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Values in Theatre and Education 
 

Charlotte Kay Motter 
 
[Charlotte Kay Motter's Fellows Address was delivered at the ATA Convention in San Diego, August 12, 1980. A 
somewhat shorter version, entitled "I Don't Quite Remember," was subsequently published in Theatre News, XIII, 1 
(January, 1981), pp. 5-9. Ed.] 
  
 I don't quite remember when I first began to hear the admonition to be non-judgmental or accusatory, "Now 
you're making a value judgment." Perhaps it was as many as fifteen years ago that those people, like myself, who 
had a firm set of values and standards in education, in theatre, and, indeed, in life started to be bombarded with 
accusations of being rigid or close minded or old fashioned until we began to feel guilty, or at least to feel that we 
should feel guilty. 
 I don't quite remember when I first began to hear that in theatre education the process, not the product, was 
the important thing. 
 I don't quite remember when I first began to hear that there could be schools without failure if only the 
teachers cared enough to understand, to motivate, and to encourage each student. 
 I don't remember when I first noticed the attitude that the only good play was a new play - or at least that 
true creativity in theatre could be expressed only through a new script or a totally new interpretation of an old one. 
 I don't remember exactly when the pseudo psychologists and gurus advocating introspection, 
improvisation, and group grope began to dominate the  
field of actor training so that those who used more direct methods fell into disrepute. 
 I don't remember when I first began to be so overwhelmed by technology in the theatre that I often left with 
little impression of the text or theme of the show. Electronics do not evoke empathy. 
 I don't recall when profanity, obscenity, and nudity became obligatory in the theatre. 
 I don't know when self-indulgence began to overshadow communication in the theatre. 
 I do know that all of these things have been happening in theatre and in education for the last several years, 
and that I am past feeling guilty or out of step and ready to speak up. 
 Gresham's Law of Economics states that bad money drives out good. I am convinced that this principle 
applies equally to many other fields including, perhaps especially, to the arts. Bad theatre drives out good. Bad 
education drives out good. 
 Definition of a few terms as I am using them and a little personal background may be appropriate here. 
First, I believe that theatre is theatre, is theatre, is theatre, whether amateur, professional, educational, or 
commercial. There are only three kinds of theatre - good, bad, and promising, and I have seen, as all of you have, 
many examples of each of these three in all kind of theatres - amateur, professional, educational, and commercial. 
 Second, I believed that theatre, even more than other art forms, must have a social conscience. 
 Third, I believe that good theatre has always been educational and therefore that all schools and colleges 
should include theatre instruction and production as a central part of their educational function. 
 Finally, I firmly believe that education and theatre must deal with values - individual and social values as 
well as artistic values. 
 Theatre has been at least as important in my own education as has schooling. I don't remember when I first 
observed or participated in theatre. I was a post war baby, post World War I, who grew up during the Great 
Depression, before the invention of television or baby sitters. Both of my parents were professional theatre people: 
my mother an actress and my father a technician. When my parents left the commercial theatre to raise a family, 
they moved to Miami, Florida, where they became involved with the Miami Civic Theatre and soon thereafter the 
newly founded University of Miami where my mother became director of theatre and my father technical director. 
Rehearsals were my baby sitter. Academic theatre was relatively young in the late '20s and my mother and father  
were,  fortunately  I believe,  naive  about  the  ways  of  academia  where studying about theatre was soon to 
become more important than learning through and in the theatre. In addition to teaching drama classes in the 
daytime, they produced plays in the evening at the rate of nine or ten every academic year. I watched each show 
develop from casting through the entire rehearsal process and every performance. I watched my mother direct and 
my father do the sets and lights. These productions at the University, along with others at the Miami Civic Theatre, 
the First Christian Church, the Coral Gables Country Club, summer stock in North Carolina, the city's outdoor 
parks, and Miami's Federal Theatre, were, I now realize, the most important part of my education in theatre and 
probably in life. Thank God my parents couldn't afford baby sitters! 
