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 POINT OF VIEW: LINKING APPLIED DRAMA AND DIGITAL GAMES  
John Carroll 
 
Introduction  

I believe that the way forward for schools if they are going to come forward into the 21st 
Century is that they are going to have to let the real world come into the classroom.  

(Heathcote, 2005)  
This chapter links the techniques of applied drama and digital games together and positions 

them both as successful learning approaches for educators in the 21st century. It draws on the long 
history of research and practice in applied drama and drama-in-education to suggest how some of 
the drama techniques developed in this field may be compared with currently developing 
collaborative digital game-based learning techniques. It outlines the striking similarities between 
some forms of educational drama, such as Mantle of the Expert and educational digital games 
such as epistemic games . The chapter also explores the similarities of both drama and gaming as 
techniques for successful teaching/ learning and the synergies that may be developed by 
combining them within the classroom. 
An array of approaches has recently emerged in an attempt to describe the intersections between 
learning, teaching, games, role-play and drama. (Carroll, Anderson & Cameron 2006).  The 
exponential growth of technology, inherent in all digital entertainment and mediated drama, in 
live events, and computer gaming, is transforming popular culture forms (Jenkins, Clinton, 
Purushotma, Robison, & Weigel, 2006) including mainstream drama (Carroll, 2005), The 
influence of this transformation is being felt in the classroom (Jenkins , Boyd) as well as in 
audience attendances and performance preferences in the theatre (Carroll 2005) This shift is 
strongly evident in school-age young people for whom technology is simply part of their everyday 
cultural life .  
Technologically mediated ‘live’ (Austlander, 1999) performances of physical theatre and music 
means audience sizes have grown far beyond anything possible at an unmediated performance. As 
traditional entertainments such as music or drama are transformed by technology, they take on 
new qualities and produce hybrid forms that require a shift in conceptual frameworks and 
vocabulary to understand them. The changes that technology makes to mediated dramatic forms 
are not simply an add-on. A qualitative change in communication occurs involving the 
compression of time, distance and presence (Virilio, 2000), which in turn generates practical and 
theoretical considerations, around role, drama and performance that impact on education in the 
same way. Many of these changes in performance and drama conventions are being driven and 
produced through digital communication technology and increasing use of computer based 
interaction by young people (Boyd). 
This chapter maintains that at their core, both the applied forms of drama and digital games share 
an ability to use relatively simple mediated role-based interactions as a “pre-text” (O’Neill 1995 
pp. 19) for engaging participants in a dramatic frame, (Carroll and Cameron) which provides an 
impetus to powerful curriculum-based learning. The game and drama forms described here also 
reflect the wider educational shift to a Communities of Practice approach (Lave and Wenger, 
1991) to learning, which is based on an engagement with professional knowledge outside of the 
boundaries of a subject based school curriculum. 
 
The chapter then examines three sub-forms of applied drama that utilise dramatic conventions in 
pedagogical practice: – Drama in Education (Bolton), Mantle of the Expert (Heathcote) (Authors 
various, http://www.mantleoftheexpert.com/index.php)and the Commission Model (Heathcote, 
2003). These forms are compared with counterparts in the digital games area - Serious Games 
(Nielsen et al 2008 p 205), Epistemic Games (Shaffer) and Simulation ( ref  ). The chapter then 



  

considers how ultimately a professional problem-solving view of the world might enhance the 
learning potential for both the serious games and the applied drama fields. Introduce the concept 
of pre-text and other dramatic conventions; this helps to set up later discussion about drama and 
game conventions.  

a) Also in here, discuss the Communities of practice as a model for the learning process 
between an individual and a group; a novice and an expert; and how these are 
approached when learning using either or both applied drama and  gaming   - within an 
‘intended’ or ‘evolving’ or ‘perceived’ CoP. Also, CoP and how technology has increased 
learning opportunities, methods and possibilities … (ref new stuff from Wenger) 

b) Which may lead into discussion about real world v make believe/ pretend (to thence 
explain the grades in the table) and  

