really supportive of the overhaul.  And the 

headmaster here, he is definitely a supporter of the arts.  I think he recognizes the importance of 

art within the school.  At the same time though, sports is also big here.  There is always that 

conflict.  We don’t have the highest profile here – we are a small department.  But in terms of 

support, they are wonderful.   

 

What is your overall impression of the IB Theatre course, and how do you think it 

compares to the provincial curriculum here in BC? 

I think the IB Theatre program kind of reads more like a first year university theatre studies 

program, where as the provincial curriculum in BC, there is a much stronger emphasis on 

performance, and I think the IB has a real emphasis on a variety of theatre styles and theory as 

well, research, dramaturgy.  Whereas, elsewhere in the province, it is mainly performance, some 

technical elements and design.  But I think that’s where they differ. 

 

Do you believe that the IB Theatre course strikes a good balance between academic and 

practical assessment? 

I definitely believe that the curriculum is too academic and too theoretical.  I see nothing wrong 

with having a strong theory background, and especially for students who are interested in going 

into theatre studies in the future, it provides a great foundation.  But I do feel like the 

performance aspect is definitely lacking, and I try to infuse that into my own program as much as 

I can to counterbalance.   I definitely think it is very theory-heavy.  Especially jumping from 

MYP to DP – there seems to be a very big gap. 

 

What kind of facilities and resources do you have? 

We built this little sudo-black box last year, so I have some lights, just got a lighting board at the 

end of the year last year.  So students are starting to experiment with that technical aspect.  We 

don’t have a shop here, no stage, no tools.  We don’t have a lot of things – and in that regard, 

we’re lacking for sure.  I have taken students outside of school to participate in workshops with 

professional theatre companies.  And when we do school productions, when they are larger scale, 

we work in a professional venue.  So students have access to working professions, but they can’t 

take the lead due to various union laws. 
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How clear did you find the course guide and teacher support materials to be when you 

started teaching the course? 

In terms of the program, it is quite vague.  The initial planning – I struggled to make sense of 

what they were really after.  And trying to find units that I could plan that I at least had some 

knowledge in.  But I do find that, in terms of my interpretation of what I think the program is 

asking for, I do find that sometimes I don’t feel like I have enough knowledge and skill to deliver 

everything end to end.  For example, the theatre in the world aspect – I grew up in Canada, and 

my theatre school had a pretty western focus.  So when it came to delivering that part of the 

program, I really struggled in “what do I feel confident in delivering and what resources in the 

community can I bring in to help supplement that?”  I do a Commedia Dell’Arte workshop 

which is great – and know that I have done it a number of times, I can deliver it no problem.  But 

when we look at things like Japanese theatre traditions – that was an area that I pretty much has 

no experience with.  I felt as if I didn’t want to deliver any misinformation, and so it was a lot of 

work for me to get that background knowledge.  

 

Are there any other teachers here who teach theatre alongside you? 

I am the theatre department, but I have sourced out other profession actors and practitioners in 

Vancouver, and I do like to bring in guests as much as possible.  I think it is an amazing 

opportunity for students to learn from people other than just me – and I can only be an expert in 

so many things.  It is nice to bring in people who are versed in a particular area. 

 

How many students do you generally have in your IB Theatre course? 

In DP last year, I had 12 students (4 in first year and 8 in second year – mostly in HL) and in 

MYP, we have about 60 or 70 in that program.  Not all at the same time – it is divided among 4 

different classes.  We average about 15 students a class, which is way smaller at other public 

schools. 

We are trying to look at the MYP program, even from year one, just giving them small little 

tasks that kind of apply to think that they may do if they continue into DP – maybe small 

research tasks or some subjects that may overlap.  So, right now in grade 7, I do a very brief 

introduction to Commedia Dell’Arte.  So if they decide down the road that they want to continue, 

when they get to grade 11, at least they have some recollection.  So we are trying to make things 

a little bit more accessible without making it too heavy, especially as some of these MYP 

students are only 11 years old. 
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What is the school’s involvement with ISTA? 

This school is indirectly involved with ISTA – I did a Cat 2 training in New York, and that is 

really our only connection with them.  The students do not go to the festivals.  To be honest, 

going to ISTA would be up to me.  If it was something that I suggested, the school might try to 

make it happen.  I have had a lot on my plate, and so it hasn’t really been at the forefront of my 

mind.  But I am not opposed to it.  My time at the Cat in NY was a very positive experience.  I 

think every training session is different depending on who is there and who the facilitators are.  

What I did like about it is that they brought in someone in and we got to participate in a 

workshop.  So I learned a little bit about Butoh.  It was really cool – it was another area that I 

really didn’t know anything about.  And it really changed things up instead of sitting around and 

discussing.  It is kind of representative of what happens in the classroom too – when you were 

talking about things being too academic or theoretical – there is only so much of that that any 

one person can handle whether you are a teacher, a graduate student, or a high school student.  I 

really appreciated that they did that.  They took us to a production – these are the things that 

really apply to us.  If we are just talking about theory and the work, it becomes a little tedious.  

And it was great that they did that. 

 

Do you feel that the IB Theatre course should have a textbook, or at least some kind of 

student guide? 

Personally, I feel really strongly about not having a textbook in the theatre classroom.  I think it 

really kills the possibilities of what you can do.  And there has been a lot of talk about that 

around here.  There is another teacher who teaches two of the other MYP classes, and she really 

wants to implement a textbook, and I am strongly opposed.  I just feel that it adds to the 

academic notion to the course, and I have always thought that this space is a lot more free than 

others – and not to say that we don’t do powerful and important work here, but I don’t think that 

it needs to be dictated by a text.  That being said, looking back on when I first started, and even 

now – it would still be really helpful to see some suggestions on possible examples of how to 

outline the two year program.  And maybe some possible units – not just topics – let’s say you 

want to do a unit on Brecht – maybe some things that you could look at that would cover the 

important aspects that the course is attempting to achieve.  So what is happening now is that I am 

designing all of that by myself, and the only feedback that I get is when my students complete 

their assessments and I see the marks coming back.  So it would be great to know from those 

who are doing the examining or those who are devising the course – “here are some suggestions 

that we feel would work really well, and use this as a model for other units that you are interested 

in planning.”  What I think is cool about the course, and drama teachers in general – we do need 

to cover certain things in terms of theatre in practice, theatre in the making, and theatre in the 

world – but we can all come to that from so many different angles.  And that is another reason 

that I think a textbook is unnecessary.  I am using my own personal experiences and strengths as 



211 
 

a teacher and theatre practitioner, and someone else, when I leave here, another teacher may 

decide to use what I left or they may decide to do something completely different.  And we can 

still achieve the same goals, our students can still have really great results while learning 

completely different things. 

 

To what extent are you able to bring the culture of Vancouver into the theatre classroom? 

We are really lucky in Vancouver that culturally we are very rich, and we have a really 

interesting history.  For example, first nations issues are often paramount in the news, in politics, 

and in our every day environment.  There are multiple reserves within our neighborhood.  And so 

I do a first nations unit with my grade 7 class – and that would be year 2 of the MYP.  So we 

look at stories and myths and identity through the lens of the first nations stories, we do a cool 

video project, and I use that to explore their own identity – what does it mean to be a Canadian?  

What does it mean to be a Vancouverite?  Especially with such a blend of cultures – like the 

heavy Asian influence in Vancouver as you may have noticed.  So, I think opening our eyes and 

looking around definitely is something that I want to bring into the classroom to make things 

more relevant.  I think that theatre really is about that – it’s not just about going somewhere to be 

entertained as an audience member.  It is provocative.  I think we have to know ourselves and 

ask questions about where we are and the world around us in order for it to make any kind of 

impact.  I think that MYP allows much more freedom for that.  In terms of the DP program, in 

terms of local community stuff, I don’t know so much.  Not for that focus.  I think that there is 

one assessment that is interesting – the PPP – that is the only one where I feel that students have 

the creative freedom to talk about how they feel about society.  For example, the work that my 

students did last year, it really felt like that assessment was the only place to express deeper and 

greater ideas about society.  But I do try to infuse that into my program in the DP, but I don’t 

think that the program itself really highlights that or provides guidance in how to facilitate that.  I 

think that the program is more “let’s see what is our in the world” not “let’s look out our own 

window.”  And I would like that to change.  I would love to do more with Canadian theatre and 

local playwrights in the future.  And I get the sense that it is not really an area of exploration 

right now. 

 

Do you think you will stay at St. John’s School for a while? 

I’m happy in the program.  There are definitely things that I would love to change about it – but I 

can say the same thing about the BC provincial curriculum.  So in terms of whether I will stay or 

not, it just depends on where the rest of my life takes me. 
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Would you talk a little bit about the four IB Theatre assessments? 

The assessments – I don’t support a lot of them at all.  In terms of what the course is trying to 

accomplish, I don’t feel like the assessments are appropriate.  The fact that there is no 

performance-based evaluations and that everything is written – I think it is doing the students 

and the program a really big disservice.  Even if I needed to film performance and then send it 

off for someone to watch, that would be much more holistic than just having everything be 

written.  I understand that the research investigation is an interesting way to get students 

interested in the research aspect, but 1 out of 4 would be great.  The TPPP is really cumbersome 

and challenging and I don’t think that it really provides a whole lot of learning for the student in 

terms of the time that they spend on it – they talk for thirty minutes.  It’s challenging, and I don’t 

think they really enjoy it.  From what I’ve seen in the last few years, they don’t.  I don’t think it 

really shows how much they know or how much they learned.  I think the RI is totally legitimate 

– more performance is needed, whether if it is devised performance, something new that the 

students build together.  I do a lot of that here actually, because that is where I come from.  Or 

performance in terms of character development or role development within a preexisting play.  I 

think that the IPP – I think that it could be replaced with something so much better.  I think that 

the assessments need to reconsidered. 

 

Do you think that the IB Theatre course is preparing students to enter the world of 

professional theatre making? 

To be honest, in some regards, I think that the IB theatre program is deterring students from 

pursing theatre after high school.  Because I think the majority of students in the program, if they 

are interested in pursuing the arts after high school, they are really looking at the acting stream.  

