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Transforming subject knowledge: drama student-teachers and the pursuit of pedagogical content knowledge

Abstract

For many prospective teachers of drama, passion for their subject is a highly motivating force. In this paper I seek to shed light on the process by which personal constructs of drama as a subject are transformed during a period of teacher education, and answer key questions about the ways in which drama student-teachers develop their pedagogical knowledge. I draw upon a research project undertaken at Goldsmiths, University of London, UK, using questionnaires and interviews with three cohorts of student-teachers at various points during their studies. The findings point to a complex interplay between prior and on-course experiences in shaping the student-teachers’ positions about the body of subject knowledge they are required to know and apply. The study also highlights the importance of subject knowledge as the frame within which pedagogical content knowledge is constructed, a relationship that is not properly recognised within the current competencies-based model of teacher education.
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Introduction and overview

This paper offers an exploration of the ways in which student-teachers of drama in one university in the UK construct their pedagogical content knowledge, and identifies the significance to their development as drama teachers of a complex interplay between prior knowledge and on-course experiences related to their subject. As a starting point it was expected that engagement with the content of their university course, the Postgraduate Certificate in Education (PGCE), would have a key part to play in shaping these beginning drama teachers. However, their experiences during the extended periods of school-based teaching practice, a substantial part of the course, proved to be of particular interest.

In seeking to probe, analyse and understand the complexities of the participants’ thinking about the process of transformation from subject to pedagogical content knowledge, it was appropriate to employ a qualitative research methodology with data from written statements, questionnaire responses and interviews gathered at different points during the course. In the first section of the paper I consider how existing studies describe the development of pedagogical content knowledge during the very early stages of learning to teach, and I propose that an exploration of the role of prior knowledge and experience is necessary to further inform the discourse. I then explain how the research project followed three cohorts of drama student-teachers from course entry to completion. I describe in more detail the methods by which I elicited their reflections on the factors contributing to pedagogical content knowledge development. For the purposes of this paper I focus on particular student-teachers in each of the cohorts in order to demonstrate the range of responses in three inter-related strands that have emerged from the data. I draw extensively from these responses to reach conclusions about the significance in the transformation process of an inter-relationship between: passion for the subject; pre-course experience; exposure to the community of practice in schools; and the act of teaching.
Perspectives on subject knowledge development 

The significance of the link between subject knowledge and pedagogy is emphasised by Deborah Loewenberg Ball and Hyman Bass (2000) as part of their investigation into the knowledge needed to teach mathematics well in elementary schools in the USA:

That teachers’ own knowledge of the subject affects what they teach and how they teach seems so obvious as to be trivial. (Ball and Bass 2000, 86)

It is interesting to note, therefore, that the competencies approach to teacher education statutory in England does not specify subject knowledge as the frame within which pedagogical content knowledge is constructed. Rather than being integral to all descriptions of competence, Professional knowledge and understanding appears as a separate category and gives no particular prominence to the process of reflection on subject knowledge transformation. Instead this competencies model emphasises a range of other activities to do with classroom management, assessment and lesson planning:

What we miss are questions about the content of the lessons taught... (Shulman 1986, 8)

Thus the link between subject, reflection, transformation and the self-identification of the teacher is worthy of further examination. 
An important longitudinal research project conducted by Suzanne M Wilson et al. (1987) in California, USA, traces the growth of subject matter knowledge in novice teachers from the early days of their teacher education into their first year of full-time teaching. Although the study of Wilson et al. does not specifically consider pre-course experience, as I will do in this paper, they are interested to explore:

...what teachers know about their subject matter, where and when they acquired that knowledge, how and why that knowledge is transformed during teaching or teacher education, and how knowledge is used in classroom instruction. (Wilson et al. in Calderhead (ed.) 1987, 110)
Whilst subject knowledge is enhanced by the other types of knowledge a teacher requires - of curriculum, learners, context and pedagogy - Wilson et al. highlight its centrality, although Lee S Shulman (1986) has pointed out that its importance can sometimes be lost amongst the many other requirements of ‘being a teacher’. The findings of Wilson et al. suggest that pedagogical content knowledge develops as a teacher’s existing subject knowledge is transformed by the act of teaching. Transformation is a key component of a larger process known as ‘pedagogical reasoning’ (Wilson et al. in Calderhead (ed.) 1987, 118), which encompasses interpretation of subject content and materials, finding metaphors and analogies to present the subject matter, as well as adapting and tailoring it to the needs, interests and characteristics of pupils. The beginning teacher moves through different stages from comprehension of subject ideas and content, to transformation, instruction, evaluation, reflection, and finally new comprehension: 
…that has been enriched with increased awareness of the purposes of instruction, the subject matter of instruction, and the participants - teacher and students. (ibid 1987, 120) 

This new comprehension goes beyond the day-to-day adjustments to classroom practice that the teacher makes and is suggestive of a deeper level of philosophical and professional understanding. Such a process should therefore be at the core of the teacher education curriculum. 

As a vital part of this curriculum school-based experience enables student-teachers to develop their subject knowledge in new ways. Of relevance here are studies exploring the experience in schools of beginning English teachers, particularly as in England drama is most closely linked with the subject English at the level of statutory curriculum policy. Anne Turvey’s  case study of beginning English teachers and their progress in London schools (Turvey 2005) identifies that, during their training and as they begin their careers, the knowledge the teachers bring is transformed by interactions with pupils. In his investigation into the subject knowledge development of trainee English teachers in England, Andrew Green discusses how they:

...have to manage a reverse transition of their own from university to school. (Green 2006, 111)

Thus they come to understand how the knowledge needed to teach English in school and their university level knowledge:

...can be made to coexist and interrelate with one another within effective teacherly practice. (ibid 2006, 113)

My research expands the range of ‘knowledges’ (ibid 2006, 114) under consideration in the development of pedagogical content knowledge by suggesting that a focus on subject-related, pre-initial teacher education (ITE) experiences is appropriate.