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 After about fourteen years of this observer-apprenticeship, it is not surprising that I went on to earn my 
B.A. and M.A. in theatre and to become a teacher and director for more than thirty years. As you may know, most of 
my work has been in a high school, but I have also done a little work in professional theatre and quite a bit at several 
colleges and universities. 
 All of the foregoing is not to tell you the story of my life, but rather to let you know upon what base of 
experience I have built my convictions concerning values, theatre, and education. 
 I advocate banishing the phrase non-judgmental from the English language. It is impossible for any 
thinking, feeling human being to be non-judgmental about anything of any importance. I believe it is also 
irresponsible of us as teachers and artists to be non-judgmental. Let's frankly admit that we continually make 
judgments and begin making them boldly and openly. 
 I have made value judgments every day of my professional life. Admittedly, I have made some poor 
judgments, especially early in my career, but as I gained more experience I made fewer mistakes. My most serious 
errors were in underestimating the potential of high school students both as performers and as auditors and of setting 
my teaching standards too low. I taught before I thought. 
 From my observation of many other theatre teachers, I'm quite sure that I was not unique in my failure to 
think, that is to develop a clear set of values and goals concerning theatre and education. Neither do I believe that 
high school teachers are very different from college and university teachers in this respect. Far too many of us seem 
never to develop a set of values, a philosophy of theatre education, which will give direction to our careers and 
guidance to our students and programs. 
 That said, I'd like to submit for your consideration some of the things that I believe to be true and important 
about theatre education.  These are the standards and values against which I measure my own work, and I must 
confess, I also measure the work of others. 
 I've had it up to my eyeballs with those who insist that all theatre education must be process oriented. They 
really have gone too far, so far that many people who ought to know better are beginning to question whether 
theatrical productions really belong in schools at all. Obviously, process is important, but like many terms in 
education it has become so fashionable that it has been over used and misunderstood. The problem is that 
drama/theatre process has so many different purposes and uses that many teachers have become confused. It might 
help to clear up some of the confusion if we drummed some people out of the theatrical corps and sent them off to 
the departments of psychology or education. The creative drama process used with youngsters to develop 
imagination, encourage creative self expression, and enhance socialization is certainly the proper business and 
concern of theatre people. Likewise, theatre process used with handicapped persons to develop their imaginations, 
creativity, and socialization is our business. On the other hand, creative drama process used as a teaching tool to 
teach math or science or geography probably belongs in the hands of education departments as part of their arsenal 
of teaching methods. Above all, drama processes used as therapy for seriously maladjusted individuals, those who 
are psychotic, neurotic, or criminally anti-social, should be handled only by experts in psychiatry. 
 As theatre educators, I believe the processes with which we should be most concerned are those which 
relate most directly and closely with the theatrical product. Our chief efforts should be devoted to developing and 
perfecting the processes whose purpose is to present quality theatre to an audience - training actors, playwrights, 
directors, designers, and technicians. If we could master these theatre processes we would see marked improvement 
in the productions in schools and colleges.  
 What I've tried to say here is that there is good theatre process and there is bad theatre process. I consider 
the use of theatre processes as educational or therapeutic tools to be bad theatre process as far as theatre artists are 
concerned, and I believe that bad theatre process is driving out good in many schools, especially at the secondary 
level. 
 Once in awhile an idea comes along that is so stupid, so fundamentally irrational that one would think no 
one would accept it. Such an idea was Psychiatrist William Glasser's Schools Without Failure. Nevertheless, it was 
widely accepted by the public, by school administrators, by psychologists, by departments of education, and, quite 
naturally by students. Unfortunately, in a country with universal education the only way one may have schools 
without failure is to have schools without standards. The schools without failure concept had the effect of making 
some teachers feel guilty and was one more factor which contributed to the lowering of standards in education at all 
levels. I'm sure many teachers of theatre, in order to maintain enrollment and keep their jobs, have lowered their 
expectations and standards. 