c) to explain the value of all of this to education. constructivist 
 
Serious games based pedagogy draws upon the argument that learning can take place through 
‘pretend’ and role-play, through experimentation with persona and scenarios, and that making 
mistakes and using trial and error enables deep learning to occur. (refs for these ideas?). The 
potential of games to create powerful learning opportunities, and to thus enable learner/players to 
develop significant problem-solving skills comparable to innovative professionals is at the heart of 
the approach. Drawing on the work of David Williamson Shaffer and colleagues at the University 
of Wisconsin-Madison, the concept of  “epistemic frames” (Shaffer, 2006 p.12) provides a useful 
design approach to developing digital learning environments based on real professional practice. 
Shaffer calls the resulting teaching approach “epistemic games” (ibid, p.10) that operates by 
providing learners with the skills, knowledge, identities, values and epistemology (Shaffer ref) 
they adopt as problem-solving strategies.  
 
 
Table 1 describes drama and digital media sub-genres, starting from wide ranging variety of 
participant and entertainment forms (Carroll et al 2006, p 3) through to those applied in highly 
specific educational contexts.  Applied Drama and Digital Gaming are terms usually applied to 
broad social forms or entertainment content.  Within the next level, a pedagogical approach is 
evident in process drama and serious games in that both have curriculum learning as their aim. 
Mantle-of-the-Expert and Epistemic Games are parallel teaching pedagogies that have specific 
techniques of pedagogical instruction. Further levels of specialisation within both disciplines lead 
to specific techniques such as the Commission Model within drama, and Simulation within digital 
media.   
 
Applied Drama                                                                                                 Digital Gaming 
                   Process Drama                                                                      Serious Games 
                                Mantle of the Expert                                     Epistemic Games 
              Commission Model              Simulation 
Table 1: describes connections between the similarity in educational applications of drama and 
digital media. 
There is a sense that in as the form converge they become closer and more focussed and move 
beyond the ability of most school based systems to accommodate their demand. They leave the 
world of schooling and enter into Wenger’s “Community of practice” model of education.  
 
Applied drama 



  

The term “applied drama” (Nicholson, 2005 p.2) is an umbrella term for drama forms beyond 
those normally associated with entertainment. Applied drama focuses on how the role of the 
performer/participant/audience is applied to bring about some change in understanding or 
circumstance, some learning. For some practitioners, especially in the UK, it has led to a critical 
form  used in social analysis and drama for social change (Nicholson 2005, p. 109). 
 
Digital Gaming 
 
Process Drama 
Educators and practitioners with a strong educational drama focus have adopted the form known 
to them as ‘process drama’ (Bowell & Heap, 2002), a type of improvised role-based drama with a 
history that draws on the educational drama work of Heathcote (1991), Haseman (1991), O’Neill 
(1988) and Bolton (1999). While there is some overlapping of these forms, what is clear is that 
these approaches have led to the development of a range of dramatic conventions that allow 
participants to move in and out of role without the need for elaborate props or at the beginning, 
deep knowledge of the roles they are going to inhabit. For example, school based process drama is 
a dramatic form in which performance to an external audience is largely absent but presentation to 
the internal audience is essential (Bowell & Heap, p. 7) for learning to occur. This parallels the 
basic function of serious games, which is to enable learning or change to occur through personal 
engagement in the action of the game.  
 
Serious games 
The term “serious games” has gained currency this decade in broadly describing the application of 
video game technologies and principles to contexts beyond entertainment. The term is itself ironic 
and not readily defined, but it has become a popular banner to promote the notion that videogames 
have wider significance and potential beyond the commercial entertainment sphere and can be 
used for educational, training and other purposes. 
‘Serious games’ may thus have primary objectives such as social or political change (ref), 
exploration of news events (ref), marketing and advertising (ref).  Some serious games projects 
have been developed with non-entertainment purposes in mind from the beginning, others are 
adaptations of existing entertainment titles. 
Sawyer and Smith’s  “Serious Games Taxonomy” (2008) includes the following descriptors: 
Immersive learning situations, Educational games, Social impact games, Persuasive games, 
Virtual reality, Games for change, Games for good, Edutainment, Synthetic learning 
environments, and Digital game-based learning. What this point to is a growing emphasis on 
games as part of the curriculum. 
This is not to say that fun or entertainment is never a consideration in the serious use of game-like 
products. Indeed one criticism of educational games is that they are simply “sugar-coated 
broccoli”(ref)  designed to sweeten the learning of difficult ideas. In Table 1, at the second level 
of educational specificity (3) we can compare the growing popularity of the dramatic form Mantle 
of the Expert as a pedagogical practice in the UK (Abbot, 2008) with the digital form known as 
Epistemic games (Shaffer & Gee 2005) in the USA.  
 
