
 

Beyond Philology No. 15/1, 2018 
ISSN 1732-1220, eISSN 2451-1498 

 
 

A school performance:  
A teaching tool or real art? 

 
KAROLINA JANCZUKOWICZ 

 
 

Received 10.01.2017,  
received in revised form 15.03.2018,  

accepted 20.03.2018. 
 
 

Abstract 
 
The article addresses the question of whether in using a school per-
formance as a tool in ELT it is possible to achieve true artistic effects 
through it. It analyses the problem from the point of view of focusing 
on the value of the outcome rather than just the process of imple-
menting theatre in ELT. The issues are discussed according to Brun-
er’s criteria (1971) of artistic experience and Wenzel’s conditions 
(2001) for authenticity in speaking in an ELT classroom. Further-
more, the notion of cognitive appeal is put forward as a key feature 
in achieving a shift in students’ attitude towards performing, which 
may in turn result in achieving a truly artistic effect. 
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Szkolne przedstawienie:  
narzędzie w nauczaniu czy prawdziwa sztuka? 

 
Abstrakt 
 
Artykuł odnosi się do kwestii wykorzystania przedstawienia szkolne-
go w nauczaniu języka angielskiego i czy dzięki niemu można osią-
gnąć prawdziwie artystyczny efekt. Omawia ten problem z punktu 
widzenia skupiania się na wartości efektu końcowego a nie na sa-
mym procesie wdrażania teatru jako narzędzia. Kwestie te są oma-
wiane w odniesieniu do kryteriów przeżycia artystycznego Brunera 
(1971) oraz do warunków autentyczności mówienia w nauczaniu ję-
zyka angielskiego przedstawionych przez Wenzla (2001). Ponadto 
jako kryterium kluczowe przedstawione jest pojęcie apelatora po-
znawczego. Pojawienie się jego właśnie może skutkować zmianą na-
stawienia uczniów do wystawianej sztuki, a co za tym idzie dzięki 
niemu można osiągnąć efekt naprawdę artystyczny. 
 
Słowa kluczowe 
 
doświadczenie artystyczne, mówienie autentyczne, mówienie automa-
tyczne, przedstawienie amatorskie, apelator poznawczy 
 
 
1.  Introduction 
 
A need for adding a “creative aspect” to a regular classroom 
experience has been articulated for many years. However, it is 
usually expected to materialise in forms that merely break up 
the classroom routine so as to force students to have a fresh 
outlook on the learning material. In this way it is hoped that 
they are able to see the whole process of learning in a new 
light and become more active participants in the process.1 Fur-
thermore, the accepted viewpoint seems to be that for the sake 
of learning a second language it is the process, i.e. rehearsals, 
rather than the final outcome, that is most valuable when it 
                                                      

1 Piasecka, Liliana (2017). “Creativity and foreign language learning”. Pa-
per delivered during PASE conference in Gdańsk on 23.06.2017. 
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comes to ELT objectives (Maley and Duff 1978: 104). The fol-
lowing discussion attempts to change this perspective on the 
phenomenon of using theatre in ELT. 

The phrase creative aspect of learning may have a direct ref-
erence to those elements that deal with an appreciation of art, 
where a huge potential lies in using prose, poetry or drama as 
authentic resources. If the choice of such materials matches 
the linguistic capabilities of  students, a teacher may bring 
about a moment of true artistic discovery in some of the stu-
dents. Bruner (1971: 87) presents four aspects of artistic expe-
rience; namely, (1) a synergy of experiences through under-
standing a work of art, (2) an effort that we make to grasp it, 
(3) being emotionally “moved” by it and (4) the question of the 
universal understanding of what we might consider as beauti-
ful. When trying to apply his distinction to an ELT classroom, 
the criteria of (2) and (3) seem most relevant in this context, 
but, as will be revealed later, all four criteria can be involved 
when using works of art in teaching English. 