 About five years ago, as a guest professor at a university, I taught a class in play direction. I soon learned 
that my class of junior and senior theatre majors were so totally ignorant of dramatic literature that we had no basis 
upon which to discuss problems of directing. When one senior told me Equus was the greatest play ever written, and 
others seemed acquainted only with Equus and Godspell, I knew I was in trouble. I gave them a reading list of 



 
 

 3 

standard plays and said I expected them to be familiar with at least twenty-five of them in order to earn an "A". They 
were asked to give me brief notes on each play as evidence that they were acquainted with the script. They went to 
the department chairman to complain about this, and he agreed that my requirements were too high. Apparently 
Professor Harold Hill's "think system" of teaching had been accepted in that department! Once more, bad theatre 
education had driven out good, and when my contract expired, I returned happily to the high school where I could 
still maintain my own standards, even though each year fewer students were willing to meet them. 
 I'm aware that many will disagree with what I'm going to say next, but please hear me out. I am beginning 
to wonder whether academic theatre may not have gone too far in its commitment to the production of new plays. 
The several ACTF playwriting awards are certainly encouraging new playwrights, which is very good. On the other 
hand, the eagerness on the part of  colleges and universities to get the extra attention which production of an original 
script brings, along with the ACTF commitment to make awards each year in each category, sometimes results in 
bringing recognition to plays of questionable quality. Most colleges and universities now teach playwriting, and 
some high schools are beginning to produce student written plays. On an experimental basis for a limited audience 
this is necessary and useful; as part of a regular season for a general audience, I think it is questionable. Although a 
good play is easily recognized, in the area of original scripts it seems to be very difficult for most instructors to draw 
the line between bad and promising, and it seems to me they find promise in far more of their students' work than 
more objective judges might find. Adolescent writing, and most undergraduates are still adolescent, tends to be 
adolescent. Their experiences in life are limited which limits the perspective they can bring to their situations and 
characters. They are just beginning to be free of the rules and restrictions of home and parents, and they feel a new 
sense of power when their non-judgmental instructors neither frown at the four letter words they utter nor circle in 
red those they write. Have you ever noticed how very many plays  by these young people take place  in  bars, 
brothels, and beds?  Here's a dissertation topic for someone: "A Study of the Use and Frequency of Scatology and 
Obscenity in the Dialogue of the First Plays Written by Undergraduates at George Spelvin University from 1965 to 
1975." 
 There is another aspect of playwriting programs that could bear re-examination. It is undeniably valuable to 
neophyte playwrights to see their work produced, but this value must be weighed against the values which working 
with original scripts offer to the student actors and student directors. Might they not learn more producing plays by 
Williams or Wilde or Wilder? Is there a middle ground in which to serve all theatre students better? I am not 
suggesting that anyone cease to teach playwriting nor to produce new plays. There is great value for every theatre 
student in studying playwriting and attempting to write a play. I do believe that the standards for selecting new 
scripts for public performance need to be raised, and that when an original play is chosen for production as a part of 
the regular season's offering it should be directed by the most talented and experienced faculty professional 
available, never by a student. To be a good play doctor, which the director of a promising new play must be, takes a 
great deal of experience, but it is the least we should offer to a truly talented young playwright. It may be the only 
way to turn a promising play into a good one. 
 Closely related to the new play syndrome is the new interpretation of classical and standard plays which 
seems to have become an obsession with many directors. I'm not sure whether this springs from a mistaken belief 
that one must prove one's creativity by finding a totally different way to interpret and mount a traditional script or 
whether it springs from an attempt to imitate the occasional successful revolutionary production of a classic like 
Peter Brook's A Midsummer Night's Dream. Whatever the motivation, these new approaches to Oedipus or Lear or 
Tartuffe often end in distortion of the play and confusion of the audience. I suppose we would like to direct the 
quintessential production of Hamlet, but I doubt that we will achieve that goal merely by finding something that has 
never before been done with or to the play. The most common new approach to the classics is to change the period 
of the piece because a director finds in a standard play a parallel to modern times or to an historic era different from 
the one in which it was originally written or set. Why anyone should look upon such discovery as a revelation is 
beyond me. I want to say to them, "Of course there are parallels, you dummy! That's why the play has lasted for 
hundreds or thousands of years. It has universalities of theme or character or human experience that continue to 
speak to people of different eras and different cultures." 