A major study (PDF) carried out by the Pew Internet and American Life Project in collaboration with the Civic 
Education Research Group at Mills College shatters stereotypes about teens and video games. Contrary to the notion 
of the lone gamer playing violent video games, the study reveals that game playing can incorporate many aspects of 
civic and political life and is social, nearly universal, and encompasses a variety of genres, including racing, puzzle, 
action and adventure games. [See article and ref] 

 

http://www.macfound.org/atf/cf/%7BB0386CE3-8B29-4162-8098-E466FB856794%7D/PEW_DML_REPORT_080916.PDF�
http://www.pewinternet.org/�
http://www.civicsurvey.org/�
http://www.civicsurvey.org/�


  

See: Aussie Judy O’Connell in her blog, Hey Jude: Fortunate Discoveries about Web 2.0 ….. does 
a fine job describing the learning characteristics of our students in an October 12, 2007 post she 
appropriately titled Digital kids - learning their own way. Ref Michael Furdyk 

multiprocessing; 
multimedia literacy; 

discovery-based learning; 
bias towards action; 
staying connected; 

zero tolerance for delays; 
consumer/creator blurring; 

social networking. 

 
See also ‘Changing to Learn, Learning to Change’ video 
http://chronicle.com/wiredcampus/article/?id=2943&utm_source=at&utm_medium=en 
not all digital natives are literate etc…. 
 
http://electroniclearningrecord.org/?page_id=15 
Insight Statements list 
 
 
 Mantle of the Expert  
Heathcote and Bolton (1995 pp. 15-24) developed the applied drama technique Mantle of the 
Expert in which participants assume a role of professional expertise to run an imagined enterprise 
for a (an imagined) client as a tool for teaching and learning.  “A dramatic-inquiry approach to 
teaching and learning”  (ref website).  When participants engage in such drama activities they are 
framed by a pre-text (O’Neill 1995 p.22), which establishes the dramatic world of the action, and 
they then take on appropriate dramatic “roles.” As Goffman (1974, p. 128-9) points out, in 
everyday life we make sense of the world by interpreting the situations we are in through 
perspectives including socio-cultural roles or “frames” which define our behavior. Professionals in 
their work life also share the same ways of framing themselves in relation to work activities 
(Shulman, 2005) which often constitute a particular community of practice, by adopting work 
based roles. Both applied drama and serious games practitioners and theorists think it is possible 
to harness this social enactment of reality as a way to position and enhance students’ learning.  
 
When students and teacher share a dramatically constructed “expert” frame they consistently 
position one another as work colleagues with professional roles and tasks to be done. This 
dramatic Mantle of the Expert approach allows the students to assume:  
• Adult power, authority and responsibility – based on an attitude of an expert towards dealing 
professionally with a problem  
• a stance of professional competence towards relevant content and processes  
• a need to share knowledge and ability to collaborate with colleagues  
• a need to find out and interpret information  
• a purpose to engage in activities/tasks like reading, writing, making diagrams, drawing or 
interviewing  
• a need to pay attention to how particular audiences will react to their work.  
(Edmiston, 2008, p. 1) 

 

http://heyjude.wordpress.com/2007/10/12/digital-kids-learning-their-own-way/�
http://chronicle.com/wiredcampus/article/?id=2943&utm_source=at&utm_medium=en�
http://electroniclearningrecord.org/?page_id=15�


  

These dramatically framed attitudes are then used by the teacher to solve the problems and tasks 
that have been set up in the pre-text world of the drama and more broadly to engage with learning 
and curriculum content.  
 
Epistemic games 
Some striking similarities are evident between the Mantle of the Expert approach and Epistemic 
Games.  Shaffer (2006 p.164) defines an epistemic game as: 

“a game that deliberately creates the epistemic frame (my emphasis) of a socially valued 
community by re-creating the process by which individuals develop the skills, knowledge, 
identities and epistemology of that community”.  

