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Playback is considered to be a “theatre of neighbors, not strangers.” - Jonathan Fox 

Preamble 

 “All languages are used for communication” said P. Gurrey, “for expressing anything that 

we have attended to, for recording information, for thinking and for getting what we want and so 

on”. (Mowla, 6) Language plays an important part in mental, emotional and social development 

of a person. Dr. Radhakrishnan in The University Education Commission (1948) recommended 

that English is to be studied in high schools and universities in order that we may keep in touch 

with the “living stream of ever growing knowledge”. This would prevent our isolation from the 

world, and help us take advantage of the wider reach of English language. The present study 

integrates Playback Theatre (PT) with English Language Learning in an L2 classroom. Playback 

Theatre technique serves as an arena for the learners to transform their thoughts and transport 

their ideas in a better way.  

Conceptual Framework 

 Impact of PT as a medium to improve communication skills 

 Impact of PT as a medium in personality development 

 Teaching English- Methodology used 

Objectives 

 To investigate the need of Playback Theatre technique in a language classroom for 

enhancing language learning from the perspective of the audience. 

 To highlight the ways of describing as what Playback Theatre does, so that it could be 

applied with greater integrity especially in enhancing the learner’s communication skills 
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 To suggest the measures for improving the communication skills of learners 

Problems of learning English language 

 Paul Roberts says, “When we learn our first language, we face the universe directly and 

learn to clothe it with speech. When we learn a second language we tend to filter the universe 

through the language already known. ”  

1. The mother tongue helps and also interferes in learning English. There is no real urge to 

learn L2, when they can “get on” easily with their own mother tongue. 

2. The classroom conditions for learning English are artificial. No one uses English outside 

the classroom. 

3. If oral work and subsequent practice of the English patterns are not adequate, the learner 

makes more mistakes and corrections become frustrating. 

4. Large and overcrowded classrooms and inconvenient seating arrangements prevent 

effective oral work in English. 

5. Teachers tend to teach English as a Content subject, with emphasis on words and 

grammar, in preparation for the examination. Consequently the skills of listening and speaking 

are neglected. 

Use of dramatization in L2 classroom 

 E. V. Gatenby writes that a language teacher must not adhere to one method or a few 

devices he favours but be inventive and make his work interesting to himself and to the learners 

(Rao, 141). The language learners enjoy all kinds of physical activities like exploration, 

construction, imitation etc.  Playback Theatre will definite fulfill the desired purpose of 

dramatization in L2 classroom. 

What is Playback Theatre (PT)? 

 PT is a spontaneous improvised theatre which collaborate the performers and audience. 

One among the audience tells a personal story, chooses actors to play different roles, then 

watches as their story is immediately recreated and given artistic shape and coherence. The 
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telling and acting of these stories becomes like a conversation that enables a community 

(learners) to get to know itself better. (Hosking, 1) 

 A group usually consists of a conductor (facilitator), actors (audience) and a musician. 

The whole show is improvised. They follow a simple structure of the story line of the teller but 

the content of what might emerge during the performance is unknown to the spectators. 

 PT was conceived in the early 1970’s in New York by Jonathan Fox, and developed by 

Jo Salas. It was influenced by the American experimental theatre movement, psychodramas and 

the oral tradition of indigenous cultures. Fox created PT as an informal community theatre which 

held the art and vulnerability of being human at its core. When asked where his inspiration came 

from, Fox recalls his dream 

‘of a new kind of theatre that brought theatre back from the domain of entertainment to 

its earlier purpose of preserving memory and holding the tribe together’ (Blatner, 5). 

For centuries, performance has existed not only for entertainment, but also as a medium for 

personal and societal transformation.  

Jo Salas, co-creator of PT writes,  

‘People need to tell their stories. It’s a basic human imperative. From the telling of our 

stories comes our sense of identity, our place in the world, and our compass of the world 

itself’. (Salas, 1993) 

Hence PT helps the learner to speak as well as listen to personal stories instantly. 

Advantages of use PT for language teaching and learning 

 No need to memorize dialogues. 

 No need to spend time for rehearsals. 

 No need for a special stage like an auditorium or stage for performance. The size of a 

 classroom space is enough for the performance.  