 I can think of many reasons not to transport a play to another time and place, but the most persuasive one is 
that it usually doesn't work. When I saw Tyrone Guthrie's Hamlet in Minneapolis in the early '60s I could scarcely 
believe it was directed by the same man whose Oedipus and Julius Caesar I'd seen in Stratford, Ontario, in the mid 
50s. Likewise, the As You Like It played in the blue jeans and cowboy hats of the American West at Stratford, 
England in 1973, made it difficult for me to believe I was in the same theatre in which I had seen Michael 
Redgrave's revealing interpretation of Hamlet in 1958. I've also seen The Miser done as a tragedy and Tartuffe 
transported to early California, both with disastrous results. I suspect that some of these new approaches to great 
plays serve the director's ego more than the playwright's intent or the audience's enlightenment. Whom is a 
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production supposed to serve? Are there questions of artistic integrity involved here? I am aware that there have 
been some notably successful transformations of classics to different times and places, but I would prefer, in most 
cases, to see more traditional productions in educational institutions. 
 Now we are back to values. One of the most difficult and most valuable concepts to develop in young 
people is a sense of appreciation of and connection with the past. They need to learn to value their heritage, and 
theatre is one of the most effective ways of teaching this. 
 I don't suppose anyone here needs me to tell you that there are all kinds of indications that our society, our 
country, our educational system, our art form are all going to hell in a handbag. 1984 is almost upon us. 
 In his Prolog to Rememberance Rock, Carl Sandburg writes, "...we know when a nation goes down and 
never comes back, when a society perishes, one condition may always be found. They forgot where they came from. 
They lost sight of what brought them along." 
 If we are going to hell in a handbag because we have lost sight of the lessons of our heritage, we theatre 
educators must bear some of the responsibility. Perhaps we have not fully understood our heritage. Certainly we 
have not recognized and used our power to teach the values of this heritage within our art form. Some of us have 
been spending too much of our production time and effort on the trivial, the experimental, the faddish in theatre and 
too little on the traditional, the historical, the insightful, the intellectual, the beautiful in theatre. This is as great a 
disservice to theatre students as it is to student audiences. We have an equal, if slightly different, obligation to both 
theatre students and student audiences. Incidentally, I think we should do everything we can to seduce, entrap, 
conscript, or cajole all students on campus into attending all of our productions, but these productions must be worth 
the effort of the performers and the time and attention of the audiences. 
 I have a fantasy or a dream that someday someone will develop a living repertory theatre of great plays 
which will be performed in a continuous cycle in a permanent theatre. One could buy a season ticket to attend the 
theatre six or  eight times a week for several months and come away with an education of the senses and the intellect 
that could not be matched by any other kind of experience or schooling. Theatre is capable of transmitting to its 
audiences all of the lessons of history, all of the problems of society, and all that is significant in human nature. 
Wouldn't it be exciting just to select the great plays for such a repertoire - first to define the qualifications for 
inclusion, then to decide upon the number which could practically be used, and finally to debate which particular 
plays to produce? I often think what fun Robert M. Hutchins and Mortimer Adler and their Advisory Board must 
have had just selecting The Great Books. Wouldn't the development merely of a list of Great Plays of Western 
Civilization be a worthy project for some of the best minds among ATA's College of Fellows? I know you each have 
your own list, but could you agree on a single list? 
 Perhaps some of you are familiar with the series of humanities films produced several years ago by the 
Encyclopedia Britannica which was designed to teach high school students the importance of our heritage and our 
connection with the past. Although these films were intended to be used in English and social studies classes 
(humanities classes are almost unheard of in secondary schools), the chief tool which was used in the series was 
theatre, the plays of Sophocles,  Shakespeare, and Wilder. I found these films very helpful in introducing theatre 
history to my beginning drama students. 
 One of the most annoying and persistent problems facing high school teachers is the whining, "Why do we 
have to learn this? What does this old stuff have to do with us?" I think these questions are still in the minds of 
college students, but they are more accustomed to doing what is required and therefore are less vocal. There was, of 
course, that wonderful and awful period during the '60s when college students discovered the word "relevant" and 
began shouting it everywhere. Those professors who had never given much thought to why the things they were 
teaching were relevant soon began revising their curricula and thereby often lowering their standards. But that is 
another discussion for another time and place. Nevertheless, it is a fair question. Why study this? How does this 
relate to my life? 
