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Brigham Young, speaking at the dedication of the newly 
built theatre in Salt Lake City, astutely observed, “Upon 
the stage of a theater can be represented in character, 
evil and its consequences, good and its happy results 
and rewards, the weakness and the follies of man, the 
magnanimity of virtue and the greatness of truth. The stage 
can be made to aid the pulpit in impressing upon the minds 
of a community an enlightened sense of a virtuous life. . .” 

The rigors of the classroom are likewise intended to seek 
that same “greatness of truth,” through proper processes, 
knowledge and skills. But like the theatre, unless learners 
are actual participants, immersed in acts of learning, the 

“enlightened sense” that President Young foresees will be 
lost to passivity and ignorance. Could the theatre, with its 

emphasis on immersive action, provide us with models 
that inspire active participation in the classroom as well?

In answering this question, I am drawn to four 
practices employed to produce theatre. Using them in the 
classroom has produced fruits that help me discover how 
learners and teachers can better accept responsibility for 
learning and act for themselves. 

These are the practices:

1. Prologue/ePilogue

Shakespeare starts his tragedy Romeo and Juliet with a 
prologue:

Two households, both alike in dignity, 

in fair Verona, where we lay our scene, 

from ancient grudge break to new mutiny, 

Where civil blood makes civil hands unclean. 

from forth the fatal loins of these two foes 

A pair of star-cross’d lovers take their life; 

Whose misadventured piteous overthrows 

do with their death bury their parents’ strife. 

The fearful passage of their death-mark’d love, 

And the continuance of their parents’ rage, 

Which, but their children’s end, nought could remove, 

is now the two hours’ traffic of our stage; 

The which if you with patient ears attend, 

What here shall miss, our toil shall strive to mend.

There is little question what will transpire in the “two 
hours’ traffic” ahead. But Shakespeare has more up his 
sleeve than simply introducing the plot. He uses this 
prologue to invite the audience to attend with “patient 
ears,” and promises that the collective “toil” of presenter 
and attendant will mend what is now amiss. This prologue 
is used strategically to invite participation. By identifying 
the basic plot at the beginning, the playwright has freed 
us as an audience from worry about what will happen 
to focus more on how or why it will happen. The same 
principle may apply to the class. But instead of a sonnet, 
an instructor may, for example, introduce the learners 
to major questions that need solutions, freeing them up 
to discover the higher-level functions of how it applies or 
why it matters.
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The BYU-Idaho learning model encourages students 
to note and review what they have learned. At the end of 
Romeo and Juliet, Shakespeare has the character of the 
Prince invite all to, “Go hence, to have more talk of these 
sad things…” Such an epilogue could be used to prepare 
learners to connect compartments of learning with each 
other by making mental or practical connections between 
their daily homework and the classroom activities, to sum 
up activities in class or lab, or to illustrate the through-
line of units of study and even entire courses. 

2. Act well thy PArt/role PlAying

Imagine this scene: The cast for a play arrives on the first 
day of rehearsal full of energy and excitement for their 
new roles. From the King and Queen, who are onstage 
most of the play, down to the Second Spear Holder from 
the Left, who is mostly ornamental, each player learns how 
his or her role has been assigned to enhance individual 
dramatic moments of the play. 

Contrast the group of actors with a group of students in 
a Foundations Humanities class. Part of the preparation 
for the day includes a small group discussion about two 
contrasting articles on beauty. Imagine the dynamics of 
each group. What is different? 

The major difference is that one group understands 
how their contribution matters. The first group is given 
a set of understood parameters and specific tasks that 
invite their creativity and agency. The second group is 
given a task, but left to themselves. As Dee Fink and 
others have established—in both ad hoc groups and longer 
term cooperative learning—when learners understand 
both the goals of the team assignment and what their 
individual contribution will be, the group functions with 
higher levels of both efficiency and satisfaction. Assuming 
roles within team and group work helps define specific 
parameters for the assignment and instills a sense of 
accountability for individuals and groups. And, role-
playing is ideal not only for group assignments, but also 
can be used as a strategy (rather than just a learning 
activity) to greatly enhance the overall class experience 
for learners and teachers. When teachers and learners 
spend time identifying and understanding that their 
role as “Learner” or “Teacher” requires them to prepare, 
participate and share, the classroom can become a 
dynamic theatre of individuals “act[ing] for themselves” 
(see 2 Nephi 2).