 
2.  A school performance as a true artistic experience 
 
As far as the criterion (2) is concerned, the effort to grasp the 
artistic significance of a work of art can form a synergy with 
the intellectual effort to linguistically comprehend a poem,  
a piece of prose or a play. Seen in this perspective, staging  
a play becomes potentially even more rewarding than the other 
artistic forms mentioned, as the intellectual effort of overcom-
ing linguistic difficulties is combined not only with the artistic 
element, but also with the actual physical effort of performing 
in all its complexities. It then becomes easier to experience 
Bruner’s criterion (3), namely, the emotional involvement, as 
well as the experience of beauty thanks to it (criterion 4). 
Needless to say, the synergy of different experiences (criterion 
1) becomes an even stronger element not in spite of but be-
cause of the fact that it is channelled through a second lan-
guage and not a mother tongue. 
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Naturally, there remains the question of the general purpose 
of such an activity; if our aim is art, part of the answer has 
already been given; it is possible to appreciate a piece of litera-
ture because of the effort that we make to achieve it, the emo-
tional involvement in the process of discovering its signifi-
cance, the sense of beauty that it may give us and a synergy of 
experiences that are involved in grasping it. If, however, we 
stage a play with a group of English learners in order to teach 
them English, what do we actually aim at? A likely response to 
that question is that through memorising the script, students 
can perfect their pronunciation, expand vocabulary or practice 
certain set phrases, by repeating language chunks. However, 
one potential teaching aim that does not appear as the most 
obvious, may turn out to be one of the greatest linguistic bene-
fits of setting up a school performance, namely, speaking. 

 
3.  A school performance as a speaking activity 
 
A performance of a play may not seem to be the most obvious 
example of a way to teach speaking in a second language. 
What we usually understand by true speaking is what 
Wygotski (1989) has described as a situation where an utter-
ance is constructed as the thoughts are being formed in the 
mind of the speaker. However, from the point of view of using  
a second language, we cannot perceive all spoken utterances 
as either completely real (i.e. authentic), or artificial (i.e. auto-
matic). When learning to speak in a foreign language we usual-
ly move along a spectrum from simpler, more automatic lan-
guage to more complex and more authentic expressions. Wen-
zel (2001) presented five criteria, according to which we could 
judge the nature of a particular spoken utterance in an ELT 
classroom:  
 

(1)  the degree of the teacher’s control over the content of  the ut-
terance, 

(2)  the presence or absence of the message in the exercise, 
(3)  the degree of the student’s spontaneity and free will to speak, 
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(4)  the extratextual circumstances of interaction, 
(5)  the student’s mental involvement in the content of the utter-

ance, i.e. the degree of its cognitive appeal.  
(Wenzel 2001: 62-63)  

 
If we apply these criteria to a school performance, we can see 
to what extent it has the potential for authentic speech. In 
Wenzel’s understanding of these criteria, they should be re-
garded independently (Wenzel 2001: 63), so even though the 
first criterion seems to disqualify a performance, as the written 
script leaves the student with no choice as to the content of 
what he or she says, there are still other criteria to be consid-
ered. Moreover, even in this case, we should treat the question 
of content within the limits of the convention of a theatre play, 
so the interpretation of the character, the choice of  costume, 
the sound and other elements of an actual adaptation become 
as much a part of the content of the play as the script itself. 
Treated in this respect, a school performance does leave the 
actors with choice as to the content. 

As far as the presence of the message is concerned (criterion 
2), it depends largely on how the play is directed. If the teach-
er/director focuses on the linguistic aspects, such as pronun-
ciation, then the language and not the message of the play will 
become the centre of attention.2 If, however, it is clear to the 
participants that the goal of the event is the play itself, then 
the attention is shifted to the message. This criterion is direct-
ly related to the criterion 5, “the mental involvement in the 
content”, as it also largely depends on the extent to which the 
teacher directs the participants’ attention to it.3  

The remaining criteria – (3) student’s spontaneity and (4) 
the extratextual circumstances – depend on yet another cir-
cumstance that remains for the teacher to ensure during the 

                                                      
2 For a more detailed description of ways in which a school performance 

can be used to teach linguistic aspects, such as pronunciation, see Janczu-
kowicz (2014: 127-132). 

3 This element, however, will be separately discussed in section 6, devot-
ed to the role of “cognitive appeal” in achieving artistic effects. 



94                                                                               Beyond Philology 15/1 

production. The circumstance in question is the extracurricu-
lar nature of participating in the play and the addition of vari-
ous elements that normally appear during a professional pro-
duction (Janczukowicz 2014: 122-127). Spontaneity can be-
come a very natural aspect of the production of the play if the 
student joins the performance on a voluntary basis; further-
more, the extratextual circumstances turn it into a real per-
formance, as long as this is taken to mean not only free will on 
the part of the actors, but also a professional stage, lighting, 
costumes, etc. as well as the audience’s reception of the play. 