 Even though I was educated by the Because I Say So and I'm The Teacher School Of Pedagogy, I have 
always felt I would have been a more industrious student if some of the "whys" had been answered for me. Many of 
the things which I had to figure out for myself could have been pointed out to me by my teachers much earlier. As 
teachers, we need continually to remind ourselves that what is obvious to us is often obscure to our students of 
fourteen or sixteen or twenty. One of the obvious things no one told me soon enough was the importance of my 
heritage, the understanding that the past has provided the soil of the present and the seed of the future. I have 
discovered that a dialogue with my classes concerning what it would be like to wipe out all that we have from the 
past and start from scratch each generation, together with the showing of these Britannica films, and followed by 
further discussion of the universality of ideas and characters found in the plays they used, developed in my students 
a readiness to study theatre history and dramatic literature. If students in a beginning high school drama class learn 
nothing more than that they are connected with and indebted to the past, a vital and valuable contribution has been 
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made to their education. 
 Just as great plays are important in training those students who plan careers in theatre and to those who take 
introductory theatre courses as a part of their general education, so also are great plays essential in educating student 
audiences. I have already implied that I think we often fail to accept our responsibility to educate our audience by 
the selection of plays we offer them. 
 A student enrolled in a three year high school is likely to see about six plays presented at his school. What 
he thinks about plays and whether he ever attends the theatre again may be determined by the choice of those six 
plays and the quality of their productions. That same student may someday, either as an official or a voter, also 
decide whether drama is important or merely a frill in education. Although a college student may have the 
opportunity to see a few more theatrical productions than the high school student, I think the college director must 
also realize the importance of the value judgments he makes in selecting plays for production. 
 The obligation to select plays with educational as well as entertainment value has never seemed a burden to 
me. Rather, it has made my work more challenging and more gratifying. Obviously I don't mean that all plays 
offered in schools must be didactic. Education encompasses experimenting, enlightening, problem solving, and 
questioning. In holding its mirror up to nature, theatre offers vicarious experience as well as examination of the 
human condition, compassion for the frailties and failures of man, and amusement at his fancies and foibles. 
 So - the play is the thing wherein we'll catch the conscience of the director. By the plays he chooses to 
direct, willy-nilly, he reveals his own values in theatre, in education, and in life. 
 There is little I could add to Monroe Lippman's incisive analysis, in his New Orleans address, of some of 
the new and almost mystical systems of teaching acting, but I cannot cover the things which concern me about 
values in theatre education without some comments upon current fads in actor training. To begin with, I have always 
looked with suspicion at anyone who preaches "the one true religion as the only path to salvation" whether the 
preacher be in church or government or school or theatre. The suggestion that there is an only way or even a best 
way to teach acting is dangerous and fallacious. We are dealing with two arts, the art of teaching and the art of 
acting, and art, by definition, cannot be reduced to absolute formulas. Ultimately, each successful teacher of acting 
develops his own method, probably borrowed from many sources. What matters is not the method but the result. 
 Nevertheless, I think the over emphasis upon self-analysis and the insistence that students must bare their 
souls, and often their bodies, before they can hope to become good actors is pure nonsense. Psychoanalysis, whether 
by a psychiatrist or a guru, is no more essential to the development of a great actor than homosexuality is essential to 
the development of a great playwright. Coincidentally some fine actors have gone through analysis. Coincidentally 
some fine playwrights have been homosexuals. There is no necessary cause and effect in either case upon which to 
generalize and build training programs in theatre. In any event, if acting teachers wish to take their cues from 
psychologists, I suggest that they consider James-Lange as well as Freud. 
 Likewise, I am convinced that skill and practice in improvisation are not essential to the development of the 
techniques necessary to portray a character believably on the stage. Let those for whom improvisation is useful use 
it, but let them also stop insisting it is the only way. 