Shaffer argues that a professional in any field will hold a particular epistemic frame that shapes 
the way they approach a real-world problem. The concept of the epistemic frame draws upon the 
work of sociologist Erving Goffman (1975) where he describes how work performances are 
dramatically framed. This technique can also be used to describe the dramatic frame of epistemic 
games in which a participant operates “as if” a situation is real.  
Epistemic games are also founded theoretically upon Schon’s (1995) concept of reflective 
practice, in which “professionals learn to think in action and learn to do so through their 
professional experiences. Reflective practice involves both taking action and then reflecting on the 
results with peers and mentors.” (as referred to by Shaffer, 2004 p.1402)  
Shulman’s(2005, p. 52) signature pedagogies similarly describe “the forms of instruction that leap 
to mind when we first think about the preparation of members of particular professions”. The 
epistemic frame of a profession therefore shapes the way a novice in that field becomes a 
professional. There is always a gap that must be bridged, and in many modern professions this 
takes place as a combination of formal learning, mentoring from professionals, legitimate 
peripheral participation in a community of practice (Lave and Wenger 1991), and through 
structured practical experience (the professional practicum) or situated learning.   
Shaffer argues that an epistemic game can bridge that gap between novice and professional by 
assisting with rapid adoption of innovative real-world problem-solving skills, even for people who 
do not necessarily want to become a true professional in that field. It should be noted that Shaffer 
and his colleagues are working primarily with school-age students, and the proposition resulting 
from their research is that their use of game technologies empowers these young learners with a 
new range of innovative problem-solving abilities to equip them for success in the real modern 
world.   
 
Mantle of the Expert and Epistemic Games: discussion about dramatic conventions/ 
elements 
Epistemic games enable players to be engaged in solving real and significant problems, using a 
professional world-view (the epistemic frame), and preferably under the mentorship of a 
professional in that field. This can be directly compared to the specific applications of applied 
drama known as “Mantle of the Expert” which engages participants dramatically in producing 
works or solving problems as if they were a professional in that field.  
Thus for many applied drama/theatre educators and practitioners there is no surprise to be found 
in Shaffer’s observation that in relation to epistemic games:  

“Getting players to take on the identity of a professional is relatively easy. In fact, there is 
a kind of recipe – a heuristic or rule of thumb – for how to get someone to see themselves 
as a professional, and for others to see them in that way. To make players feel like a 
professional X in an epistemic game, it seems they need someone to tell them they are a 
professional X. They need a badge of office or prop of profession X. They need to do 



  

something that they expect a professional X to do. They need to learn about something that 
a professional X does that they didn’t know was part of the profession and then do that 
thing. They need someone they know (a peer, perhaps, or a parent) to see them as a 
professional X. And the virtual world of the game in which they are a professional X needs 
to be consistent in treating them like professionals rather than school students”. (Shaffer 
2006, p.164) 

What Shaffer calls “a kind of recipe” for epistemic games is actually a set of well-tested dramatic 
conventions that have been used in educational drama settings for several decades.  The 
participant’s clear suspension of disbelief is a fundamental condition in drama (drama ref?), 
echoing the focus on concepts such as “immersion” and “flow” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990) common 
to many discussions on the power of games as learning environments. Increasingly, applied drama 
conventions are drawing upon conventions from the digital media environment, making use of 
familiar and everyday technologies to initiate and enhance the experience for audiences because 
of this appropriation of technology.  It appears that many of the distinctions between digital games 
and applied drama that formerly applied are beginning to blur pedagogically.  
 
 
Table 2 builds on  Carroll and Cameron’s (2007) comparison of the fundamental elements, which 
define Mantle of the Expert and Epistemic games. While educators who use drama or digital 
games may use differing terms, it is clear that they share similar conceptual understandings 
regarding the use of role-play and identity, about the task at hand – the initial provocation and the 
approaches to problem solving, the simulation of reality, the relationship between participant 
(player) and any relevant audience, performance outcomes (individual, group learning, teacher 
assessments), and connections to real world expertise, as an approach to engendering learning. 
 
