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In an international context, the term “theatre pedagogy” may appear somewhat awkward; 

however the term makes clear this subject’s relation to the art form of theatre and its central 

significance in terms of contemporary developments in educational theatre here in Germany. 

There are countless opinions regarding what theatre, or the art of acting, actually does. 

As theatre scholar Andreas Kotte observes, on close inspection, there are hardly any two 

people “who have a similar perception of theatre. (...) Theatre is used as a label.” (Kotte 2005, 

62) Thus, theatre audiences usually seek out the kind of theatre they prefer. Theatre educators, 

on the other hand, who dedicate themselves to imparting and/or working with theatre, are 

called upon to critically engage in a professional way with their own and foreign concepts of 

theatre. Within the practice of educational theatre, especially, when various concepts collide 

with each other, it becomes clear how decisions made during working processes strongly 

depend upon the perceptions and attitudes of all the participants concerned. Consciously or 

unconsciously, in every pedagogical theatre project, worldviews, ideas of human nature, and 

conceptions of theatre are communicated and, in the best cases, negotiated. 

In the following, I will roughly sketch the current discourse in German-speaking 

theatre pedagogy under the aspect of its understanding of “theatre” or “acting”. I look upon 

this essay as a contribution to the formation of a theory of theatre pedagogy, which is 

presently expanding beyond the provisional “hyphenated” explanations (theatre pedagogy as 

defined by the location of its enactment, or by its target group). As my own position will also 

become apparent, I am not methodically concerned with developing a valid concept of theatre 

on the basis of devaluing others; but rather, with comprehending different perspectives on the 

central topic of pedagogical theatre. This approach creates a premise for an understanding of 

the practical consequences of these conceptions of theatre in our work. 

  

  

1) The practical perspective— Theatre as competence, skill, and craft 
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This perspective arises from a practical concern: How does one make good theatre? What 

does this involve, and how may it be learned? In this view, theatre is not questioned; instead, 

it appears as a given, traditional technique, in the sense of the ancient Greek téchne, as a 

competence, skill, or craft. There are various perspectives related to the assessment of the 

specific human predisposition toward (theatre) acting that I will not address here. For no 

matter whether theatre acting is viewed as an anthropological constant, as a “liberation” from 

blockades and a “return” to “the natural ability to play”; or whether acting is seen as a kind of 

cultural technology, comparable to reading and writing, theatre is always considered to be a 

specific form of human communication, which enables individual expression and particular 

forms of social relationships. For the most part, both a anthropologically-aligned perspective 

(acting as an ability) as well as a cultural-technologically-aligned perspective (acting as a 

skill, a craft) refer to the institution of theatre in its historical forms, and represent a scripted 

and, above all, role-centered concept of theatre (Kotte 2005, 64). 

Even if in principle, the téchne of theatre may be learned by all people, within 

(German) practice there is still a clear distinction between “professionals” who are trained in 

these techniques within a formal educational setting, and “amateurs” who learn the craft of 

theatre in a non-formalized way. In Germany, formal theatre education is offered by 

specialists such as acting educators who are mostly located in theatre academies or university 

theatre departments. Non-formal training, or learning through working with other amateurs, is 

an area of theatre pedagogy primarily located in the sector of pedagogy or education rather 

than that of the arts. Despite a growing field of avant-garde forms of theatre/performance in 

which these differences become irrelevant, in Germany in the relationship between the 

professional and the amateur, a hierarchy related to mastery within the téchne of theatre still 

exists. 

 

 

When theatre pedagogy broadly comprises of all kinds of theatre work with non 

professional actors, there arises the practical question of the delivery of intermediation/theatre 

education. Due in no small measure to the time-related and structural conditions of this theatre 

work, specialists of theatre pedagogy have developed various kinds of modularization. 

Depending on the context, theatre acting is conveyed for instance through certain stages 

(getting acquainted, training in expression, creation of characters, etc.); through certain 
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“building blocks” (space, time, character,) or through certain forms (theatre with masks, with 

shadows, with improvisation etc.).  

If theatre acting as a field of educational practice comes under pressure to legitimize 

itself, as it has increasingly in recent years, this pragmatic classification of the téchne of 

theatre into individual, cumulatively learnable steps inevitably becomes related to particular 

(socially recognized) competencies. The resulting, increasingly-observed concentration upon 

social abilities (skills) can easily result in a transfer of emphasis, and some elements of the 

téchne of theatre then appear only as a means toward the construction of a socially competent 

personality. 

  

 

2) The educational theory perspective: Theatre as subjective experience 

  

The driving motive behind this view is educational theory’s explanation of theatre acting as a 

non-interchangeable (and therefore irreplaceable!) area of aesthetic education. Here, the 

attention is focused on the relation between theatre as an aesthetic product and process on the 

one side, and a subject (to be educated) on the other. This relation is described in the field of 

aesthetic education as aesthetic experience. The question here is: What aesthetic experiences 

might a subject have, when seeing or acting in theatre? 

The relevant examination of this question to date comes from Ulrike Hentschel 

(Hentschel 1996, 2000). According to her, the educational effects of subjective encounters 

with an art form cannot be described in general terms. Instead, they are grounded in the 

media-specific characteristics of that art form. Looking for the media-specific characteristics 

of theatre play, Ulrike Hentschel distances her search from all social processes during a 

theatre production and focuses on the process of acting. Within an educational theory 

perspective, theatre appears as the production of a second reality, within which the symbols of 

the first reality are used as “symbols of symbols” (Fischer-Lichte 1997, 987). The specificity 

of the medium of theatre is grounded in the fact that here (in contrast to other art forms), 

“subject, object, and the medium of the creation cannot be separated from one another, (...) 