And I think coming in here really deters them because it is really brain-heavy.  I have two 

students who graduated last year who are in theatre school right now which is amazing.  But they 

are not in theatre studies – they are looking to be performers.  I do think that they value the 

variety that they received here in terms of background, information, and really preparing them 

for the things that they are going to be doing.  I have a student who is studying in California this 

year, and when he went for his audition, they were talking about Kabuki, and had he been 

studying in a different classroom, he would have not looked at Kabuki as we did.  And so in that 

sense, it gives them a bit of an edge.  But it also scares a lot of them off, because it is not what 

they expect walking in the door.  I think in terms of creating relationships between other IB 

Theatre teachers – the OCC (Online Curriculum Forum) is nice.  If I have a question or concern, 

I can put it up on the message board, and there are moderators who make sure that you get a 

response.  And some other teachers are really good in kicking in, or sharing resources, or posting 

items.  But, other than that, I don’t think that a real network is created.  It would be great if my 

students could get more involved in festivals where they could meet other students and talk to 
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them about what they are doing in their classrooms and how they are finding the experience – as 

opposed to this little microchosm that we have here. 

 

Are most of your students Canadian?  

I would say that 90% of my students at this school are Canadian.  And in my classes, I have 

almost 100% Canadian students.  The school, unlike other IB schools where you have a pull 

from many different places, we have a lot of Canadian students who came to school here before 

this was an IB school.  So they have been here since they were in elementary school.  But we 

have only a handful of students from South America (maybe 6), and we have a lot of students 

from China and generally those students are not interested in taking theatre.  So whether it is an 

interest thing, a value thing, or a language thing, the don’t take theatre. 

Here is another point of contention.  Those international students may not value the arts as much 

because they want to take business or another science.  I think the way that the program is 

structured now makes it really challenging – as category 6 in the DP, we are competing with not 

just the other art courses, but also a bunch of humanities courses and every other science.  As 

students get older, they feel that they have to keep their options open and take the science and all 

these humanities courses, and arts is not a mandatory course anymore.  And that makes it really 

hard.  And so we see a huge dip in enrollment not only in theatre but in the arts.  Because 

students are worried or have pressure from their parents about what they should be taking.  And 

that’s difficult. 

 

What do you think the future of international theatre education will look like?  Do you 

think that the IB Theatre course will continue to pioneer international theatre education? 

I think that there is a possible future of the IB, so long as it continues to evolve.  In terms of what 

international theatre look like, I think we see this a lot in Vancouver – I think this notion of 

international looks like a cross pollination of a variety of different styles.  And this is where I 

think that the IB theatre program is amazing.   If a student is learning about all of these different 

styles from a variety of different places, I think that the opportunity to create something new can 

be born out of bringing a bunch of ideas and styles and practices together.  So it’s not necessarily 

traditional Peking Opera, but taking some elements from that and blending them with something 

else, I think really makes for an international flavor.  We see that in music as well with the 

blending of different genres.   

I hope that theatre doesn’t flat line in the face of globalization.  As I was alluding to before, 

theatre is the means that we use to question society.  Even those issues of globalization, theatre is 

the best forum for us to hold the lens up – back to Brecht, right?  I hope that doesn’t happen.  I 
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hope that theatre and other art forms really continue to push the envelope in terms of critiquing, 

examining, and questioning the society that we live in.  I think there is always going to be fluff, 

and there always has been, but I don’t think that means that is the only thing that has to be out 

there. 
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THE INTERNTIONAL BACALAUREATE GLOBAL CENTER 
THE HAGUE, THE NETHERLANDS 

 

Interviewee:  Michael Bindon (IB Theatre Curriculum Manager) 

June 3, 2013 

 

Michael Bindon completed a bachelor’s degree in theatre and arts education in the United 

Kingdom, and he continued on to complete a postgraduate certificate of education in secondary 

drama teaching.  He then obtained a MA in performing arts education.  Bindon has been 

teaching theatre since 2001.  Immediately prior to this position, he served as the assistant 

principal of a performing arts college in York, UK.  Bindon became the IB Theatre Curriculum 

Coordinator in September of 2012. 

 

 

Maybe you could start by telling me how you came into contact with the IB Theatre 

program.   

I’ve been teaching drama since 2001, and this is my first post that I have not been teaching.  I 

came across the IB during my training.  When I was learning to teach drama, we each had to 

look at different syllabi that were available in the UK for teaching.  I was aware of the presence 

of the IB, but I had never really come across it.  It was never an option for me.  I think at one 

point my school was considering it, and I intentionally steered away from it.  I thought that the 

theatre course wasn’t very good. 

 

What about it did you feel was lacking? 

I think that the course had, and to some extent has, a reputation of not being a very practical 

course.  For being something that you can access through practical work, but you are assessed 

through written work.  In the UK, all of the other exam boards that are available, you have a 

visiting examiner, and you are assessed on your ability to act or direct.  Really, part of my 

training was about valuing practical work and the value of practical work compared to academic 

work.  It is academic, and that’s certainly something that the IB is dealing with.  That was very 

much my agenda for applying for the job here and part of my appointment – about trying to 

make that shift for the IB. 

There are a lot of IB things that prescribe what is happening to the course and other things that 

we are allowed to bring in.  You know about the groups, and the arts are group 6.  It’s now no 

longer referred to as a group.  It’s now official that the arts are just called “the arts.”  It’s not a 

group anymore.  Within the arts are visual arts, film, theatre, and dance.  My job is film, theatre, 

and visual arts – those are my subjects.  Here is my job description – that basically explains what 

the curriculum manager’s job is, which sits alongside our Cardiff office.  The Hague is 

curriculum, and Cardiff is assessment, so there is a subject manager there in charge of theatre.  
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The subject manager deals with the current course, and the curriculum manager deals with the 

future course.  Anything to do with the current course – assessment, examiners, results – all goes 

through my colleague in Cardiff who I go hand in hand in with my job.  But I have nothing to do 

with the current course.  So what I do is, I obviously, through my colleague in Cardiff, I make 

use of their advice about who the best people to work with are, for both research and the review 

process.  But I’m not stuck down with anything that’s current.  Which is great – there are certain 

things that I can keep if I want to, or I can get rid of.  The difficulty will come when this new 

course launches – I hand it over to the person in Cardiff, and then I start my job all over again, 

and I start writing a new course.  Every subject on the DP is rewritten every seven years.  It may 

have no changes at all, and we go through a seven year review process in which we say “What a 

great course!  We’re doing everything right!”  But with shifts in international education, it is 

inevitable that the courses will change.  The seven years is sometimes a bit shorter or longer for 

certain courses depending on the nature of the subject.  Visual Arts and Theatre are at exactly the 

same point in the seven year cycle, which are both due for publication next year.  We have to 

have review meetings with lots of committees that we have to present to at certain points.  We 

have to carry out questionnaires with teachers.   

 

Who else is working with you at the IB Global Center here? 

I work as part of a team of curriculum managers which were part of what was group 3 and 6.  I 

have a boss who is the curriculum area head, so he is in charge of those two areas.  Basically, he 

is the person who is kind of the gate holder for budgets and planning and those sorts of things.  

So I work with him in terms of accountability.  He wants to know what the courses are up to.  He 

ensures that I am completing certain documentation on time and those sorts of things.  There is 

no one else in the building that is to do with DP theatre.  I have a colleague who is starting in 

August who will take dance and music, so we will work together for the arts.  There is someone 

in MYP and PYP who are art specialists.  I liaise with them at certain points, but in terms of who 

I work with here, I am completely solo.  I think that it is a lot to deal with.  My job on a daily 

basis is communicating to my team, and a lot of it is virtual.  My daily contact is probably my 

person in Cardiff.  I go and visit her sometimes.  I am going over next week for grade award.  So 

every year, all of the examiners come together and go over the marked work.  That’s a really 

great opportunity to meet my examiners and to also update my knowledge of the current course.   

 

What can you tell me about the IB Theatre syllabus history? 

I asked my boss, actually.  It’s a timely question, because there really isn’t a record of how it has 

developed.  At the moment, our review process is all online, so all of the documents that I work 

on are on a central database.  But we don’t have a copy of the first syllabus.  But, from our 

research, we think that the first syllabus was actually printed and shared with schools in 1993, 
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with first assessment in 1995.  Then, it was majorly rewritten in 1999, with the first assessment 

in 2001.  I assume that you did the course as it is now.  We’re still using that syllabus until 2014.  

The first assessment of the revised course will be in 2016.  The course as it is at the moment is 

exactly what you sat.  Which is useful, because you have inside knowledge.  So you’ll be in a 

better position to see the changes than I am.  Although I’ve been to schools and read a lot about 

it, I think going through it is the best way of understanding how it works. 

 

What makes the IB Theatre course unique?   

I think the IB Theatre course, the international dimension of it, is what makes it unique.  For 

instance, looking at your questions about how the IB Theatre course compares to A-level 

courses, I think the depth that we expect our students to get to in terms of theatre theory and the 

application of that to practice is completely unique.  I have certainly never seen a theatre course 

where students are expected to engage with such a wide variety of different kinds of theories.  

We’ve got theatre theorists and practitioners, we have that side of stuff – we have our 

Stanislavski, Brecht, Brooke approaches.  But we are also asking them to engage with the 

contexts of theatre traditions from around the world.  We’re looking at the theory of putting 

together a production – the theory behind that and then the practical application.  And I think in 

two years, we have a course that takes students beyond year one of undergraduate definitely.  I 

didn’t engage with half of the stuff that I’m expecting my DP students to engage with.  I think 

that’s got a great value.  I don’t want to undermine other courses, but I don’t want my students to 

become know-it-alls.   I think the value of it is the variety of experiences.  There is no one way 

of doing anything.  But I know that a DP student who has done theatre who is going into any 

kind of higher education will be extremely well-equipped to tackle anything that is thrown at 

them in the first year and will have had exposure to sources, will know how to critique different 

theories, and just know how to deconstruct something and put it back together – that coupled 

with the practical side.   

That has been another challenge in terms of trying to standardize theatre teaching internationally.  

It is a nightmare.  It is not up for one person to decide on the right approach.  One of the dangers 

is that we risk watering down our curriculum to suit a variety of needs.  There are some things 

that we have to compromise on.  I’m very lucky to be part of that process.  It’s a very privileged 

position but also a very dangerous one – one that I rely on a lot of support from colleagues.  For 

example, the practical examination of theatre is a very delicate subject.  In the IB at the moment, 

we have recently removed the external examiner from the visual arts course.  And this has been a 

huge problem for visual arts teachers all over the world because they have valued that exposure 

and their students to have their artwork seen by a visiting expert.  Trying to capture a theatre 

performance on video is never going to be the same.  But it is the only way to do it, because we 

can’t afford to send examiners to every school.  So there are certain things in there that we have 

to be very aware of, and allow examiners to see work but to not judge it on face value.  So the 
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work still needs written work to support it to ensure that candidates can say “it may not look like 

this, but this is what really happened, or this was my intention.”  Those things take a lot of time.   