Consequently, although it is impossible to guarantee that  
a school performance will always be an example of authentic 
speech, it can become so, depending on the way in which it is 
directed, the physical reality in which it is performed, and the 
general attitude of the participants. 

 
4.  A school performance as an example  

of an amateur production 
 
One may wonder whether, given the Polish reality, it is possi-
ble to achieve the conditions described above. The accepted 
expectations of the potential recipients of any form of art is 
that it is done either by “professionals”, i.e. people with a de-
gree in a particular discipline, or done as an exercise, either in 
cultural centres or as a school activity. In the second instance, 
it is usually only watched by school or family members, and 
only because of the fact that it has been done in that particu-
lar place or performed by those exact people. If this particular 
piece of art had been created anywhere else, by anyone else, 
the audience would not have attended that event. As a result, 
most artists who do not have appropriate qualifications, either 
because they have a different profession or, as in our case, 
because they are still young students – too young to have any 
degree – find it extremely hard to obtain an audience for their 
work. 
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The situation appears even more difficult in the case of  
a play in English as the language barrier makes it even harder 
to find someone willing to watch a play for its own sake. How-
ever, this is not always the case, as English speakers (either 
native speakers or simply people well acquainted with Anglo-
Saxon culture) are much more familiar with the convention of 
an amateur production. The phrase may refer to a whole range 
of activities, but in this paper it will be understood as a non-
profit event that involves a mix of both professionals and ama-
teurs. In reality, it very often involves people whose passion or 
hobby is a particular field of art and who aim to master the 
technique through cooperation with people educated in the 
field. Such productions may involve not only theatre but also 
music, ballet or dance groups and are a fairly common phe-
nomenon in English speaking countries.  

The English adjective amateur can have positive associa-
tions which focus on the fact that something is done for love or 
without payment (e.g. an amateur sportsman) in contrast with 
the clearly derogatory adjective amateurish (e.g. her amateur-
ish interviewing technique),4  indicating a lack of professional-
ism. Interestingly enough, the Polish adjective misses this dis-
tinction and is left with only one option amatorski, which co-
vers both meanings. However, both positive and negative asso-
ciations are present in other derivatives, e.g. amator meaning 
an amateur with a mild positive implication and clearly nega-
tive amatorszczyzna indicating the quality of being amateur-
ish.  

The conclusion that can be drawn from the discussion 
above is that although amateur performances are more com-
mon in English-speaking countries than in Poland, the poten-
tial for their place in the lives of ordinary people is present in 
Poland as well. Moreover, it could be through plays in English 
that the very idea stands a chance of being successfully im-

                                                      
4 All the examples are taken from The New Oxford English Dictionary 

(1998). 
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plemented in Poland, since such productions already are so 
much more a part of Anglo-Saxon culture.  

Furthermore, when it comes to acting, all instances of pro-
fessionalism are intermingled with amateurism since a profes-
sional actor is not always a professional singer or athlete at 
the same time. This mixture of professionalism and amateur-
ism in many fields and at many levels is best exemplified in 
Polish amateur theatre productions in English, where a native 
speaker of English (in a way “a professional speaker of Eng-
lish”)  is an amateur actor while a professional Polish actor 
who has joined the group may not be fully proficient in Eng-
lish. The same may be said of dancers who have to sing and 
singers who dance. The diversity of the levels of expertise pre-
sented by the participants is an inevitable part of all theatre, 
both professional and amateur. However, it is in the amateur 
productions that it is more or less expected and the audience, 
which is acquainted with them, has come to accept this “une-
venness” as a part of the convention. Having accepted it, 
members of the audience can appreciate such a play as a true 
piece of art according to all four criteria stipulated by Bruner 
(1971). 

 
5.  The acting reality in a classroom situation 
 
What has been said earlier about amateur plays appears in the 
context of school performances to be almost like unrealistic 
idealism. Students’ deficiencies in certain vital skills, such as 
articulation of speech or general acting skills make some 
teacher-directors give up from the start. They end up focusing 
on teaching English and involuntarily turn their play into an 
extended English lesson.5 Each play is an individual matter 

                                                      
5 As far as directing is concerned, an awareness of technical elements 

that make a play accessible to the audience, such as movement on stage, the 
need for certain tempo or an ability to control it, etc. are very helpful. How-
ever, what makes the difference between directing a professional play and  
a school performance is that the work with students involves discovering 
artistic talent and revealing potential acting skills. In this way, a teacher-
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taken up by a unique cast of actors, so it is impossible to 
make valid generalisations. However, there are certain factors 
that make it more likely to bring out the most talent in the 
students and, consequently, which may result in a true artistic 
experience for both – the actors and the audience.  