[but rather] the created object (remains) bound to the body of the creating subject” (Hentschel 

2007, 7). So the players (and the audience also) are always acting simultaneously on two 
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levels: on the level of symbol and meaning (referential) and on the level of the concrete 

physicality of the players (performative).  

According to Hentschel, this experience of the dual nature of theatrical 

communication, identified as the awareness of difference, is “the central educational 

experience of theatre acting and -viewing” (Ibid.). The awareness of difference creates the 

conditions for aesthetic competence as an educational target in theatre pedagogy. Aesthetic 

competence is grounded in the experienced insight (within one’s own body) and translated 

into the construction of realities—be they theatrical, media-based, or social—and the resulting 

ability to handle different representational forms, media, and intentions (ibid.). Furthermore, it 

may be expected that actors, through being required to act consciously within different levels 

of representation, develop an overall ability for balanced detachment and self-reflection.  

The current academic discussion within German-speaking theatre pedagogy is essentially 

characterized by this question: To what degree does the awareness of difference still play a 

role, when current theatre practices are being applied within educational theatre work in 

which these practices make an issue of playing with different levels of reality, and test the 

boundaries between play and not-play (i.e. site-specific performance, autobiographical 

theatre)? 

With this question, the participants in such projects come to be seen as self-forming 

subjects, and their presentation is studied primarily with a view toward whether, and in what 

way, the theatre processes and ambitions involved fulfills the purpose of enabling the players 

to consciously handle forms of representation. The intentions of the players, and their 

concerns, are thereby appreciated less for their (political, social, personal...) relevance, as for 

the quality of their aesthetic creation. 

  

  

3) The cultural studies perspective: Theatre as cultural practice 

  

This concept of theatre exists in the context of trends in theatre arts toward the dissolution of 

boundaries within current culture; it has been scarcely elaborated so far in German theatre 

pedagogy. 

In view of certain developments in current theatre which are marked by a dissolution 

of the understanding of roles (performance theatre, live art); by an abandonment of traditional 
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hierarchical relations to theatrical symbols (post-dramatic theatre [Lehmann]); and by playing 

with the staging of everyday life (participatory, site-specific actions), the narrow conception 

of theatre as role- and text-centred is left behind. It has been replaced by a theatre conception 

that regards theatre as primarily performance (Fischer-Lichte 2004, 42 et sqq). On that 

condition theatrical events appear to be a particular form of “cultural performances”, and are 

structurally comparable to them (Singer on Fischer-Lichte 1998, 12 et sqq.)   As in other 

cultural performances (i.e., rituals, festivals, etc.), within theatrical events, the “self-

conception and self-image” of a culture is formed (ibid.), and in this perspective, culture itself 

is thereby generated and manifested. As regards theatre pedagogy, the cultural self-image 

which becomes apparent in theatre performances is looked at from the aspect of its own 

production. In this way the relationships which determine the process itself are brought into 

focus: the relationship between players and their subjects, the relationships among the players 

themselves, and the relationship of the players to their audience. 

The theatre concept that is most useful for observing these qualities of relationship 

does not begin with an assumption of particular characteristics. In reference to a relational 

understanding of theatricality (Münz 1998, Kotte 2005), theatre is conceived as a relational 

dimension, which exists in constant interaction with other cultural practices and events, and is 

changed by them. Theatre has decidedly influenced, and has been most influenced by, the 

practice of the theatricality of the everyday. From this perspective, the participants in theatre 

pedagogy projects appear to be not so much amateurs as experts, who have formed a 

particular “practical knowledge” (Bourdieu) of theatrical behavior patterns in their daily lives. 

When theatre educators ground their work in this expertise, especially in their work with 

marginalized groups, they move into a relationship of reciprocal exchange with the players. 

They consider themselves as learners, and in return, they make their practical theatre skills 

available, so that the players can become conscious of this “practical knowledge”, and they 

can articulate it, reflect upon it and vary it. 

In this perspective, the primary focus is on enabling the cultural participation of the 

respective participants. In order to realize this, the process as well as the product of 

pedagogical theatre work is observed in relation to the cultural practices and products of the 

surrounding culture.  

Consequently, from a cultural studies perspective, theatre educators can consider 

themselves not only as experts for the art of theatre (see 1) and for educational processes (see 
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2). Moreover, they are required to engage themselves with cultural practices and images 

beyond the theatre, and with the underlying power relations and societal conditions that 

produce them. When this challenge meets with a progressive attitude, a broader concept of 

theatre and political involvement can be combined: “In part this suggests the necessity for 

cultural workers to develop dynamic, vibrant, politically engaged, and socially relevant 

projects in which the traditional binaries of margin/centre, unity/difference, local/national, and 

public/private can be reconstituted through more complex representations of identification, 

belonging, and community.” (H.A. Giroux with Patrick Shannon 1997, 8). 

A preliminary conclusion: Theatre acting and –viewing is a competence/a technique/a 

craft; and it is the object of subjective experience, and it is a cultural practice. Each of these 

three means of understanding theatre has its history, its field of application and its 

consequences. So it makes absolute sense to apply the first concept of theatre in the area of 

amateur theatre; to pursue the awareness of difference in the setting of educational theatre in 

and outside of school; and to seek out cultural practices and meanings within applied drama 

(Nicholson) or theatre work in social areas (Koch et al.). Beyond this, each concept of theatre 

holds a perspective with the potential to pose productive questions, depending on the 

respective interests and goals, in any pedagogical theatre practice. 
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