 

What languages is the IB Theatre course conducted in? 

It is conducted in English and Spanish.  All IB courses are offered in English, Spanish, or 

French, and then the student then elects which one they are going to take it in.  But if there are 

less than 50 candidates taking it in one language, we don’t publish it in that language.  So at the 

moment there is not a large uptake of French students for theatre – there are less than 50.  I think 

there are 48.  They therefore have to translate their own syllabus.  We do a very short syllabus so 

that it is easy for people to translate.  But largely it is offered in Spanish and English.  That is 

another issue that we will talk about the challenge we face – generating exemplar materials in 

Spanish.  It’s very, very difficult.   

 

I am confident that interpretation is a big issue as well.   

There are words and phrases that I would use straight away when writing the syllabus that I can’t 

use, and that’s why I rely on the teams of people here at language services.  We’ve written the 

new course using words like “starting point,” because we can’t use “stimulus” because 

“stimulus” in different cultures means different things.   I can’t use the word “improvisation” 

because that has different meanings and different connotations.  There are a number of words – 

“practitioner” for instance.  We can’t use “practitioner” to talk about “theatre practitioners” 

which of course is common practice in the UK.  So, instead we refer to them as “theatre 

theorists.”  We know that that works in different countries.  There are a team of people who 

stand over my shoulder and say, “that doesn’t make any sense.”   We’ve had to kind of invent 

our own strict language to ensure that everyone who reads it around the world understands it. 

 

How do you see the IB Theatre syllabus going forward? 

I was concerned before I came here that the theatre course had been written quite delicately to 

ensure that it fits into the perceived academic model.  I’m not comfortable with that because I am 

used to the arts being taken as the arts and being as valid as any other subject of the DP.  I wasn’t 

prepared to come here unless it was agreed that that needs to change.  Looking at the old theatre 

guide, the one you took, if you go through the document, the word “imagination” does not 

appear anywhere, creativity is not in the aims of the course, the acquisition of skills is not of 

chief concern of the course.  That is not an arts course.  That is a kind of study of classical 

theatre rather than the study of theatre for theater’s sake.  Rather than a practical arts subject.  So 

I am very keen to incorporate imagination, creativity, and the acquisition of skills.  But I don’t 
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want this course to be a course for actors.  It was never intended as that.  You know that the 

name changed from “Theatre Arts” to “Theatre” just to align with all of the other DP subjects, it 

was shortened.  But it was never about being an actor or director – students are looking at the 

course from specialist viewpoints, and they can elect those.  But it is a practical theatre course, 

but not to say that students are expected to become actors as a result of this, but it doesn’t mean 

that students can’t having studied Theatre in the DP either. 

 

Students and teachers of the course have commented that the syllabus is based very heavily 

on the written component.  Are there any other reasons that the course is particularly 

heavy on the written component? 

The current course is heavy on written work because of the assessment issues in terms of trying 

to standardize how you grade practical work across the globe.  If you teach in Hong Kong and I 

teach in Wales, we have to ensure that the grade you’re giving is the same grade I’m giving.  

That has been a phenomenal challenge and one that has been avoided.  It is assumed in the 

current course that you will put on a production and that you will take part in practical 

workshops and that you will perform at some point.  You are graded on your reflection of that 

process and on the final performance.  That’s why that’s there – it’s to say we are expecting you 

to do this and we’ll grade you on your written response.  That’s not satisfactory for me.  That’s 

why I have gone through great pains really to push the boundaries a little bit, and I’m still having 

conversations at this late stage as to “are we sure that the video is going to work?” and yes, it is 

going to work.  There will be some problems, but if students are taking part in a practical process 

already, they should be rewarded for that.  Remove half of the written work that they have to do 

and put it in different forms.   

The new course will look at the “Practical Presentation” – no written work submitted for that – 

you give a verbal presentation and it’s filmed.  There is a filmed performance, and you submit 

that along the notes of the process.  We can’t grade your process, but we can grade the final 

thing.  HL students will do a solo presentation, a theatre piece that they have devised themselves.  

Like a PPP but performed.  And finally a director’s notebook, which is written, but it is a 

proposal of how as a director I would stage a play.  There is a balance that if you were a 

practicing theatre practitioner, all of these things would be expected.  A director is expected to 

put forward a notebook in the real world.  I think these are more real-world projects. 

 

What other challenges does the IB face?  Creating the courses, revising the courses, etc. 

Maybe I’ll begin by talking about how we go about writing it to start with.  The world is divided 

into three regions as far as the IB is concerned:  the Americas, Africa/Europe/Middle East 

(AEM), and Asia Pacific.  At the very beginning of the process (the seven-year cycle), there is 
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basically a research year when we look at current trends in education, current developments in 

theatre education specifically.  We will also survey schools to find out what they like about the 

current course – what is working, what isn’t.  At that point, we put a call out for people to apply 

for the review process.  That is a commitment for people to be involved to some to degree.  It 

might be flying out here and attending a meeting or being part of “base camp,” which is an 

online community area where I put questions out and everyone gives their answers (ex. “Should 

theatre performances for the course be recorded?”).   These are informed people who are given 

some reimbursement for their time.  Once those people have applied, it is my job to ensure that 

we get a fair representation from the three regions – a representation based on experience, 

gender, the kind of school they work in (both extremely affluent schools and state schools to try 

to ensure that we get the voice from the whole spectrum).  Usually, you are looking for three 

from each region.  So you’re looking for nine to ten people who are your kind of hard-core team 

who also have some examining experience.  I also want to make sure that I have some ISTA 

representation in the room.  I’ve been extremely fortunate with the group that I have inherited 

because the development for this course has been left quite late and there have been a lot of work 

put in the last ten months.  My ISTA members have been phenomenal.  One of the challenges is 

communicating with those people and getting them in one place at one time, because they might 

be teachers, workshop leaders, examiners, or they might actually be practicing theatre.  So 

getting those people together is a real challenge, and it only really happens two times a year for 

our curriculum review meetings.  It’s by far the highlight of my job.  It is when I get to work 

with the teachers and the theatre community.  We have such a bizarre spectrum of people and our 

chief examiner Sherri Sutton – she’s absolutely fabulous.  They are all entirely on board, and I 

think that is the mark of their trust in me and their passion is infectious.  We have disagreements 

throughout the process, and it’s great.  They are really good disagreements.  You get to share 

with people who share your interests.  My final review group is quite small because there comes 

a point when you have to make decisions.  Every time we have a meeting, you have to remove 

two people because their tenure ends or they don’t have the time to continue. 

We also talked about language.  One of the roles of the TSM (teacher support material) – that’s 

kind of as weighty as the subject guide.  So I’ve written the guide, but to ensure it works and 

particularly to pass the Ofqual  (http://ofqual.gov.uk/) which is a UK governing board (the office 

for qualifications), they are in charge of every qualification in the UK.  Worldwide, they are the 

most rigorous and demanding board.  If it passes Ofqual, it will pass any other board in the 

world.  We have to get it up to Ofqual standards.  They also require you to have student samples, 

and they want to have samples of every assessment.  That’s been the biggest challenge, because 

we want to be authentic.  We go into schools and we’ve had to fabricate – work with students for 

a week and pretend it was six weeks.  They want to just see what the work would look like.  

That’s been another highlight – travelling to different schools around the world and teaching 

very, very quickly and getting students to write portfolios or do a live presentation.  But it has 

been a challenge because I only speak English, which means all of the materials that we will get 

between now and September are in English and anything that we get translated will have to be 

http://ofqual.gov.uk/
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put in subtitles because we’re filming.  To ensure it’s right, our review group have done this, we 

know what we need.  We have to be very careful that our materials are exactly what the criteria 

are asking for. 

We want student work to be authentic so hence at the moment there is a language issue.  We’ve 

made provision for that, but it will mean translation.   

Time zones have been very exciting.  If I have an extremely late deadline that I’ve been asked to 

change very quickly and I need to consult my core group, either I get up or they get up or we 

take it in turns because they are giving up their time for free to review this because they are very 

passionate about it. 

 

Is the IB Theatre course big in Australia?  I am interested since my research will not be 

taking me to schools there. 

It is very different for visual arts – visual arts is absolutely enormous in Australia.  Generally, 

Asia-Pacific in general, visual arts does very well.  Ultimately, the document for IB Theatre is 

inaccessible.  So when you open the guide to try and find out what the course is about – I had to 

do that to apply for the job here – I had to read it three times and had to read somewhere else 

what the course is asking for.  I think that schools that want their students to do very, very well 

recognize that the course has flaws and where theatre teachers in other parts of the world would 

perhaps deliver their dream course and tailor it to meet the IB specifications, I think that there are 

some parts of the world where people just don’t want to put their candidates through it.  The IB 

Theatre course is well known throughout the examining community as being the hardest in terms 

of the amount of work theatre students have to do.  That is official – students have to do more 

time and more words than any other DP course.  It is also the hardest to mark, and marking is 

inconsistent, which is the nature of practical work.  So if you have a course like that, many 

schools just turn away from it and do their own in-house theatre program where students can get 

a certificate of some kind and it doesn’t need to go toward the DP.  Which pains me enormously, 

but I understand.  As I mentioned earlier, when I taught theatre, I thought that my students could 

do better with just as much work but they could all come out with A’s guaranteed. 

 

And the scoring scale from 1 to 7?  What do you think about that? 

I don’t have any feeling about that because I recognize that is set by the IB, so it is not something 

that I have any say in.  There are a number of things that dictate the course.  I have to ensure that 

there is an HL separation that is worth 90 hours, so that takes some work.  I wouldn’t fight that.  

It’s kind of like asking me whether I’m happy with the HL/SL separation.  Well, that defines the 

IB, so there’s nothing I can really do about that.  The scale from 1 to 7, there needs to be a scale, 
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and I don’t know if that’s familiar to American schools, but we certainly worked with that in the 

UK with level seven being the top.   

 

Would you speak a little bit about the transition that many students at international 

schools have to take between the GCSE and the IB?   

I guess that step is probably the most awkward.  I guess if going from the IB, if we were looking 

at the old exam entry to Oxford, Cambridge, or any of the other league schools.  I would say that 

if the IB had to be converted into that, I would have a problem.  But as everything comes down 

to point score now, I’m comfortable that it is all dealt with and things are valued as they should 

be.  That is not to say that the new theatre course isn’t hard, and we’ve talked about work load.  