One of the most important elements that enables students 
to become actors is making all aspects of the performance as 
real as possible. This means involving students in staging, 
lights, props and costumes. The less “lesson-like” the rehears-
als are, the more likely the students are to develop true in-
volvement in the personality and the story of their character. 
If, on the other hand they are made to practice their lines in 
their own English classroom, moving very little and only pre-
tending to be holding objects or doing something, e.g. pretend-
ing to be drinking from imaginary cups, writing with imaginary 
pens etc. they will emotionally remain only students who pre-
tend to be actors.  

Looking back at Wenzel’s criteria for achieving authenticity 
in classroom speaking activities, which were discussed in Sec-
tion 3, criterion 4 – the extratextual circumstances of interac-
tion – become particularly relevant. Not only speech as a class-
room activity, but also speech in other aspects, such as the 
performance of a play, will largely depend on the external cir-
cumstances. The physical space in which the text is being de-
livered, the actor’s awareness of the audience’s ability to un-
derstand what is being said, the tangible objects that the ac-
tors are holding or even the costumes that they are wearing, 
all contribute to the actor’s sense of the authenticity (rather 
than the artificiality) of the situation.  

For the sake of achieving such authenticity, it is really help-
ful to remove the scripts from the rehearsals as soon as possi-

                                                                                                                    
director also becomes an educator. Still, rehearsals can seldom be trans-
formed into a full scale acting workshop so the practical side frequently forc-
es such a director not only to build on whatever hidden talent he or she has 
discovered, but also to skilfully hide students’ deficiencies. Consequently, 
perceptiveness in noticing students’ potential and constant openness to their 
suggestions become very important features of the teacher-director’s work. 
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ble, even if the text is then delivered with more hesitation. The 
moment the students start establishing eye-contact with other 
characters, they become aware of the actual tensions and the 
relationships between them. Such a moment frequently coin-
cides with an improvement in their acting. This ‘stepping into 
the character’ is, however, a very individual moment and 
should be supported by the teacher with the other elements 
already mentioned, such as the stage, the costumes and 
props. They all help the student-actors to become the charac-
ters they act. Furthermore, the stage-lights blind them a little, 
so after a moment of getting used to the light, students can 
focus on the stage reality more since they are not able to see 
the audience.  

In order to illustrate how important it is to use such ele-
ments in a production, we can compare two photographs of 
the same moment in one play6 conducted on two different 
types of stage. Photograph 1 shows a makeshift stage in  
a school library and Photograph 2 a professional stage. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photograph 1 

                                                      
6 In the Shadow of the Glen by J. M. Synge (2002). Performance directed 

by Karolina Wenzel. Elbląg: Teatr Dramatyczny; Ronneby; Sweden: Knut 
Hahnskolan. Photographs are taken from the author’s private collection. 



Janczukowicz: A school performance…                                                      99 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photograph 2 
 

 
Although the two photographs clearly present the same mo-
ment of the play, the crucial elements (props and stage lights) 
mentioned earlier, are missing from the first picture, while 
many distracting elements are present instead. The computer 
and the books in the background of photograph 1 distract the 
audience’s attention, light coming from the window dissipates 
the light that falls on the actors while the furniture and the 
glasses visible in photograph 1 seem makeshift as they are 
more modern than the content of the play or the costumes 
would indicate. Consequently, it is much easier to focus one’s 
attention on the people visible in photograph 2 than in 1 and 
for them it is much easier to create a stage reality in which 
they forget that they are students (or teachers) of English. This 
in turn can enable them to step into the parts they play and in 
this way they become real actors. 

Nevertheless, it is equally important to mention one other 
factor invisible in both pictures; namely, the audience that was 
there and could follow the play in both cases. It was thanks to
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their responses, heard or “sensed” during both performances, 
that the play became an authentic experience for the actors. 
The audience is the factor that can tip the balance one way or 
the other in spite of the fact that, ideally, the actors should not 
see it. Part of the actors’ minds will be acutely sensitive to mi-
nute signals that will indicate whether their audience under-
stands the action and what their emotional response is. Pro-
fessional actors are also sensitive to the audience’s reception, 
but their experience and skill usually allow them to perform 
well regardless of such signals. For amateur actors, the audi-
ence’s reception becomes the factor that can either make or 
mar the performance, and in this way it is the final feature 
that can transform an English lesson into a true amateur pro-
duction.  

