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In the year before we click over into 2000 the status of Arts education was given a boost by the ascension of Drama Studies.  Drama, which was sometimes considered as one of the ‘soft’ subjects at high school, was officially recognised as a subject that provides a very real indicator of a student’s academic potential.  The tertiary education institutions accepted what Drama teachers had been crying for years; that the skills necessary for success in a sound Drama course are the same skills that are necessary for success in other academic and career pursuits.

The challenges that face Drama teachers in a TEE course at the end of the millennium are many.  In an era where virtually every human activity uses some form of technology, Drama has to find ways to incorporate technology.  The reality of theatre and drama for over 2000 years has been that actors and audience come together in the same space at the same time.  The rise of film and television over the past century has altered that and in many ways changed our understanding of performance arts.  The past decade alone has thrown an entirely new set of complications into the arena.

All the educational sectors have been involved in a huge technology push over the past few years; it is in this climate that Drama Studies has gained its status.  Drama teachers must respond to this in the way they approach their classes.  If computers are to be considered as “drama equipment” then teachers are challenged to find ways of incorporating them in the actual process of teaching Drama.  John Curtin Drama Studies students are expected to maintain journals and folios, it won’t be long before students begin to submit their work as interactive CDROMs, multimedia presentations, digital videos; folios will cease to be thick, heavy files and start to be floppy disks and CDs.

John Curtin is engaging in cross-curricular activities, bringing together Drama, Dance, Music, Art and Media students and using available technologies to enhance student learning.  Already students have used computer graphics and animations in the successful production of “The Wiz”, two Year 10 students worked with Chrissie Parrott on the LifeForms project for the 1999 Awesome Festival.  In this project they used animation, choreography and video editing software to create original productions (The LifeForms video is being shown daily at the Battye Library).  Another group of Year 10 students have devised a Theatre-in-education performance about the concerns surrounding the Millennium Bug, showing that an awareness of technology in society also affects the themes that are dealt with in the Arts.

Students regularly access the Internet to assist their research and in developing their work.  Many students regularly draw on useful Internet resources such at the DramaWest website.  DramaWest is the professional association of Drama teachers here in Western Australia.  One of the teachers at John Curtin, Mr Kim Flintoff, developed and now maintains the award winning website.  It can be found at http://come.to/dramawest and offers a wide range of resources including newsletters, a links directory to Theatre and Drama websites, lesson ideas for Drama teachers and updates about conferences and seminars locally, nationally and globally.  Mr Flintoff also moderates an international discussion list for Drama teachers and brings together over 200 teachers from over 40 countries to discuss ideas and changes in Drama education.  The benefits of this sharing of knowledge flow into the classroom and ultimately assist students.

In Drama Studies students are expected to have an understanding not only of the traditions of drama but also be able to engage in, and analyse the emerging forms.  Researchers around the world, including here in Perth, are exploring the possibilities of taking Drama education into virtual realms.  During 1999 students at John Curtin have started using a variety of computer technologies including the  “Stage Struck” CDROM that was released by NIDA last year.  This piece of software allows students to explore the creation of drama performances, including such elements as sets, costumes, sound scapes, scripting and directing, all in an interactive computer game.  These students have also explored computer assisted designs for theatre and used 3D virtual reality websites to look at the future of technical theatre production.

Engaging in drama using new technologies, technologies that are changing our perceptions of the world and our place in it, provides unprecedented opportunities to question and reflect.  Drama in cyberspace is probably the next step in challenging the way we think about Drama - to begin with, physical laws need not apply, bodies and voices are optional, gender is not fixed, space becomes flexible.  Students readily accept the possibility of the concepts while parents and educators are still trying to come to terms with the changing world.   

The real challenge to Drama education is to deal with the reality that students are entering a new world and, as romantic or practical as our attachments to classical and traditional forms of Drama might be, we must realise that our students will be the ones defining the forms of the future.  And in so doing there is bound to be a weaving together of the real and the virtual.  While many Drama teachers might be asking how computer technology might be changing Drama, we really should be starting to ask how could Drama help to make computers more human.  
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