    Mantle of the expert    Epistemic Games 
 
Participants  School pupils     School Students 
 
Frame   dramatic frame    epistemic frame 
 
Entry   Enterprise Pre-text    Professional Task 
 
Stance   Attitudinal role    Identification 
 
Focus   Client      project 
 
Problem  Dramatic Tension    Authentic discourse 
 
Performance  In-role expert to client    Game solution to peers 
 
 
In Table 2 we see that Mantle of the Expert relies upon the conventions of drama to engage 
participants in the world being explored, a dramatic frame enables participants to act “as if” they 
are experts engaged in real tasks and as members of a community. Similarly, epistemic games 
require that learners enter the world being simulated in the games set-up. This does not mean a 
high fidelity virtual reality system is required – rather, it is the authenticity of the problem, and the 
professional approaches to solving it, that will engage learners to act “as if” they are members of 
that professional community (ref?). Both pedagogical forms are built upon giving students an 
appropriate and authentic professional perspective with which to view, explore, define and solve 
problems. 



  

There are a number of dramatic conventions used in applied drama that inform and define the 
nature of participants’ functioning within the drama and optimising results from these learning 
moments. Mantle of the Expert allows for participants to quickly engage in the profession being 
simulated by adopting an attitudinal role (Carroll & Cameron 2005 p.6) that does not initially 
require deep knowledge, experience, or high-level acting ability. By adopting the attitude and 
discourse of the profession, students can start to engage in the tasks at hand, often inducted into 
the role as a trainee. In epistemic games, the participants take on the task similar to a real 
professional, using the discourse of that professional community to define and tackle a problem 
that would be encountered in that profession. In both forms the epistemic or dramatic frame 
engages the students in-role to think as if they are professionals by prompting them to adopt the 
skills, knowledge, identity, values and reflective learning methods of that profession. 
Shaffer emphasises that epistemic games should focus on authentic problems of significance in 
order to engage the learner in a valid and powerful task appropriate to the future needs of the 
students, and to give them a sense of power over their learning. He says; 

“If schools are going to adapt to new social and economic conditions, we need to develop 
viable alternative models of learning that excite parents, teachers, administrators, business 
leaders, politicians, and others who care about what happens in schools. And of course it 
would be important that these alternatives actually help prepare kids to be innovative 
thinkers in a complex, post-industrial world.” (Shaffer 2006 p.191.) 

The designers of epistemic games (ref?) seek to identify and apply insight about the real ways in 
which real professionals learn, and to replicate those elements of the practicum that lend 
themselves most effectively to the digital environment (ref?). Although game-based, the tasks and 
problems need to be authentic. In Mantle of the Expert, again the enterprise or project needs to 
have an authentic aim, albeit within the fictional setting. Whether being approached from a drama 
or a game perspective, the tasks at the centre of the learning experience need to be founded in a 
real world representation of the professional problem-solving methods required. 
A key part of the authenticity of tasks in both drama and game-based learning approaches comes 
from the focus on successfully producing work for an imagined client, rather than for assessment 
by the teacher. The enterprise being explored by Mantle of the Expert is based around needs the 
needs of a dramatic representation of a client. With epistemic games, the participants need to be 
working on a project or task that is considered appropriate and authentic to the profession. Again, 
this may involve a fictionalised employer, but an engagement with professional mentors or 
practitioners where possible is an important element.  
In both cases, it can be seen that replicating the behaviour of professional Communities of 
Practice, (Wenger, 1998) often more conveniently through a mediated online form, allows for 
greater engagement between learners and professionals than might otherwise be feasible or 
possible. In Mantle of the Expert the participants develop expertise by replicating Community of 
Practice behaviour or accessing other rich information sources via role-based drama, thus serving 
the needs of their dramatically framed client. Epistemic games are also built around the real 
fundamental practicum of a profession, focusing on key features of how members of a particular 
professional community solve problems.  
Similarly, both approaches are based around a problem that needs to be solved. In Mantle of the 
Expert, the dramatically framed problem increases the in-role tension for the participants, thus 
increasing their levels of commitment and intensifying their focus on producing a creative 
solution for the client. By adopting the values of the community of practice with which they are 
identified while in role, the learners engage with the skills, knowledge and values required to 
solve the problem.  
Epistemic games are also built around the real work problem-solving methods of a profession, 
and creative solutions arise from the tensions in the ‘conversations’ that take place between the 
student participants and a professional community of practice. By adopting the reflective practices 