3. the PlAy within the PlAy

German playwright and theorist Bertolt Brecht had a 
mission. He feared that audiences would get caught up in 
the emotions of the story and miss the implications of the 
ideas and actions. Importantly he feared that the apparent 

“magic” of the theatre would pacify the audience instead of 
spurring them to action. Using metatheatrical strategies, 
he drew attention to the acting technique, costuming and 
technical trappings of the theatre in an effort to focus 
the audience on the themes, ideas and implications of 
the drama. Metatheatre is loosely defined as the quality 
or force in a dramatic setting that challenges the play’s 
claim to be merely an extension of reality. In other words, 
utilizing metatheatrical technique is akin to describing 
how a magic trick is done. When we “show the magic,” we 
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focus on the technique and simultaneously, we are forced 
to confront our own level of understanding (or naiveté!). 

In a similar fashion, Steven Chew and others have 
demonstrated how metacognition— a person’s awareness 
of his or her own level of knowledge and thought 
processes—is vital to learners’ success in academia. 
Chew’s work reveals that, “Weaker students typically 
have poor metacognition; they are grossly overconfident 
in their level of understanding. They think they have 
a good understanding when they really have a shallow, 
fragmented understanding that is composed of both 
accurate information and misconceptions.” 

Instructors who favor Learner-centered teaching 
understand that training in a content area must also 
include explicit skill instruction. Learner-centered 
teachers teach students not only the content, but also how 
to solve problems, evaluate evidence, analyze arguments, 
generate hypotheses—learning skills that are essential 
toward mastering material in the discipline, and toward 
self-reliant learning in the future. They “show the magic” 
by modeling and drawing attention to learning processes 
in general by focusing students on not only what they 
learned, but also how they learned it.

4. PrActice mAkes Perfect

It is unrealistic for a director to give actors a script and 
expect fully realized character portrayals at the first 
rehearsal. These discoveries happen incrementally and 
organically through repeated, sustained exposure gained 
by a lot of practice. It’s likewise unrealistic for teachers 
and learners to expect that encountering course material 
once will make them experts of that material. Students 
need to do more than just read or memorize, they need to 
engage with the material in meaningful ways for extended 
periods of time in order to master it. They have to practice.

In her Teaching Professor blog, Mary Ellen Weimer 
remarks, “Learner-centered teaching engages students 

in the hard, messy work of learning. I believe teachers 
are doing too many learning tasks for students. We ask 
the questions, we call on students, we add detail to their 
answers… I’m not suggesting we never do these tasks, but 
I don’t think students develop sophisticated learning skills 
without the chance to practice and in most classrooms the 
teacher gets far more practice than the students ...when 
teachers make all the decisions, the motivation to learn 
decreases and learners become dependent.” Weimer 
describes learning as hard and messy. Do we try to make 
classes too tidy by eliminating risk? Do we focus more 
on the end result than on the students’ well intentioned 
but often-clumsy efforts by doing too much for them? As 
I think about this dilemma, I wonder, do my preparation 
assignments motivate my students to practice the skills 
that will make them the kind of researchers, scholars, and 
life long learners that I envision them becoming? Or have 
I made the assignment too safe by removing the element 
of practice from them? 

These principles of prologue/epilogue, role-playing, 
metatheatre, and practice produce impressive results on 
the stage. Their foundations are established in the tenets 
of the learning model. The theatre, with its emphasis on 
immersive action, provides learners and teachers with 
viable models that inspire students and teachers to  
better explore “the magnanimity of virtue and the 
greatness of truth” and become active in accepting 
responsibility for learning.
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The BYU-idaho learning model encourages 
students to note and review what they  
have learned.