 
6.  Cognitive appeal as a factor  

in building the authenticity of the play 
 

So far, several factors have been mentioned which are likely to 
contribute to the authenticity of the theatre experience. The 
aspect that should still be discussed is the relation of the stu-
dents to the content of the play. Unlike the previously dis-
cussed factors, the success of which is within the control of 
the teacher, the relationship between the students and the text 
is a much more individual and even personal matter. It can be 
twofold; namely, either the students will remain emotionally 
uninvolved and will treat it as yet another teaching material, or  
their attention may become so focused on the fictional reality 
created that the stage becomes an actual space, while the feel-
ings become true emotions in the same way that professional 
actors utilise their own emotions to express those of the char-
acters they play. If that happens, the play becomes not only an 
authentic speaking experience but it also becomes an artistic 
experience. 

In order to achieve that shift in the focus of attention, one 
factor must be added to the elements described in the previous 
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sections; namely, the factor of cognitive appeal. Wenzel de-
scribes it as “the appeal of the context of the text to the cogni-
tive structure of the student which leads to changes in the 
structure and results in true learning process” (2001: 27). 
When describing it, he also mentions the shift in focus from 
participating in a language lesson to the content of the text 
(2001: 26). It can also be defined as “a quality of a given text or 
utterance that influences the cognitive processes in the stu-
dent’s mind in an authentic manner” (Aleksandrowska 2015: 
57). Although this notion usually appears in the context of us-
ing language materials in an ELT classroom1, it is also a vital 
element that is decisive as to the nature of the students’ atti-
tude towards the play in which they are performing.  

Firstly, the necessity of the shift of attention is present in 
both situations. Apart from all the external factors, which may 
or may not bring about this change of attitude, it is the con-
tent of the play that will determine it. The student-actors may 
find actual pleasure in enacting the story, emotions and 
speech of their characters. Once they do, everything they say 
becomes their own. Furthermore, when they say ‘their own’ 
text, it changes their cognitive structures and, as a result, be-
comes a true learning process. However, certain conditions 
need to be met in order for the content of the play to be ap-
pealing at the cognitive level. Rychło (2008: 72) mentions 
three; namely, the focus on the content, an inspiration for dis-
cussion or reflection, and reference to an issue important for 
the student. Needless to say, all three conditions are interde-
pendent. If the matter of the play is important for the students, 
it will be more likely to inspire true reflection. Then the stu-
dent stands a greater chance of shifting his attention to the 
content, and away from the fact that the whole process in-
volves learning English in a way. 

 

                                                      
1 Wenzel (2001), Rychło (2008), Janczukowicz (2011) and Aleksandrow-

ska (2015a, 2015b). 
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7.  Concluding remarks 
 
While most people would admit that using theatre can be ben-
eficial for learning English, the way to obtain these learning 
benefits is not obvious. For many teachers and ELT scholars 
(e.g. Maley and Duff 1978), it will be the focus on the process 
of staging the play rather than the final outcome that can 
bring about the most important learning benefits. As far as 
such aspects of learning a second language as vocabulary, 
pronunciation or even speaking skills are concerned, they may 
be right. However, when we attempt to engage the less tangible 
but still crucial factors that contribute to the overall success of 
learning a second language, such as motivation, emotional and 
personal involvement (Daszkiewicz 2015: 107) or long term 
memory, it is the focus on the actual play and having real art 
as the goal that can achieve this success. Interestingly enough, 
aiming at a true artistic performance does not happen at the 
expense of the more ‘basic’ educational goals. On the contrary, 
a certain synergy appears, because the students speak in  
a more authentic way, remember the vocabulary better and 
may practice pronunciation with greater determination and 
perseverance.  

All in all, a certain paradox appears; in order to achieve bet-
ter artistic results, the students must ‘forget’ that they are tak-
ing part in an English language activity. It is thanks to this 
that they emotionally engage in the play better, and, as a re-
sult, any language learning that takes place then becomes far 
more effective. Consequently, when trying to answer the ques-
tion of whether school performances are only teaching tools or 
real art, one has to admit that under certain conditions they 
can become pieces of art, but only when they reach that point, 
do they become most successful as teaching tools. 
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