 In the last several years at the secondary level, theatre games, improvisation, and creative drama, used 
interchangeably and often indiscriminately, have developed into a mania. Students from junior high school come to 
me begging to "do improvs" or "make a machine" and student teachers from colleges come eager to try theatre 
games and improvisations with their classes. My practice has been to discuss the required course of study with the 
student teachers and tell them they may use any methods they wish as long as they cover the material. In observing 
these student teachers I have learned that the theatre games are excellent in helping students get acquainted with one 
another and in developing rapport between the teachers and their classes. Their attempts to use theatre games and 
improvisations to teach beginning actors, however, were not very successful. Perhaps there wasn't enough time. 
Perhaps the students were too inhibited. Perhaps the teachers were too inexperienced. For whatever reason, the 
student teachers soon abandoned their use of theatre games and improvisations. I do believe that improvisation is 
often useful in helping more advanced student actors develop spontaneity and believability in their characterizations, 
but I'm afraid the majority of high school students I've observed are like Morales in A Chorus Line who sings, "And 
I felt nothing."  
 The   most   disturbing  and   damaging   thing   about   the   gurus   of introspection, improvisation, and 
group grope is that they have a following of teachers and actors who seem to believe that technique in acting is 
somehow antithetical to artistry. (Stanislavski would be amazed to hear this.) Some are misled into believing that 
skills like vocal projection, clear enunciation, and use of the upstage hand for gestures are artificial and mechanical, 
whereas whatever the actor internalizes and truly feels creates a believable characterization. I would remind them 
that the goal of the art of theatre is not reality but verisimilitude, or, as I often tell my actors, "I don't care how you 
feel; it is how the audience feels that matters in the theatre!" 
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 One of the traditions of theatre that I appreciated only in retrospect was seeing the house lights dim out and 
the curtain open upon a beautifully appointed set which the audience admired and applauded. After the designer had 
his moment of recognition, the stars entered and got on with the real business of the evening, presenting a play. I 
used to consider this corny, but how I'd like to go back to those good old days. In fact, I'd even be willing to 
compromise and give the designers and technicians and machines ten or fifteen minutes to dazzle and startle my 
eyes, ears, and senses with lights and sounds and special effects before we got on with the real business of the 
evening. How often have you attended a show where all you could remember was the scenery or costumes or special 
effects? This seems to occur much more often in academic than in professional theatre. I remember a production of 
A Midsummer Night's Dream which starred two sets of curved stairways. One began down left, the other down right, 
and they met up center twenty-five feet above the stage floor. Fairies with mylar wings were perched on these stairs 
during most of the show, slowly but constantly waving their wings and reflecting the spotlights in the audience's 
eyes. I remember a production of Night of the Iguana which should have been called The Deluge. It rained so hard 
that I expected the actors to begin collecting iguanas and other animals, two of a kind. I remember a production of 
one of Genet's plays which starred eighteen inch platform soles on the shoes of the actors and featured costumes, 
sets, lights, and masks in monochromatic blue-green. I've no idea who these blue-green giants were or what they 
were saying. I left at intermission with half of the other members of the audience. I remember a production of 
Company which starred heaven knows how many rear projectors computerized to project hundreds, perhaps 
thousands, of color slides of people and places on dozens of small screens throughout the show. I was spellbound, 
but I don't think I ever looked at the live actors, and I know I was not aware of the excellent score and lyrics until I 
heard them separately some time later. I've seen shows starring strobe lights and fog machines and amplifiers, and I 
almost want to return to the good old days of the saltwater dimmer and coffee can spotlight. My point is obvious and 
I need not belabor it further. Scenery, lights, costumes, and technology should enhance rather than overpower 
performers and their script. Because the technical crafts of theatre are easier to master than the arts of theatre, 
educational institutions often present shows in which craft overshadows art and bad theatre drives out good. 
 
 "In olden days a glimpse of stocking 
 Was looked on as something shocking 
 Now, heaven knows, anything goes. 
 Good authors, too, who once knew better words 
 Now only use four letter words writing prose, anything goes. 