  

of professionals, learners simulate the real processes that tend to separate professions from other 
endeavours. Learners adopt the professional ability to creatively solve previously unseen 
problems, and to effectively reflect-in-practice. The difficulty with this approach is that it may not 
provide the same level of  “role-protection” (Carroll and Cameron, 2006) for the participants in 
the same way that drama does. Therefore the task component in epistemic games needs to be very 
carefully designed so that it will not be outside the reach of the participant’s competency. 
Finally, Table 2 illustrates how participants in both mantle of the Expert and epistemic games are 
required to display the product of their professional labours. In the drama, outcomes are often 
displayed in the form of an in-role presentation to the representative of the dramatised client. The 
learners are protected in their dramatic role as professionals, and can talk from a position of 
expertise rather than as students. In epistemic games, learning is also often displayed in the form 
of a creative outcome to the problem being addressed. Where possible, this takes the form of a 
presentation of outcomes to an audience, such as peers, a mentor, or even parents. The framing of 
this event tends to echo professional presentations to clients in an industry model.  
 
 The Commission Model & Simulation: “most real” 

If we now return to the fourth and most specific level of Table 1, the Commission 
model/Simulation we can consider a recent, more radical, application of work/school integration 
devised by Dorothy Heathcote (2003). which draws on elements of simulation and a communities 
of practice approach.  In her article, A Vision Possible: The Commission Model of Teaching 
(2003) she draws on a case study of pupils within a dramatically framed commission. This is 
developed as an alternative model of teaching and educational organization that she calls the 
Commission Model.  It operates outside the normall school environment in much the same way as 
Shaffer postulates for Epistemic games or in the traing simulations run in industries such as 
aeronautics.  
 In this highly specific approach the drama participants are engaged as real consultants and 
producers of actual content for a real client. This technique sees participants, even relatively 
young students, engaged in the production of a commissioned task, requiring contact with real 
professionals to solve actual problems. This differs from Mantle of the Expert in that the task 
embedded in the pre-text is not a dramatic fiction but an actual commission that requires real 
world, concrete outcomes.   
 Heathcote (2003) describes how a class of year 9 of students was commissioned with the 
responsibility of designing the garden of a newly completed hospital. This was a real commission, 
for a real hospital, as the garden was to be used by patients, staff and visitors when the hospital 
was opened. Some drama practitioners consider this blurring of the frame between the fictional 
and the real as a departure from more traditional models of applied drama. However, for Dorothy 
Heathcote, setting up the dramatic frame in this way allowed the students to assume the role status 
and responsibility of garden designers. This provided natural routes into talking, reading, and 
writing and particularly into developing confidence in a public voice required for the design and 
delivery of the garden design.   Students were able, when dramatically framed, to enter the 
community of professional practice of architect and landscape gardener and adopt the epistemic 
frame of such specialists within the world developed through the drama. As Heathcote says about 
commission based drama;  

 
…it is above all a social art, and places the human ‘face’ and affairs of humans 
at its very centre… a strong emphasis upon tasks, in social circumstances, with a 
sense of productive tension regarding forms, disciplines, selectivity of behaviour 
and language. (Heathcote, 2003, p 17). 

 



  

The principles of the dramatic structure that make up the Commission Model as outlined by 
Heathcote can be summarised as: 

 
• Throughout the work the participants’ focus is on the needs of the client. 
• There is an absence of institutionalised pupil/ teacher talk. 
• Communication is role based and at a professional level. Professional language has to be 

found in practice, in collaboration between the commissioner’s skills and knowledge and 
the student’s questions. 

• No pre-planned curriculum mapping. 
Research into the problem dictates a varied and complex curriculum based on the needs of 
the commission. 

• Time scales operate in both real-time long scale development and short term dramatic 
form 

• Tasks are formulated by the needs of the commission. This requires flexibility as tasks are 
designed to fit need and the terms and time available. 

• The ordering of study is driven by commission requirements. Information in depth is 
concentrated specifically on the tasks to be completed. 

• All completed task work “banked” to be reused and developed. Classification and access 
to information are important for new insights. 

• A dynamic learning environment using digital tools, phones, computers and the Internet is 
required as well as constantly reconfiguring the physical environment. 

• Openness to participant’s contributions is valued. The language used in the project is based 
on task contribution not power or status. 

(Adapted from Heathcote, 2003, p. 18.) 
 