 PT is an apt method for an overcrowded classroom to learn English. 
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 No need for a pre-planned story. 

 No need for a well structured script. 

 No differentiation between actors and audience. 

 No worries about perfections.  

 No need to spend money for costumes and stage setups. 

 Facilitator will act as a conductor which makes an atmosphere of togetherness with 

 the teacher and learner. 

 Trial and error encourages the students to overcome fear and anxiety. 

 It drives diverse racial and economic background people. 

 Improvisational dramatic approach reclaims the learner’s imagination and spontaneity. In 

specific, PT is a recreational form performed not only for therapy but for fun and socializing. 

These are some of the benefits of using Playback Theatre for language learning and teaching in a 

classroom. 

Research Methodology 

Data Source 

Primary Data: Through scheduled one - day Orientation Workshop for the Drama Club students 

on Playback Theatre and by using questionnaire devised for the club members. 

Secondary Data: Through literature review.  

Measuring Tool: Structured Questionnaire 

Independent Questionnaire designed to know the students exposure to the PT technique and their 

reaction for acquiring communication skills in English through PT. This questionnaire is 

designed to achieve the following objectives of the study: 

To investigate about the knowledge of PT for instant language learning  

To analyze the impact of PT for peer learning 

To examine the use of PT in an English classroom for fun learning 
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Sample: Total sample size is 50. The students are chosen from the Drama Club which functions 

effectively in Dr. N. G. P. Arts and Science College, Coimbatore. The members of the club are 

from different streams. The questionnaire was given for these members and administered for 

survey. 

Data Analysis Method: By using statistical tools and techniques. The data collected through 

questionnaire is compiled. The data has been codified and fed in the MS Excel software and 

analyzed. The appropriate graphs are used for the purposes of analysis, interpretation and 

preparing the survey reports. 

Tools and Techniques of Data Analysis: The data analysis has been done by the measures of 

central tendency (mean and mode). 

Data Interpretation: Based on the analyzed data the interpretations are made. 

Analyses of Learner’s responses for the Structured Questionnaire: 

 

Representation of the analyses using a bar graph 

Statistical tool 1: Calculation of the arithmetic mean (ungrouped data)  

42, 37,40,2,2,24,43,30,44,50 

Mean x = Ʃx/n 

             = 314/50 

            = 6.28 
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Interpretation 

62.8 % of the respondents are aware about Playback Theatre techniques and its uses in enhancing 

language learning. 

Statistical tool 2: Finding the mode (ungrouped data) 

Referring to the above observation it is observed that the highest frequency (the questions 

answered Yes more number of times) is being seen in Q1, Q9, and Q10 of which Q10 stands the 

highest with the frequency 50. 

Therefore mode= 50 

                          = Q 10  

Hence PT helps the English language classroom a fun learning classroom which transforms and 

transports the learners in their language learning.  

 To conclude, Playback Theatre (PT) makes the English class a fun learning classroom. 

It motivates the learners in a peer group which helps them to enhance their communicative skills. 

Learners have shown interest in learning English through Playback Theatre. The orientation 

workshop made the learners to know what an unscripted play and unstructured play is. Hence PT 

is a free following form, opening and expanding in unexpected and unpredictable ways. 
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Appendix 

Questionnaire 

This is a questionnaire prepared for my research study. Kindly help me in filling out the 

following details. 

NAME: ______________________   DEPT:_________________________ 

1. Are you aware about Playback Theatre?  

Yes       No 

2. Do you like the story telling session in your English classroom? 

Yes       No 

3. Are you interested in acting? 

Yes       No  

4. Have you enacted in an unscripted play? 

Yes       No  

5. Have you enacted in an unstructured play? 

Yes       No 

6. Have you enacted in plays during your school days? 

Yes       No 

7. Are you interested to learn English through Playback Theatre? 

Yes       No 

8. Do you think that Playback Theatre will help you in enhancing your performance in the 

four communicative skills? 

Yes       No 

9. Do you think Playback Theatre will help you to learn with your peers? 

Yes       No 

10. Do you think Playback Theatre will make your English class a fun learning classroom? 

Yes       No 

*** 

 