But anything that we take out of the theatre course, I know that the teachers would be 

disappointed to lose.  Theatre students tend to be the students that are happy to work hard and 

attend rehearsals out of school, and there is nothing in there that I wouldn’t want to teach.  That 

has been my benchmark: is there anything here that I am uncomfortable about teaching?  I love 

the course, and I am very excited about the new course. 

 

Do you think that there needs to be a bigger division between HL and SL? 

One of the things that we’ve toyed with is having a lower word limit for HL and a higher word 

limit for SL.  I find it much easier to waffle for twenty pages then to get it down to ten.  That’s a 

skill.  We haven’t been that revolutionary, but certainly the HL is a completely different 

curriculum and a completely different course from the SL.   

One of the key things is that I wanted to do was get the entire course to be visible on one page.  

That has taken a lot of time and effort, but it is basically what anyone does who reads the guide.  

They write it out to try to work out what they have to teach, what is assessed, etc.  On the course 

here, we have HL first.  That’s the SL course, and there is a whole 90 hours work of separate 

teaching, separate work.  I have not read a lot of comments about the difference between HL and 

SL, but that will deal with that I hope.  The difference here is that you get a whole load of 

separate teaching.   

 

At many of the schools, teachers have spoken about how they teach both SL and HL 

students in the same class period.   

That’s not uncommon, and we have addressed that.  Students who are in HL are able to have 

buddies so that you have actually elect a SL student to buddy an HL student and operate their 

lighting, sound, or just give them feedback on their work.  We’re trying to not force schools to 
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separate the two.  In the end, it’s only going to benefit the SL students.  As long as you’re doing 

the hours that satisfy HL requirements, it’s only going to benefit the SL students. 

 

Could you give me an idea of where the IB Theatre program is most popular?  Which 

continent?   

My feeling is that the arts in general are taken in the Americas.  But it’s hard, because theatre 

and visual arts are very different and are taken very differently in different countries.  We will 

always fight with the IB in terms of why students are not forced to take group 6.  I’m completely 

split on it.  I’ve taught students who have been forced to take the arts, and I don’t think that’s 

good.  I don’t think that’s particularly healthy.  I think that passion is one of the most important 

ingredients of a good arts education.  Part of me is actually quite pleased that we don’t force 

students to take the arts.  CAS deals with that:  we are forcing some engagement with creativity.  

I don’t want the arts to be elitist, but I do want students there who are passionate about it.  I first 

came here thinking, “I’m going to fight this,” but actually I’m quite happy that students should 

choose.  There are going to be people, for instance, who want to be a doctor and need an extra 

subject.  If we force the arts, students might begin to think, “the IB is not suitable for my career.”  

Well, I don’t want to jeopardize that.  There are places in this world where the arts are deemed as 

secondary and unimportant and restricted from schools entirely.  That I do want to challenge.  I 

think that the value of an arts education for those that are so minded are extremely valuable.  I 

think that all DP schools should have a provision for the arts.  I’m talking off cuff, but there are 

schools that don’t offer any arts.  I think that is what we need to address – not making every 

student do it. 

 

A friend of mine from Kings College London took the “Text and Performance” course.  

Would you talk a little bit about that course? 

It is now “Literature and Performance,” and it started as an SBS, which is a “School Based 

Syllabus,” which means that schools can write a syllabus themselves and deliver it.  Most 

subjects started off like that.   Someone would propose a course and it would be a draft.  Dance 

was a school based syllabus and became a pilot.  Literature and Performance does exist, and it’s 

part of groups one and six.  This year, there are 344 students in the world doing it.  It is being 

done, but it is extremely small.  I am not sure of the future of it, but it exists.  I am not involved 

in its review or development at all yet.  But it may be that once my two subjects are out of the 

way, another subject may be added to my workload.  It belongs to the languages.  Dance is only 

at 446 students, but that is now growing, and that needs a good shakeup as well to come in line 

with what we have changed. 

 



225 
 

What can you say about the flexibility of the new course? 

We have been very careful to ensure that there are routes.  We have mapped a route through each 

course with no facilities at all.  You have to have a video camera.  That is a must.  The same with 

Visual Arts – it is essential to have a still camera.  So a video camera is needed to video and 

upload everything that you have.  There is no requirement for a stage, for lighting.  We make a 

recommendation, but I certainly don’t want schools not to do these courses just because of space 

because in all of these, you can actually identify performers, theatre theorists, and approaches 

that don’t require a stage.  I know of schools that also borrow or rent facilities from other places, 

but it is not dependent on that.   

However, the course is dependent on a specialist delivering the course.  I think that if you are a 

non-specialist teaching IB Theatre at the moment, I think there is a big challenge with the new 

course.  Of course, we provide workshops for teachers, but I think that it is important that if you 

are a non-specialist teaching this course, that you might need to rely on the expertise of 

workshop leaders or external participants coming in and working with the students.  I think there 

is a focus toward practical applications of being a director, a designer, or a performer. 

 

Can you speak a little about ISTA? 

ISTA is completely unique in terms of being a workshop provider for the IB.  It is the only one 

in the world who is the sole provider of a subject.  But, because of that, it is also in a very unique 

position.  I am so pleased that we have a sole provider who is shaping our understanding of 

international theatre education because the IB will contribute to international education.  I can 

see that.  I recognize that responsibility.  But I think that it is the people in ISTA who are actually 

doing it.  They will be taking the IB course and workshopping it.  But they are the hands-on 

people.  They are the eyes.  They are the ones that see what this actually looks like in the world.  

It’s not me that goes out to all of these workshops.  ISTA has the hands-on, and they are the art 

makers.  I respect their involvement enormously.  I look to them for guidance on trends in world 

theatre education, world theatre traditions.  They are an extremely valuable resource, and I intend 

to keep links with ISTA beyond working with the IB.  I did not come across them before.  But if 

I go back to teaching in the future, whether I teach IB or not, ISTA is a group that I would work 

with.  They have such a refreshing approach and perspective, and they are also extremely 

contemporary.  I can’t underestimate how important ISTA has been to me personally in this 

process.   

ISTA and the IB work hand in hand.  ISTA will take over the subject-specific seminars next 

year, which are teaching the teachers about the changes.  With any other workshop provider in 

any other subject, it would be now that I would begin to present my information to them.  But 

ISTA are involved.  They are as much influencing the shape of the curriculum as they are leading 

the workshops.  It is a very open relationship, but it is a very delicate relationship.  Having any 
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external group working with the IB, I think eyebrows are raised until people see what happens 

and see the impact that they have had. 

 

Would you talk a little bit about how the IB and ISTA are contributing to the globalization 

of the theatre arts? 

In terms of global leaders, the impact of my role or the new course is extremely difficult to 

measure.  I can talk about how globalization has affected the process of reviewing the 

curriculum, but I don’t think that I can talk about our impact on globalization yet.   

I guess globalization in general has led to the arts being more valued in some areas and 

diminishing in some areas.  My feeling is that, in education, at the moment imagination is an 

extremely valuable skill for employers, and I think that globalization has led to a boom in arts 

industries across the globe.  I guess, in some ways, we are trying to raise the profile of the arts in 

schools.  Then maybe people will see that there is employability of people who have been arts 

participants.  Certainly creativity and imagination as skills in the workforce are very helpful for 

us.  In terms of doing my job, a few years ago, I couldn’t have met with the number of people 

that I do and have conferences where we are in different time zones, different places and still be 

able to come together and see each other and speak to each other and we have rooms here which 

are completely set up for video conferencing.  It’s just part of the way we work.  Yes, we do fly 

people out here, and there is an environmental concern.  But, as artists, I’m afraid nothing will 

replace face-to-face work.  We’re trying to reduce the number of times that we get everyone 

together, but when we do, there are fireworks.  Weirdly, the majority of things happen after 5:00 

pm, because we’re all here and we really start to pick things apart without the structure of an 

agenda.  It’s fantastic.   

 

What can you tell me about the accessibility of the course? 

In terms of reading the document, I think I’ve talked a little bit about trying to make it 

immediately apparent to parents, students and teachers.  I think that the current document is 

aimed at academics, but I think that it needs to be wholly accessibility to people.  We have a 

team here who talk about accessibility in terms of special educational needs.  A really, really 

amazing conversation that I had with a colleague for a good hour was about whether or not 

students can take the theatre course if they can’t speak.  Well, there is a presentation, but it 

doesn’t say that you have to speak.  It’s assumed that you have to speak.  If it’s important, then 

we need to write the word “speak.”  What if it’s not important?  Can someone who cannot speak 

participate in this? Yes.  What about someone who cannot move?  Definitely.  Can you take 

visual arts if you can’t see?  Absolutely.  We have talked about accessibly on a whole host of 

levels.  The criterion has to ensure that we don’t restrict access.  One badly placed word might 
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exclude a whole group of people.  So we run the criteria past teams of people who are very 

sensitive to these issues. 

 

Also, the IB Theatre teacher can only look at one draft of something.  Does that also 

pertain to someone who has special learning needs? 

Only in assessed work, where the teacher is the assessor.  We don’t want them looking at the 

work more than once in that case.  Because that gives them an unfair advantage.  That is not to 

say that you can’t use peer mentors or other people assigned to you.  And where students have 

certain special educational needs, they will have a certificate that allows them to do certain 

things.  A lot of theatre courses, and this is another difference with the course, with an 

international theatre program – if you were doing theatre in the UK, it is expected that you would 

study certain plays and that you would respond to live theatre.  But that is not something that we 

prescribe, because we cannot guarantee that wherever you are in the world that you are going to 

have live theatre to see.  While Youtube and National Theatre live broadcasts are of value, it is 

not the same.  Live theatre is an accessibility issue, and we do not have anyone here who 

prescribes your exposure to live theatre.  Otherwise, it is stopping people from taking it. 

 

Would you say that the current program leaves room for students and teachers to engage 

actively with local culture? 

For the new course, we define culture, which is a big step.  That is something that the IB has not 

done until now.  In the arts in particular, I have seen a number of people who think that culture is 

geography.  I am from a different place, therefore my culture is different from yours.  We expect 

students to be exposed to things they have not seen before – something unfamiliar to the 

individual.  So it’s not the teacher saying, “Let’s look at China because it’s a long way from 

where we are.”  Actually, you don’t know that your students don’t have exposure to Chinese 

cultural traditions.  It’s about identifying for the individual what is unfamiliar and what is 

familiar.  Practice and engage with what is familiar, be assessed on what is unfamiliar.   