The Commission Model when delivered in this way provides a new sense of authenticity and 

responsibility for participants because while it is dramatically framed, there are real clients with 
real requirements and the final work is published and acted upon. The actual implementation of 
the project however, may be passed on to specialists to complete. With younger pupils, parents 
and teachers may act as ‘internal’ publishers and the work can be ‘presented’ to school gatherings 
or parents 

. 
Essentially the Commission Model is about engaging students with a community of practice 

approach to learning (Wenger 1998). Such communities, which exist in the wider world of work, 
are where much real learning in our society occurs. However not everyone has the cachet, 
contacts, time or resources to develop real commissions using the Commission Model of drama, 
particularly if it extends beyond school boundaries. In its current form as developed by Heathcote, 
while it can require access to actual physical professional practitioners such as doctors, lawyers, 
architects and designers it nevertheless can access this expertise in the digital world as well. At 
this point however some drama practitioners (ref) feel the Commission Model leaves the world of 
drama and joins the world beyond the drama frame.  

 
 This is understandable; the difficulties of this approach in a school environment are all too 

obvious. However a possible alternative does exist through increased access to technology. If 
access is required to more complex communities of practice than the limited school resources and 
environment can provide, then the use of dramatically situated role (Carroll, et al 2006 p 8), which 
utilises online sources of expertise as an alternative approach is readily available. 

 
Within the Heathcote’s memorial garden design project a range of digital technologies were 

used to extend the expertise of the students and these could be adapted to any classroom project.  
By accessing the UK Meteorological Office (Met office) through its website three year 9 girl 
students were able to obtain expert information on the elevation of the sun throughout the year and 



  

the effects that the shadows would have on the plants that would be in the garden. This expertise 
enabled them to work out the amount of sunlight available for growth on any day of the year and 
its effects on the garden. 

 
In the same project another group of year 9 boys accessed online information resources 

relating to plants that would grow in shadow and consulted a biologist on soil drainage problems. 
Still other students used a computer aided design program to lay out the plantings they wished to 
place in the garden as well as designing labels for them. A further group accessed tree leaf 
structures in online encyclopaedias to provide a design template for a blacksmith to use in the 
wrought iron gates of the garden. At the end of this commissioned project, which used technology 
for a real purpose one student said publicly;  “I would just like to say that this is the first time in 
all my life at school that I have ever done anything that is good to anybody at all” (Heathcote 
2005). In terms of sustainability and transfer of learning the same mixed ability year 9 class were 
then commissioned to design a second garden for a special school because a teacher from another 
area saw their exhibition and commissioned them. This work has since been completed. 
(Heathcote  2005)    

 
Conclusion 
The similarities between professional simulation and the Commission Model lie in the application 
of a process to a task that has been derived in part from a technological access to expert 
information and a form of learning through role-based apprenticeship based on the replication of a 
professional community of practice, and of a new way to enact a “pedagogy of the professions in 
action” (Shulman, 2005, p. 53) which seeks to balance ‘the intellectual, the technical, and the 
moral [dimensions of practice]” (Shulman, 2005, p. 58) As already exampled, Dorothy 
Heathcote’s garden design needed access to the professional world and discourse of garden 
designers.  
The mediated commission model proposed in this chapter uses process drama and online situated 
role (Carroll et al, 2006 pp 87-108) to achieve this, while the epistemic games approach put 
forward by Shaffer uses digital games to achieve the same ends. The simulation of real events is 
directly connected to the recent technologically driven computer games movement whilst the 
Commission Model draws on the powerful traditions of process drama and applied theatre. The 
epistemic games movement calls for “richly authentic settings” (Shaffer et al, pp. 195-215.), while 
the Commission Model of drama actually provides those settings for students to work and learn 
within.  
This convergence of thinking from two very different educational perspectives demonstrates the 
developing synergies between drama and digital games, mantle of the expert and epistemic games 
as well as the commission model and simulation.  They share a common pedagogy based in 
collective design as distinct from a ‘lecture-style pedagogy’ It is in the shared aims of attempting 
to create opportunities for student participants to learn “as if” they are professionals that the 
potential benefits of applying drama conventions to serious game design are most apparent. If, as 
Shaffer points out, professionals use judgment to solve complex problems that can’t be addressed 
by rote formulas, and they learn to think as professionals through exposure to practica (Shaffer, 
2006), then a shift in theoretical perspective might be useful for both serious games designers and 
drama practitioners. 
 Serious games may be enhanced by adopting an existing dramatic approach that is already close 
to the nature of gaming, rather than designing structures and conventions from the ground up, or 
using ones based on the superficially similar conventions of other forms such as cinema. Similarly 
drama practitioners may benefit from the extended access to content that online technology and 
gaming approaches use as pre-text to task involvement. All may benefit from looking at CoP. 