 The world has gone mad today 
 And good's bad today ... 
 Anything goes." 
 
 When Cole Porter wrote that lyric forty-six years ago, no one had yet appeared on Broadway, much less on 
a college stage, in his birthday suit, and the language in The Front Page was about as risque as had been heard in the 
American theatre. 
 I'm not quite certain when it became acceptable to put the vocabulary from public toilet walls on stage, but 
Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf must have been some sort of landmark in this respect. I've known a lot of college 
professors and their wives, as well as a few nymphomaniacs, and at least one alcoholic daughter of a college 
president, but none of them, even when drunk, used obscenities with the frequency that the characters in Virginia 
Woolf do. I passed up an opportunity to see Oh, Calcutta, and I dearly wish I had done the same with Futz, which 
must have achieved an all time low in vulgarity of subject matter and action. It seems to me that nudity in many 
shows contributes more to box office receipts than to the action of the play. I understand that Romeo and Juliet was 
a fairly successful play before the Zefferelli movie. I'm not suggesting a return to puritanism nor to imposition of 
censorship, but I do believe that a little restraint would be appropriate, especially in schools and colleges. Whatever 
happened to good taste? Is Charlie Tuna the only one still interested? 
 I have found very few good plays, plays with important ideas or insights, in which profanity, obscenity, and 
nudity were essential. By presenting plays filled with vulgarity we may seem to be giving sanction to it. Even if the 
courts cannot satisfactorily define "redeeming social value," I think each of us should try to do so for ourselves 
when we present plays with and for young people. There must be a middle ground between prudery and 
pornography, between puritanism and prurience, and it should be easy to find if we have a set of values by which to 
judge the scripts we choose to produce in our schools and colleges. 
 I don't especially like the term communication when it is used to throw theatre into the same pot of stew 
with public speaking, forensics, journalism, and composition, because theatre is an art, whereas, in my view, these 
other disciplines are skills. On the other hand, it is theatre's ability to communicate more specifically and more 
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personally to a broader more heterogeneous audience which distinguishes it from and sets it above the other arts. 
Admittedly, theatre is a synthesis of the arts and utilizes all of them in varying degrees to create its unique art form. 
Theatre alone among the arts has language as a primary component. Only with the theatre art can ideas and 
characters be explored in depth both intellectually and emotionally. This unique power of theatre to analyze and 
reveal the impact of events and ideas upon human beings, upon us all, lays a heavy burden on those of us who have 
chosen to be theatre educators. We must accept the social responsibility. We must accept the human responsibility. 
We must accept the aesthetic responsibility. We must accept the moral responsibility which communication through 
the art of theatre brings. We should grasp gladly the opportunity which communication through theatre offers us. 
 I first began to think and feel the artificiality of the barriers sometimes built by religion and culture when, 
at about age twelve, I saw Abie's Irish Rose.  
Not a profound play, but I wasn't very profound either, and I understood both the humor and the message. 
 Earlier, about age ten, I learned much about beauty as well as about the tragedy of carrying a grudge when I 
first saw Romeo and Juliet. 
 At about sixteen, a whole world of appreciating and enjoying family, neighbors, friends, and each day's 
living was opened up to me by Our Town. 
 And in my twenties, I saw enough traces of my father in Willie Loman and enough shadows of my mother 
in Amanda Wingfield to make me understand them better and love them more. 
 I'm sure I didn't fully appreciate all of the wit in The Importance of Being Earnest when I was eight or nine 
years old, but I did, for the first time, begin to see how much fun words and language could be. 
 There are so many other plays that at different times and in different ways have affected me permanently: 
Liliom, Hamlet, The Madwoman of Chaillot, Medea, Hedda Gabler, The Skin of Our Teeth, All My Sons, 
Pygmalion, The Miser, Home, Born Yesterday, The Crucible, Much Ado About Nothing, The Amen Corner, That 
Championship Season, She Stoops to Conquer, Here Come the Clowns, Raisin In the Sun, An Enemy of the People, 
and many, many more. I can't begin to list all of the plays that have changed my life. Theatre has enhanced, excited, 
expanded, delighted, stimulated, enlightened, softened, renewed, and challenged my spirit and my mind, as I am 
sure it has yours, with its unique, almost magic, kind of communication. 