 

How do you feel that the social, economic, political issues of a geographic area influence the 

IB Theatre course in that place? 

In terms of its delivery, I think it affects it.  In terms of the writing, it does not affect it, because 

we are trying to take a global view.  But in terms of delivery, yes, you might not have local 

theatre available to you, you might not have any facilities.  And in the reverse of that, some 

schools – we don’t want them to be advantaged over others because they do have access to a 

large number of resources.  If I do an assessment, and my teacher pays for a beautiful set to be 
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built, that shouldn’t allow me a better grade than anyone else who doesn’t have such a set.  It’s 

kind of looking at affluence but also extreme privilege as well.  I think it is all to do with how the 

school places the arts.  In terms of timetabling, that might be different in different schools and 

trying to standardize those where possible.  I would hope that wherever I was teaching this 

course in the world, I would exploit the local resources, whatever those are.  I think it’s about 

being present.  My students, wherever you’re from, let’s look at what’s outside our window 

before I take you to Greek Theatre or UK Theatre.  I think it’s important to get a grip on what we 

have here. 

 

How much does it cost to put on the IB Theatre course? 

I’m not involved in that whatsoever.  We have a division here – financial services.  So a school 

will pay a flat rate per student to participate in the DP program.  So to qualify with DP, it doesn’t 

matter which subjects you take within that.  I don’t get any money for my department based on 

the number of students who take the IB Theatre course.  It’s a flat fee per student that you pay to 

take courses for the diploma. 

 

What does the future of international theatre education look like to you? 

The world is getting smaller.  That can only benefit theatre participants because you get to see a 

lot more easily.  I think that the theatre community has a fight on its hands not to become digital 

and virtual.  The best part about international theatre education is that you get to meet others and 

share with others and experience the work of others.  I think inevitably there is going to be a 

sharing and a plateau of style which is fantastic in some ways.  Teachers who have not had 

exposure to some of the high level practical workshops going on that I have been privileged to 

see will have access to those materials.  The danger of that is that we get clones across the globe.  

I’m hoping that international theatre will remain diverse, colorful, vibrant, and different.  It will 

just mean that we can experience it more but we are not going to clone teachers and students 

because the best thing about it is the unknown and keeping it unknown and discovering more of 

the unknown. 
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THE INTERNTIONAL BACALAUREATE GLOBAL CENTER 
THE HAGUE, THE NETHERLANDS 

 

Interviewee:  Sherri Sutton (Chief Examiner for the IB Theatre course) 

September 17, 2013 

 

Sherri Sutton has worked alongside the IB and ISTA in a multitude of capacities: teacher, 

workshop leader, session observer, field representative, site visit team, curriculum development 

team, and now chief examiner.   

 

 

Do you believe that the IB Theatre course is flexible enough to be used at schools around 

the world? 

 

When you think of the IB – it’s a generic term really.  It’s so broad that it allows schools from all 

over the world grapple with what that means.  Which is great, because the schools that do it can 

grapple with what it means to be an international school.  How is there an international school in 

redneck Georgia?  But there is!  There really are these schools that grapple with the ideas. 

 

When speaking with Mike Bindon, he told me that there is very little documentation of the 

past IB Theatre curricula.  Why do you think this is? 

I am not familiar with the lack of documentation in terms of why changes came about or why.  

But I remember teaching the course in the late 1990s, early 2000s.  That was the previous course.  

There was a survey sent out by the IB that was passed through IB coordinators, and we were 

asked a series of questions about the course – what we felt worked, didn’t work, etc.  The 

teachers filled it out and turned it in.  It was quite lengthy, but I filled it out.  I was very 

passionate about the subject, the problems that I feel existed in the syllabus which resulted in 

problems with the assessment.  A similar process happened with the current course, which is 

now under revision and about to be released.  Sadly, and I don’t have the stats with me right 

now.  I can probably gather those up.  But I think worldwide, we only received only 36 or 37 

responses back from schools – the theatre teachers – when we asked about the current course 

(what worked, what didn’t, what changes should we make, etc.)  So we had very little 

information.  We sent it out about three times, we put in on the OCC.  We really were begging 

for information from teachers.  Because, what happened, and I can only speak from my personal 

perspective, when we get into workshop format with teachers, they have a lot of feedback, a lot 

of things to say.  They want to tell you about what is working and what isn’t.  Across the board, 

the existing guide for the current course was very hard to read.  It was not user friendly.  So 

while we felt like the current course is excellent, we did feel like the feedback almost worldwide 

was that people were having a hard time of getting their head around the guide and 

understanding what to teach and what that means in terms of assessment.  The core subjects and 
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the assessments were not aligned easily.  They do align, but it takes a good workshop to get 

through how to create a course.   

The lack of records could largely be due to the fact that more archaic ways of getting feedback 

were used.  I think we are stuck in a status-quo mentality when we try to get feedback.  At the 

end of the year, teachers don’t want to sit around and give that kind of feedback.  Teachers are 

trying to get out, trying to write reports, trying to get assessments done, they’re doing pre-

planning. They might be relocating.  Although these reports only come around in the third year 

or so after a new course is released, I think teachers are still grappling with the course.  It is 

frustrating on one hand, because when you go to a workshop and hear teachers upset about 

aspects of a course and then you create changes based on those workshops, feedback forms, and 

feedback from external review committees.  Then when those changes are made – trust me, then 

the feedback starts coming from teachers when they don’t like the changes.  The OCC is our 

online forum, and theatre, although it is a small subject, is one of the most active forums.  

Teachers are very responsive online.  We have two curriculum managers – Jeff Aiken who is 

based in Singapore, and Anthony Cunningham who is based in the Netherlands.  Both of those 

guys stay very busy.  For the first two or three years after a new course is released, that forum 

blows up.  It’s amazing to watch.  When the current course was released, the OCC exploded.   

Teachers don’t mind going online and letting you know or going to workshops and letting you 

know, but when you ask them to fill out a survey, they just check out.  We probably need to 

think of another more progressive way to get the feedback we need.  Maybe it happens in 

workshops – some from the new teacher’s perspective and our more experienced teachers. 

Cat 1 – workshops for new teachers 

Cat 2 – workshops for experienced teachers 

Cat 3 – Masterclass in a certain area of theatre (for new and old teachers). Teachers go to upskill. 

So that Category 1 to me would be your new teachers giving their initial responses to the course.  

And Category 2 would be more experienced teachers to respond to the changes that they 

perceive.  And then it is following up with that, following up with teachers to finding out how 

well the course was received, delivered, and then the student assessment.   I think there are layers 

to the feedback. 

 

Tell me a little bit about the course review process.   

I get into these curriculum review meetings, and when I feel educators are over thinking and over 

speaking, becoming overly elaborate, and becoming Eurocentric, or male-centric, I’m the first 

one to jump up and keep them accountable.  These are 16/17/18 year old international students, 

let’s think for them.  What is going to engage them?  We don’t have to teach the entire history of 



231 
 

theatre within the two year course.  My first year of teaching, one of my students as she was 

graduating said to me, “hey, save some for university.”  And I just thought “yeah, that’s right!  I 

don’t have to make sure you get every bit of theatre history of the world in two years.”  So that 

changed the way that I taught too, because it was about going deeper instead of casting a wider 

net.  It is about allowing students to grapple with the unfamiliar, the different.  Not to necessarily 

make them a Japanese Noh theatre actor.  That was never the goal.  The goal was that the student 

understands it so that it could impact and deepen their own work.  Many of these traditions 

require 35 to 40 years of devotion and mastery.  We come to the IB and we say “hey, let’s look 

at Bunraku theatre.”  And we only spend about three weeks to a month on that. What a disservice 

that is – just to say “let’s dabble with some Noh.”  But, no – understanding the spiritual aspect of 

that practice, the commitment, the mastery level – and finding “take aways” for students and 

finding ways for students to engage with it in a meaningful way, and using what they learn 

within their own practice.  I think that is one of the big things that have come up within this new 

course.  We are an international theatre curriculum.  We are not just a theatre curriculum.  So 

what does that actually mean?  When we think about theatre, it is dominated by a Western 

perspective.  No matter where I go in the world, students are more curious about Western 

practices.  In terms of the world wide perception of theatre, it has a very large, Western backing.  

Many theatre students who want to do dramaturgy, design, acting, directing – typically, those 

students go to Western-based universities or higher education program.  What does that mean as 

us for an international school when we start exploring what we perceive as Western as 

“unfamiliar”?  That’s where it got tricky for me, because sometimes my fear is exploring an 

international idea behind theatre.  We tend to think “ah, let’s go east.  Let’s study Asia.  Let’s do 

some Chinese Peking.  NOW we are international!”  But that makes them “the other.”  

Sometimes when we use the unfamiliar, what we have done is just further isolate this idea of “the 

other.”  I am not sure that I have the answer to that, because as a teacher and artist I think 

exploring the unfamiliar can deepen my work.  But I also tend to look at time.  I don’t think we 

can apologize for a Western bias that this particular art form has.  It is a reality that we have to 

deal with.  It’s not to say that there aren’t the anomalies of students who study other practices.  

They may go to China to study at a Peking Opera school.  But that’s not the norm.  So that is 

hard sometimes when we look at an international program and we realize that there is quite a 

western bias.  What does it mean to be international?  How do we do that without looking at the 

East or another group of people as “the other”?  I don’t have an answer for it.  I just know that it 

has come up in my mind, and the sensitivity that we sometimes need to have when we’re looking 

at “the other.”  When you do see practices that people have devoted a lifetime to.  And we have 

American Idol or X-factor, and in ten minutes, you’re famous.   

Sometimes, with other practices, students don’t get it right away, which usually equates to a 

superficial response of “well, I just don’t like it.”  As opposed to “you don’t like it because you 

haven’t learned about it.”  So how do you give that depth and experience to students without 

cheapening the experience?  There are real questions that teachers have to ask themselves in their 

programs. 
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Do you think that the course strikes an ideal balance between academic and practical 

assessment? 