  

This comparison suggests a powerful synergy is possible between two seemingly parallel 
developments in learning and teaching. By using game-based techniques to develop a digital pre-
text for the drama both educational fields are enriched. This new approach combines the potential 
teaching benefits of a digital game-like focus with drama based problem solving. The proven 
conventions of applied drama, when used to rapidly engage participants in effective role-play 
scenarios can be linked to digital games based learning to provide an innovative new pedagogical 
approach.  
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Table 2: Comparison of elements in Mantle of the Expert and Epistemic Games 

Mantle of the Expert Epistemic Games 
Dramatic Pre-text:  
Entering the world of the drama 
using a dramatic pre-text 

Problem posed: 
Introducing a problem in a 
professional environment 

Enterprise defined: 
Drama based, but authentic 
 

Task: 
Game based, but authentic 

Role: 
Attitudinal (not a character) 
professional role, often at 
trainee level 

Identity:  
Encouragement of identification 
through professional discourse 
 

Client focus: 
Enterprise designed to serve the 
client need 

Project focus: 
Working on project or task 
appropriate to profession 

Dramatic Activity:  
Replicate community of 
practice approach through role 
based drama to meet needs of 
client. Development of 
expertise 

Activity: 
 Game-based practicum 
replicates key features of 
learning in community of 
practice. Development of 
expertise. 

Problem:  
Introduction of dramatic tension 
to increase levels of 
commitment and intensify task 
focus and creative outcome. 

Problem: 
 Provides tension in 
‘conversation’ between 
problem-solving individuals and 
professional practice, leads to 
creative solutions 

Frame – Dramatic 
Expert: try the role 
Adoption of community of 
practice knowledge, identity 
and value system to solve 
problem. Solution presented to 
client 
 
Performance:  
Product/solution is presented to 
client as performance inside 
expert role 

Frame  - Epistemic 
 Adoption of epistemology of a 
professional practice to solve 
problem.  
 
 
Performance:  
Solution presented in game to  
peers, mentors, parents.  

Dramatic ‘tension’ to solve 
problems and learn 

? similar? 



  

Provocation from teacher/ 
others 

Provocations from  leaders, 
experts, 

Power Power 
Other headings from the 
Commission model for 
comparisons sake…. 

 

Group learning: CoP Group learning: nil/ individual? 
Social collaboration Social collaboration 
Exploration in the present: ‘I 
do’ 

Exploration in the present: ‘I 
do’ 

 

Participants and social politics: Participants and social politics: 
Selectivity regarding fiction/ 
truth 

Selectivity regarding fiction/ 
truth 

Focus through deliberate 
productive tension 

Focus through deliberate 
productive tension 

Play Play 
  
  
  
  

 
 

 
 
 



  

 
 

 Drama Digital Media 
1 

entertainment 
 Drama as entertainment 
eg. cabaret, circus, stand up, theatre sports, 
theatre 

Video Games as entertainment 
eg. first person shooter games, 
sports games, strategy games, 
persistent worlds.  

2 
education 

Applied Drama: Drama-in-Education. 
Dramatically devised,  based on a social 
issue or  a curriculum  component. 

Serious Games 
Games devised  for 
training/education purposes. 
eg (name some) 

3 
education 

Applied drama: Mantle-of -Expert 
Taking on of drama based professional role   
(often at trainee level)  

Epistemic Games 
Teaching through digital work  
or  practice-based tasks. 
Eg (name some) 

4 
education 

Applied drama: Commission Model 
Enterprise providing solution to real client 
through dramatic role assumption 

Simulation 
Teaching  task appropriate to   
practical professional 
behaviour eg mechanical - 
flying, driving;  



  

 
 
Table1:  Applied drama, digital media and their pedagogies 
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