 As in all art, I believe the purpose, the obligation, of the theatre artist is to communicate. The larger the 
circle with whom he communicates, the greater the work of art. The smaller the circle, the lesser the work, and those 
who are satisfied merely to express themselves, to communicate only with themselves, are not artists at all. 
 Although the arts in education have often been considered expendable frills, I think they have never been in 
such serious jeopardy as they now are. The effects of declining enrollment, taxpayer revolt, and inflation have put 
unprecedented strains on budgets for institutions of higher learning as well as for public schools. When budget 
cutters begin looking at the arts, theatre is apt to be the first to go. Among the three arts commonly taught in schools 
(music, art, and theatre), theatre is the most vulnerable. First, it is not so well established in the curriculum as are 
music and art, because we often have accepted designation as an extra curricular activity. Second theatre is 
considered by those direct descendants of our Puritan ancestors who seem to control school boards to be the least 
respectable and most frivolous of the arts. Too many of us in theatre education have accepted this second class status 
far too long. Let's begin to look carefully at the cooperative projects in the arts in education to be sure that theatre 
doesn't get lost in the shuffle. Let's be sure an arts requirement isn't defined as "art or music." For a change, let's start 
saying "the arts: theatre, music, and art" instead of "the arts: music, art, and theatre." I'm afraid we are more 
ecumenical than our brothers and sisters in art and music and dance, and our generosity is a disservice to education 
and to theatre. 
 I found that the Foreword to The Council for Basic Education's paper, Art in Basic Education, expressed an 
idea I've been trying to put into words for many years: 
 

In The Case for Basic Education (Atlantic-Little, Brown and Company, 1959), Clifton Fadiman wrote that 
basic education "concerns itself with those matters, which, once learned, enable the student to learn all 
other matters," and explained that "certain subjects have generative power." The Council (for Basic 
Education) believes that the arts, properly defined as well as taught, have generative power. 
 

 What I've been trying to say here is that theatre, properly defined and well taught, has such generative 
power that we should take seriously our responsibility to see that theatre reaches all students as an essential part of 
their education. 
 The other day a colleague of mine complained, "Who wants to see another production of Our Town?" I let 
it pass, but I could have said or perhaps should have  said,  "I do!  And I know  my  students  do.  For  many  of  
them, another production of Our Town' would be the first production of it they had seen. Should anyone go through 
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sixteen years of schooling without seeing Our Town?" 
 Lillian Smith, in a lecture I was fortunate to hear several years ago, observed:  
 
 Art, like religion, is necessary to mankind because both continue to explore  the answers to the 
unanswerable questions of life. Children ask all of the  big, unanswerable questions. "Who am I? What is 
God? What is the  meaning of life?" As the child grows we educate him, and by the time he is  an adult 
he has learned to ask the smaller questions of science, which can  be answered. 

 
 Isn't the whole process of theatre an attempt to find answers to some of the unanswerable questions of life? 
And isn't the exploration of these important questions one of the yardsticks by which we measure a play? Isn't it one 
of the criteria by which we determine whether theatre is good, bad, or promising? 
 I began by urging a return to making value judgments about theatre education, and I fully realize that 
nothing is more difficult nor more controversial than the judgment of art. Mary Holmes, a professor of art at the 
University of California, Santa Cruz, suggests that the hallmark of great art is that it is inexhaustible. No matter how 
many times one experiences a great work of art it reveals something more, something new each time. Professor 
Holmes says further that the final judgment one passes upon a work of art or a human being is the depth of 
compassion therein. 
 Surely these standards, inexhaustibility and compassion, do not leave much room for the kind of theatre 
which tells us that people are no damned good and life is without purpose. 
 If we declare our values and demonstrate them in our theatrical work we can make good theatre drive out 
bad theatre, whether amateur, professional, commercial, or educational. And, just possibly, we can prevent our little 
piece of the world from going to hell in that handbag. Let's do it!  
 