I think the intention of the course was to have more practical elements.  When you look at the 

course, there is a lot of practical work that goes into the assessment.  However, it does seem to be 

largely based on academic theory and writing.  I’m not sure that “practical” is the right word, 

because I think that the current course is very practical.  I think what the teachers are trying to 

articulate is that there has been a lack in the past of being able to look at the presentation 

(performance) of a student.  We haven’t been able to come up with a good way of assessing that, 

because, quite frankly, no one wants to assess talent.  Especially in our art form.  But oddly 

enough, every other subject in group 6 gets to show their final work.  For some reason, theatre 

has not gone that route.  We have always wanted to assess the process of the work.  So you are 

delivering the presentation to someone, but we don’t assess that.  We only look at the process 

you went through.  But teachers would love students to show their actual work as well.  So that 

was a challenge for us, because we want to take that on board but we did not want to dabble with 

talent.  That is quite subjective.  We talked long and hard about that, but we felt that there may 

be a way to assess presentation or performance as long as students talk about the process.   

 

What do you think about the Higher Level and Standard Level differentiation? 

There really wasn’t a differentiation between SL and HL, except that HL seemed to have to write 

more or talk longer.  In research, that doesn’t mean that you have greater knowledge, so we felt 

that needed to be looked at as well.  So in the current course, we really wanted to take what was 

working and reframe that in a way to strengthen that and explore assessing the presentation of 

the work.  The current PPP, and then the IP – with option A or option B.  We looked at that and 

we said that one of the things that artists do is that they collaborate.  They work with others and 

there is this idea behind devising work based on a stimulus.  So we kind of combined those two 

and came up with a new assessment called the “collaborative project” where students will work 

in a group of two to six, they get to pick their own stimulus and take on a very specialized role to 

take that piece to life.  Then, they will videotape that piece that cannot be more than 15 minutes 

(13-15 minutes).  They will then edit out a total of four minutes to show their specific specialized 

role.  So, for instance, maybe they were a performer, but what they really did was a lot of the 

staging or directing.  Or maybe they were the costume designer, or the set designer for the piece.  

So they will show whatever four minutes of the show and talk about their contribution and their 

role.  And they will talk about it in a notebook.  One – we’re dealing with uploading videos now, 

so that is a new area for teachers to deal with.  But, I would have loved for students to be able to 

do a kind of “director’s cut,” but instead, in combination with the video, they are going to turn in 

a process notebook that might say “in the first 30 seconds of the film, you might see a particular 

movement that I wanted to add to the piece, etc.”  It combines research, process, and end 

product.   
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Instead of the current research paper on an unfamiliar practice, we thought that this is where we 

could look at the idea of the word “traditions” – traditions meaning those practices that have a 

fixed sense of conventions that have not changed much over time.  And that, we felt, was really 

important because it allowed for an encouraged teachers to push students to explore the 

unfamiliar and grapple with some of those traditions.  We researched those traditions to make 

sure that they met the test, and we provided a quite lengthy list of traditions that we felt would be 

appropriate.  The students will be able to pick one that is unfamiliar to them, they will research 

the context of the tradition, they will research a performance skill, and they will then go into the 

rehearsal process with that, and then they will create a piece and demonstrate it in a fifteen 

minute video in which they will discuss the historical, social, cultural, and political context.   

They will discuss the process, and then they will present a short demonstration of the skill they 

were trying to apply and how they might have adapted it, etc.   The kids are essayed to death in 

the IB, and I wasn’t sure if a research essay was the best method to test their knowledge and 

understanding.  I hope that teachers and students will be excited to demonstrate their knowledge 

and understanding in a video.  Of course, we do not by any means expect them to have mastered 

those traditions.  But I do think that it will ultimately deepen a student’s understanding of 

practitioners and traditions. 

 

How do you think that local perceptions of theatre affect an IB Theatre program?  

I think that the perception of theatre education is sometimes hard to overcome.  In terms of the 

research available about theatre education in a 21
st
 century world, it has been proven that 

students gain lifelong skills.  I mean, you can present that research all day long.  Theatre has a 

stigma around it.  Interestingly enough, statistically speaking, the IB Theatre course has always 

been quite challenging and hard to get high marks.  In the past, people in Physics have been able 

to get higher marks than students in IB Theatre.  I’m not sure if that is currently the situation, but 

it is a difficult course.  Sometimes it becomes an odd dumping ground for students.  But students 

will struggle the same amount, if not more, taking IB Theatre than taking IB Biology, for 

instance.  It is a tough question, because teachers are committed to showing the value of the 

program.  I think parents get it once they see what is happening with their kids in terms of the 

communicators they become, the questions they ask, the engagement that they begin to have with 

their other subjects.  The cross-curricular links that they make to the theatre.  I think all of that is 

evident.  Theatre has that stigma that other arts do not really have.  But theatre is that – “oh yeah, 

it’s the weird theatre geeks.  The oddballs that have nowhere to go.”  I like that about us, but it is 

just getting administrators to value the course beyond just seeing it as a dumping group and 

really seeing the actual results. 

Two of my former theatre students – one is a pediatric neurologist, and the other is also a doctor 

– both in practice, and they both came back to speak thirteen years after their graduation about 

the kinds of doctors they are because of their theatre program in high school.  They said that they 
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learned listening in their theatre course.  And being a doctor, and working with others in the 

field, listening is not always what they are taught.  Also the need to communicate, and the ability 

to problem solve, and to think beyond what is given.  They just listed all of these skills that they 

felt like they learned when they were 16 and 17 in their IB Theatre course and how they call 

upon those skills in their practice today.  For me, it was never about making students famous 

performers or designers or famous people.  It was always about just becoming better people on 

the planet, no matter what field they take. 

 

Would you talk a little bit about the partnership between ISTA and the IB? 

ISTA has a unique and rare partnership with the IB.  They are the only organization that I know 

that has been the global sole provider of training for IB Theatre instructors.  I think it is because 

of the educators that they have within their community, the type of artists that they have, the 

ability to provide experiences that are beyond the normal or the traditional.  I think ISTA has a 

unique ability to push forward international theatre education.  The new course was largely 

influenced by the ISTA organization.  Every person on the curriculum review was part of the 

ISTA community.  I’m talking with Sally Robertson about the TaPS model (the current training 

for students and teachers), and we need to shake that model up.  I think we need to look at three 

or four different models that can be unique to the areas in which we are working.  For example, 

in Indonesia, what would a model experience look like for students and how would that relate to 

the course?  There are unique opportunities within the organization to mix things up in different 

parts of the world – London, New York!  I think we are always sort of looking at who we are.  I 

am on the board of ISTA as well, and that is a really privileged role that I feel passionate about 

when it comes to ISTA’s role with the IB.  I think the thing that is unique is that we hear the 

teachers’ voice.  Many, many teachers are part of ISTA’s member schools.  And taking feedback 

from them and trying to shape that into exciting experiences that will help students and teachers 

to be successful in the upcoming course.  That we are never afraid to change.  Theatre changes – 

it has to change.  It is supposed to change.  We are shaping those theatre makers right now for 

what is going to happen in the next 40 or 50 years.  I hope it changes!  I really do!  One of the 

most exciting things for me as a teacher was when things changed.  I didn’t like regurgitating the 

same information as a teacher over and over again.  I know as teachers, when we get into a 

rhythm, we are resistant to change.  Where our big challenge will be with this new course 

coming out next year is dealing with the change.  Because it is going to feel and look like a big 

change, but once we talk about it, I think teachers are going to see what we are going for.  We 

are training the movers and shakers of the future! 

 

What would you like to see in the future? 
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I think being on this current review committee and being the chief examiner, there is a great 

privilege that comes with that.  Yet at the same time, I am much older.  While I hope to have 

another 20 years with ISTA, I would hope that new energy and new blood comes into ISTA.  I 

want to see students who come back from ISTA festivals and IB programs becoming part of the 

staff.  I would love for the IB to be bold enough to have students on the review committee.  Even 

students who have gone through the course and are now at university level.  But that instant early 

reflection from a personal level – what they feel is important – those students having a real voice.  

We as teachers try to get that student voice and transfer that student voice in the feedback.  But 

wouldn’t it be great to be bold enough to have a few students on the review committee.  For 

ISTA as well, an apprenticeship program would be awesome.  Find those students who embody 

who we are as artists and educators and find a way to bring them back in and make them part of 

the community – allowing them to lead workshops, for instance.  Being more proactive about 

student leadership.  I think we do a very good job, but I think that we could push it.  Or maybe a 

HL student leading as session at a TaPS of something that they prepared.  Just putting them into 

more places of leadership.  It is one thing when I learn something, but when I have to teach 

someone else, my whole sense of awareness has been heightened.  It’s one thing for me to know 

it, but it’s a whole other thing to make sure that you get it!  I think students have so much to 

share, so much to contribute.  Most theatre students that I talk to love the program, the festivals, 

the art.  Even the ones who just find their way into it, they find themselves falling in love with 

the subject.  They have so much to offer.  We can’t be afraid of what that means.  We can’t just 

think “oh, they are just students.”  I think it would shake up the IB curriculum people to think 

like that, but it should happen.  It should happen with every subject.  However, I would love for 

the theatre program to lead it.   

In five years, the course that is going to come out will go under review.  It will go through a 

review process and people will be brought in to explore what changes, if any, need to be made.  I 

hope that we will always think about what is best for students and teachers – what is the most 

right for the organization and never be afraid to make those changes.  I hope someone will come 

in and say, “Sherri, that was good.  But look at where we are now in the world.  Look at the 

technology we have.  Look at what is happening in the theatre now.  We’re behind!  We need to 

catch up!”  I don’t have an attachment to what we have created for the new course.  I don’t have 

anything precious about what I have been a part of with the team.  I think we have done 

something exciting, but in five to seven years, it is probably not going to be that exciting.  The 

theatre is going to change, and the world is going to change! 
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THE INTERNTIONAL BACALAUREATE GLOBAL CENTER 
THE HAGUE, THE NETHERLANDS 

 

Interviewee:  Dinos Aristidou (ISTA and IB Board Member)  

October 25, 2013 

 

Dinos Aristidou taught the IB Theatre course at the Campion School in Athens, the International 

School of Milan in Italy, and Vienna International School in Austria.  Apart from being a 

freelance director and playwright, he currently works with ISTA, the IB, and various national 

education systems in the United Kingdom.   

 

 

Tell me about your role within theatre education. 

For a while, I also worked at the Arts Council which is the national arts development 

organization of England.  I was working on creative learning and overseeing the arts in education 

in the UK, and how that could be improved and how those relationships could be further 

enriched.  I have also worked with young playwrights developing their skills.  I also worked for 

two years as the education and young people’s manager in a theatre.   Whenever I go in to do 

workshops, or residences in schools, I get the pull to teach again.  But generally because I work 

with young people a lot anyway, I tend to enjoy the fact that my work is free of assessments, 

administration, and all of those things.  I feel fulfilled in the work that I am doing. 

 

What challenges do you believe currently exist in the IB Theatre course? 

I have been very closely involved with the whole review of the program, and I am still working 

very closely with Mike Bindon on that.  I have also just been commissioned to develop the 

teacher support materials for the new program.  I am very enthusiastic about what the review 

process is addressing.  I think that the issues are issues that were picked up by a lot of teachers 

when we did the first review on the OCC, asking teachers for their responses to the current 

program.  What came back to us are the areas that the review team has been addressing.  First, 

the complexity of language in the subject guide.  That has been an issue.  And quantity of 

material:  I think there is a lot of material for teachers to get through in terms of the guide.  So 

what happens sometimes is that there are misunderstandings because teachers would get to 

something a long time after you’ve read something else.  That has been really challenging.  I 

think some of the concepts are very sophisticated in the subject guide.   

My other concern is that the subject guide is largely impenetrable to students.  I know that is not 

the target audience for the guide, but my feeling is that students should also be able to pick up 

the guide, look at sections, and understand what is required of them.  There also seems to be a 

disconnect between the core components and the assessment tasks.  Even though you develop 

your program around the core components (theatre in the making, theatre in the world, theatre in 
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performance), teachers find it quite hard, I think, to differentiate between preparing students for 

assessment and delivering a fabulous theatre program.  In the end, what is comes down to is the 

exam.  However much we try to advocate for a rich theatre program, teachers feel pressured to 

deliver good grades, and obviously students’ futures depend on them.  So that is key.  These are 

some of the things that the revised program is trying to address.  I need to be careful to not call it 

“new program,” but instead “revised program,” because it has kept the spirit of the current 

course, but has tried to deal with the complexity of language and its quantity.   

I think the second thing is student workload.  I think that the course is very demanding, and the 

nature of theatre students, I’ve found, is that they get very engaged with the program and 

sometimes go beyond what is required which makes the workload even heavier.  They are so 

interested and engaged and want to have a full experience and everything.  But I think that in 

some instances, the workload has been exacerbated by the fact that some of the expectations of 

the course are beyond being age appropriate.  I think sometimes the demand is for quite 

sophisticated skills, which very sophisticated students get, but for a lot of students, it leaves them 

behind.  I think they have a fantastic experience, and when it comes to assessment, the criterion 

doesn’t favor them in some respects.  Also, another thing that goes with that is the amount of 

written work that is required, especially at higher level.  And that is another thing that is being 

addressed in the revised program.  Theatre makers, generally, need to be able to write eloquently 

and articulately and coherently, but at the same time, there should be other modes of assessment 

that favor them.   

 

Would you speak a little bit about the language issues associated to translating the course 

materials into Spanish or French? 

I think the IB goes through quite a rigorous system of translation and making sure that the 

language and the concepts do cross into those languages well.  Where there have been issues 

regarding concepts in certain languages, it goes back to the curriculum manager to change the 

wording.  I think the issue is more to do with complexity of concepts than it has necessarily to do 

with the language.  Also, I think within the English speaking world, there are different 

definitions of different things.  What one person understands by “director” in one particular 

cultural setting may be different in another cultural setting.  One of the terms that we came 

across that was very complicated was the word “devising” which left many people, especially in 

North America, quite perplexed because it is not an embedded tradition within theatre as much as 

it is within Europe.   

There is a whole history that goes along with the words “tradition” and “practice.”  What is a 

tradition and what is a practice?  That has been complicated in the past as well.  I think we have 

clarified it in the revisions.  There has been that kind of complexity in language. 
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The other thing is that the IB does not produce a syllabus.  The IB produces a guide.  The guide 

is designed for teachers to create their own programs.  So the other thing that happens of course 

is, based on the teacher’s experience of theatre, the guide is translated into a program that often 

has to do with the teacher’s own areas of expertise.  Also, it is restricted by a teacher’s fears of 

what they haven’t come across before.  Generally speaking, teachers starting out favor the 

familiar.  So the nature of the course is so varied around the world.  And, of course, 

administrators and IB coordinators, who are not theatre people, can’t tell the difference between 

a good theatre program and a bad theatre program.  We have all done maths, we’ve all done 

English, so someone, anyone, can walk into a maths classroom, an English classroom, and make 

a judgment on how good the teaching is.  Whereas, with theatre, as long as there is a nice, flashy 

production on stage, management doesn’t tend to understand what a good program is.  So that 

doesn’t get picked up in some instances. 

 

How is the revised course trying to remedy some of these challenges? 

It is maintaining the flexibility and non-prescriptive nature of the course.  I think that has been 

maintained, which teachers have responded to very favorably.  Though in the revised program, 

there is much more choice for the student.  The student chooses their starting points.  So student 

choice is much more central to the course.  Language has been simplified.  There is a glossary.  

Also, in each of the sections, there are recommended structures for the assessment tasks now, 

and with each assessment task is also some guidance for the teacher of the course.  It tells you – 

this is how to present your work, this is what you need to address, this is how this can be taught.  

It’s much friendlier in that respect.  There is now articulation between the core components, and 

the assessment tasks in that the core components now are each of the headings of each of the 

criteria in each task.  So the three core components now are “theatre processes,” “theatre in 

context,” and “presenting theatre.”  Those headings are each of the headings of each criteria of 

the assessment tasks.  So criteria A is “theatre in context,” for example.  So that through line 

moves right through the program right from the aims through to the core components through to 

the assessment criteria.  So that is clearer.  The amount of written work is reduced.  So now, 

rather than word counts, you have page counts which means that those fields, if you like, can be 

populated by anything you like (imaging, captioning, etc).  I think we have tried to address the 

age-appropriate expectations in terms of what we expect students to be able to achieve at that 

level.  Practical work also:  I am hesitant about it, because performance work is not assessed at 

such, it is still the process of creating it.  But I think the assessment tasks are now much more 

practical rather than traditionally academic. 

 

What do you think about the fact that IB Theatre, and other group 6 courses, are not 

required in order to obtain an IB diploma? 
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It has been a battle that has not been worth fighting, because I don’t think there has been any 

indication that it was ever going to change.  So I have gone beyond being annoyed about it in 

terms of the status of the arts within the schools.  I think that there are pressures within the IB 

which are to do with universities and what universities require students to be able to do in terms 

of going on to higher education in the sciences or in languages, etc, so I think part of the reason 

for the group 6 being non-compulsory is to allow for that.  It does, to an extent, favor the other 

kinds of disciplines even though the IB encourages the arts.  Whether it has a huge impact on 

numbers, I don’t know.   

I think that it is an interesting one because the arts, generally, are areas that you can enter at 

university level without necessarily any prior experience.  For example, a student who has never 

done theatre at all other than maybe joined a theatre club or something, but if your school did not 

offer theatre, you can still do theatre at university level and enter that program without any 

problems. Whereas, you couldn’t do that with science.  So I think that probably becomes the 

argument.   

 

What are some of the differences that you have seen between some of the various “lead-up 

courses” into the IB Theatre program (MYP, I-GCSE Drama, etc.)? 

With the IB Theatre program, the entry point into the diploma program needs to be an entry point 

without any prior experience.  That is the way that it is.  I suppose it is a difficult one, because I 

think what you bring to the table if you have had prior experience is already a language, a 

practical vocabulary and a written vocabulary of certain theatre devices and conventions.  And 

obviously the beginnings of certain skills.  But I don’t think that necessarily coming from a 

subject like GCSE Drama, I don’t know whether necessarily you would be at an advantage over 

a student who had not done it, because a teacher will usually have a mixed class and will start 

from a point zero and work upwards.  I think if students have prior experience, you can plummet 

to the depths much faster.  If they haven’t, you are going to be paddling a bit longer. 

 

Would you tell me a little bit about the MYP or PYP arts programs?  

Yes, I have been working with the MYP arts program as well because that has also been under 

review.  It is being launched at the same time as the revised theatre program.  So, we have been 

very conscious of articulation between those two programs. It is MYP arts, so within that, you 

have the subject choices – drama, music, art, dance, etc.  The idea is that the student opts for one 

that you are going to follow through in your last two years.  Or at least one.  But the idea is that 

the school offers options in all of them if possible prior to that selection.  It is very generic.  It 

has a journal component, creation of original work – all of those things that the IB Theatre 
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program has.  You kind of visit them in that stage with the idea of it being a spiral curriculum.  

You revisit areas you’ve already covered in more depth as you work your way up. 

 

How do you think that theatre is playing a role in preserving culture around the world 

within these international schools? 

I suppose my feeling about theatre is that its role is not necessarily to preserve culture but rather 

to interrogate it.  I suppose one of my worries constantly is that fact that we have this strange 

notion that certain cultures – we cocoon their theatre practice in a distant form.  We say “We’re 

international.  We need to address Japanese theatre.  Therefore, let’s look at Noh and Kabuki.”  

Which, of course, are old forms and traditions.  But the theatre making in Japan today is very 

different to those and possibly – there may be a mono-cultural trend.  But the question that 

constantly has to be asked is, “What is the function of theatre?  What is it doing?”  Theatre will 

always be grounded in culture – in the culture of the place in which it is taking place – but will 

always reflect on the conflicts the challenges that the culture is facing.  So that doesn’t worry me 

really.  It doesn’t worry me that theatre is going to end up being mono-cultural and that cultures 

are not going to be preserved, because I think the nature of theatre is that it is constantly 

responding to its culture and therefore it is capturing culture as it moves.   

 

How do you think that schools or teachers in particular can keep from “romanticizing the 

other”? 

I think that that, for many people, that is the simplest kind of way of introducing students to 

theatre of other cultures, which I think is important.  Not for the preservation of culture, but just 

to be aware that people do things differently – that people make theatre in different ways.  And 

that your theatre making can be enriched by that.  So, when I started teaching IB Theatre, I went 

to India and went to a performing arts school for four weeks just to see what the differences are 

in the way that performance was taught.  So that was very useful for me as an artist and an 

educator.  So I do not have a problem with that.  I think the program is designed not as an 

international theatre program, but to make internationally minded theatre makers.  For me, that is 

the key distinction.  When you finish your diploma, you should be an internationally minded 

theatre maker rather than knowledgeable about theatre around the world.  I think that curriculum 

managers, teachers, artists working with the IB get really hung up on other cultures and “the 

other” – and I think you have to scrutinize and say “I need to find out about this because I need 

to know how theatre is made in different parts of the world” – Not necessarily because I think it 

is important for me to know that particular culture’s particular practice.  For example, if you took 

England and you were in a distant place where England was “the other,” and you focused on 

Christmas pantomimes and melodramas, which are traditions and therefore not really addressing 

our culture today, you would have a very, very limited perception of English theatre.  So, I think 
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that when we put forward Noh and Kabuki as the Japanese theatre forms without really 

scrutinizing what is happening in the moment in Japan, that could end up creating the same sorts 

of issues and problems and, in fact, lead to the opposite of what we’re trying to achieve.  

Because you then perceive particular cultures as being frozen as opposed to dealing with the 

world as it is today.  But that is my take on it as opposed to an official view. 

 

Do you believe that the IB Theatre program is flexible enough to conform to different 

conditions around the world? 

I think the course is incredibly flexible.  It doesn’t require very much in terms of costumes and 

sets and lights and technology.  I think what you’re battling with in the rural, remote areas are 

people’s perceptions of what theatre is.  And their desires to create a type of theatre that they 

have in their head as being “professional” – i.e with costumes, a set, a stage.  However, if you 

happen to be in a place where there is a lot of theatre happening (New York, London, or Tokyo), 

you see the incredible vast array of types of things that are being done around theatre – theatre 

taking place in small sheds, in the woods, for instance.  People are moving away from traditional 

theatre spaces in the UK, partly because of funding.  So that idea that you need a stage and lights 

and sets doesn’t ever appear in the course as a requirement.  It never has.  I think the theatre 

program has always recognized that theatre can take place with as little as one person and an 

empty space.  I think the pressure is from the school’s administration, because they are the ones 

who like to showcase the students’ work in professional surroundings.  And often, that is how a 

teacher manages to get a theatre facility built – on the premise that it is going to show off our 

talent, we’re going to put on a big musical at the end of the year, and everyone is going to be in it 

and parents will love it.  

I think the bigger issue is the access to live theatre.  I think that students develop more artistic 

sophistication if they see sophisticated and experimental work.  Whether they like it or not, 

anything that challenges their definitions of what theatre is and what is theatre making is 

fabulous.  I do appreciate that, in some settings, that it going to be a lot easier than in others.  

Actually, I suppose, with digital resources now, you are beginning to have much more access to 

those kinds of things.  In developing the teacher support materials for example, I have put 

together a list of about forty websites of companies that originally create material, and they have 

Youtube clips and all sorts of things.  So teachers can access those technologically and digitally 

now.  Students can begin to see how other people are creating theatre.  I suppose that the 

challenge is that the less confident teacher with the program is going to go with a much more 

traditional understanding of what theatre is and therefore find the program challenging because it 

challenges some of those assumptions.  I think it is a vicious circle, because the pressure 

sometimes comes from the teacher not feeling confident enough to be an explorer with the 

students because I think that is the ethos of the program.  We have actually called the teacher 

“the engineer of experiences” in the guide, rather than the “deliverer of knowledge.” 
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How have you see the IB Theatre course engaging with the local community? 

I personally believe that it is absolutely key.  Your theatre has to serve its community or 

challenge its community.  In some schools in some countries that is very difficult because they 

can’t really access or have anything to do with their local community just because of the nature 

of where they are.  But then the school community becomes equally important.  I think you have 

to address that, because one of the most important features of theatre is what you are 

communicating and to whom.  And also why are you making theatre – whether it is to entertain 

or to challenge.  You have to know who your audience is going to be, otherwise you can’t 

challenge or entertain.  Your knowledge of audience is absolutely key, and the new program 

addresses that because it asks you to consider the impact that you’ve had on your audience.  In 

that respect, the program is absolutely indicating that you should be dealing with your 

community.  There isn’t actually anything that requires you to engage with your community in 

terms of research.  We do suggest to teachers that they find local artists, but that is not always 

easy.  Interestingly enough, one of the big discussions that we had of the review was whether the 

higher level task should be creating a piece of theatre for your community:  Identifying issues 

within the local community and addressing those through theatre.  But, in the end, we felt that 

would be very problematic for many schools. 

 

I’ve always been intrigued by the ways in which the IB Theatre program intersects with 

CAS. 

As long as there isn’t replication, you are encouraged to do things that cross over.  You could do 

a project that could start in IB Theatre and end up in CAS.  So I think there are lots of 

opportunities for that.  There are also opportunities in the present course as well with the 

independent project for you to create work for your local community.  I suppose it isn’t there as a 

requirement, but I’m guessing that it is because of people’s different contexts and situations.  If 

you had a task, for example, that was to research the arts and artists and arts practice of your 

local community, those in London and New York would be favored above someone in a small, 

remote town.  I think that is why it didn’t make it into the program as a compulsory aspect.  But 

teachers are constantly asked to do that in the guide.  The guide does tell them to use their local 

resources. 

 

How do you see the IB Theatre course comparing to other standardized theatre courses (A-

Level Drama and A-Level Theatre Studies, etc)? 
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I think that IB really underlines the international aspect.  I think this idea of internationally 

minded theatre makers who are aware of theatre making around the world is particular to the IB 

program.  The A-Levels tend to favor English-speaking theatre, which tends to be plays written 

by British and American playwrights primarily.  Obviously, the reference points are very 

national, as the program is taught and delivered in the UK, and it is for English students. 

 

How would you respond to people who say that the IB Theatre course, as it currently 

stands, is more of an IB Theatre Studies course than an IB Drama course? 

I think that the program is holistic.  It doesn’t prepare you to be a performer, and it doesn’t 

prepare you to be a director or designer.  It gives you a taste of all those landscapes.  The revised 

program has four perspectives through which it can be viewed – the theatre maker, the director, 

the performer, and the designer.  Those are the four perspectives.  It requires you to look at 

theatre from those four perspectives, but it doesn’t require you to become proficient in any one 

of those four.  It is a holistic course.  I would hesitate to call it “studies,” because the idea of 

theatre studies is that it is primarily theory, whereas the IB Theatre course is practical.  You are 

required to try directing practically, you are required to perform.  You are required to think about 

design and the use of space and apply those things practically.  So it is not simply studying 

theatre in a theoretical way.  I think it has to do with practice, but I think that its emphasis is on 

the international and theatre making. 

I think also there is much more depth in the IB than the A-Levels.  Only because I think its 

reference points are so broad that you naturally get much more depth. 

 

What about the IB Theatre course as opposed to the IB Text and Performance course? 

The Text and Performance course, which is becoming popular as well, focuses much more on the 

performance of text and the adaptation of text to turn it into a performance piece.  So I think that 

is a very different kind of experience and a very different type of focus.  It is a bi-focused 

program.  You are using theatre to explore text, and you’re using text to create theatre.  There is 

a symbiotic relationship there between text and theatre.  The idea with these “bridge courses” is 

that they would bring together subjects from across two groups, so this was obviously language 

and theatre. 

 

What kinds of connections do you think ISTA could make between IB Theatre and TOK? 

In every Cat 1 diploma theatre workshop for teachers, TOK and CAS are addressed at least in 

one session.  That is required by the IB.  I think that the Cat 3 IB workshops that are offered to 
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teachers would be very useful for all of those things.  So I think that a teacher who is interested 

in TOK should sign up for Cat 3, because that is extremely relevant, not necessarily directly 

addressing the TOK, but it would still be relevant.  ISTA’s priority as the global provider for the 

IB is on theatre, on the development of theatre teachers in their programs.  So TOK is addressed 

somewhat, but beyond that, it is problematic, because teachers have enough problems getting 

financed to come to theatre workshops.  In terms of the revised program being launched, a lot of 

teachers that I was working with in New York last week were saying that their schools would 

never pay for them to attend the upskilling.  However much theatre teachers might say that it 

would be lovely to have a Theatre/TOK workshop, the number that you would get probably 

would not financially be possible to run it.   

 

How did this unique partnership come about between ISTA and the IB? 

It has been bubbling away for many, many years.  I think there was a very loose relationship and 

then, at a certain point in its evolution, the IB decided to start outsourcing workshops.  That 

possibility came from the IB, and ISTA applied to be one of the people outsourcing the work, 

and it obviously got the contract.  I don’t think there is really anyone else that can compete, 

because ISTA has the expertise.  Since that outsourcing began, ISTA has then developed a much 

deeper relationship with the IB.  People from ISTA are also working on the review, and a lot of 

examiners are ISTA artists.  So once that relationship became formalized, it was clear that ISTA 

was a huge resource of theatre expertise around the world, and so the IB started to draw on that. 

 

What does the future of international theatre education look like to you?  Does it include 

the IB and ISTA? 

Yes, I think that ISTA and the IB will continue to create wonderful theatre programs and theatre 

experiences because of the nature of who they are.  The IB already has within its systems the 

review cycles.  Within two years of the theatre program going live, the review starts for 

revisions.  It is constantly being scrutinized and constantly being updated and changed on a 

seven year cycle, so that is already embedded within it.  I am on the board of ISTA.  ISTA is 

constantly moving and constantly looking at its programs.  We just recently finished a piece of 

work looking at the pedagogy of the various ISTA events, looking at the pedagogy that 

underpins the festivals.  So I think that they will continue to play a big part in international 

education.  I think that it is going to be very interesting to see what will happen in the future, 

because there is more and more attention paid to the way that technology can enhance the 

learning experience.  Theatre relies on face to face connection.  Of course, you can use 

technology in incredible ways, but fundamentally it has to do with people engaging with people 

– live people.  I think that is going to be one of its challenges.  Either, it is going to become an 

essential discipline and way of knowing that people will turn to in terms of making connections 
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and live encounters and engagements, or it is going to struggle.  I don’t which it is going to be.  I 

hope that, as technology becomes more and more widely used, people will turn to theatre and 

theatrical experiences in ways of enhancing education generally.  Because the experiential is so 

paramount to theatre, and theatre makers are accustomed to making worlds and inhabiting them 

with people.  That’s what we do all the time.  That’s theatre.  You construct a world and play in 

it.  I think that there is a lot we can learn from those kinds of things.  Young people’s relationship 

to technology has also established the concept of very fluid identities.  We change our identities 

depending on who you are talking to, depending on your Facebook page, depending on your 

linked in profile – wherever you are.  I did a project with a group of young people in China about 

this subject.  Again, of course, that is key to being internationally minded – being able to adapt 

your identity depending on where you are.  So I think theatre is about the taking on of multiple 

identities.  Within theatre, there are a lot of key concepts and areas that are going to become 

more and more important in the future.  It is whether they are recognized or not. 
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