Kate Findlay’s small-scale case study (2006) of factors affecting the progress of five newly-qualified teachers in one UK secondary school during their induction year of teaching is also relevant. Findlay identifies the importance of the ‘micro-political perspective’ in contextualising ‘a narrative-biographical approach’ (Findlay 2006, 516). The former sheds light on the way in which a beginning teacher’s sense of ‘professional self’ (ibid 2006, 516) is challenged by experience of the power relationships, existing practices and realities of classroom life within the school context. However the interaction between the individual and the context is two-way and affords the beginning teacher some sense of agency. Thus a narrative-biographical perspective allows the researcher to focus on the meanings the teachers attribute to their experiences as they develop their professional thinking and actions. Findlay argues that, whilst the picture which emerges from the ‘common cultural domain’ (ibid 2006, 519) inhabited by the beginning teachers is ambiguous, it is not merely idiosyncratic. Certainly her findings regarding the influence of a particular school context on the teacher’s development of professional self and beliefs about teaching resonate with the views and experiences of the participants in my research. 

Michael Anderson’s study (2003) considers the experiences of pre-service and beginning teachers of secondary drama and English in Sydney, Australia, against a background of high drop-out rates in the early years of teaching. In offering an explanation of these attrition rates Anderson notes the ‘special strains’ (ibid 2003, 43), demands and expectations faced by beginning English and drama teachers, describing their development in terms of the stages on a journey which begins at the teacher education point. Whilst I have found it useful to consider the PGCE year as an early stage in that journey, my research suggests that it is not necessarily the starting point and that pre-course experience has an important part to play in drama teacher development. 
The context for the study

The study was undertaken over a period of three academic years, beginning in September 2005, and involved one cohort of student-teachers in each of the three years. The student-teachers were pursuing the PGCE, a one-year Initial Teacher Education course (ITE), at Goldsmiths, University of London, UK. All were studying to become specialist teachers of drama at secondary school level (the 11 to 19 age range). The course at Goldsmiths includes: seminars on such topics as influential drama theorists/practitioners past and present; subject-specific curriculum and lesson planning; subject assignments requiring critical engagement with the relevant literature; interactions with peers, course tutors and teachers in schools; interactions with pupils; and classroom practice, both observed and enacted.

In exploring the transformation process with these student-teachers of drama the main research question was:

· How do prior subject knowledge and work-related experience interact with on-course experiences, particularly during periods of school-based teaching practice, to develop pedagogical content knowledge and transform personal constructs of the subject? 

The methods employed

Student-teachers’ understanding of the role of subject knowledge in learning to teach does not emerge immediately; it is a cumulative process and therefore slow to develop (Wilson et al. 1987). This is recognised in the timing and approach to data-gathering which I have adopted.

In each of the three years of the study I introduced the research process to the PGCE secondary Drama student-teachers during the first university-based phase of their ITE course, drawing upon the relationship developed during taught sessions to facilitate their participation. As Wilson et al. (1987) indicate the importance of gathering baseline information in order to develop ‘intellectual histories’ and understand existing ‘conceptions of the subject matter and about pedagogy’ (Wilson et al. in Calderhead (ed) 1987, 111), I began by gaining permission to study the student-teachers’ personal statements on their course application forms. Although aware that these are carefully constructed self-presentations from applicants seeking an interview for a popular and oversubscribed course, they nevertheless provide a starting point from which to explore the ways in which student-teachers articulate the links between their specialist subject knowledge, their experience gained prior to joining the PGCE course and their reasons for embarking on a career in drama teaching.

To ensure good coverage of each cohort I surveyed the student-teachers via questionnaire during a further period of university-based study located between two blocks of extended school experience. This was to discover how they would describe their on-course progress in terms of the acquisition and application of subject knowledge for teaching. 

The content of the questionnaire was developed in line with the research question and probed:

· the effect on the transformation process of an interaction between prior knowledge, work-related experience and on-course experiences;
· the elements of their PGCE course that they had so far found most helpful in transforming subject knowledge into pedagogical content knowledge, and the aspects of learning to teach drama they considered to be the most challenging.

The survey findings for all three cohorts strongly indicated that the student-teachers placed value upon the importance of prior work-related experience in developing their skills as drama teachers. Similarly the school-based elements of the PGCE course were very highly rated for their role in transforming subject knowledge into knowledge required for teaching the drama curriculum, and therefore this aspect warranted closer examination.

The final stage of data collection involved a sample of 30% from each cohort taking part in semi-structured, one-to-one interviews. The questionnaire was influential in constructing the guide for the semi-structured interviews, as the purpose was to allow interviewees to reflect in greater depth on the issues relating to the research question that had initially been raised by the survey. 

The selection of interviewees in each year represented a range of previous education/training and employment backgrounds in the arts, information gleaned from the original application forms and the responses to the questionnaire. However, I was also careful to include some interviewees from the minority who indicated that they had limited experience of employment in the arts. This was to ensure that I did not make assumptions about the significance on the development of pedagogical content knowledge of prior teaching or related experiences in the field. 

Interviews took place during the final two weeks of the PGCE course, a time for student-teachers to engage in focused reflection upon their achievements, with such reflective conversations taking place in formal and informal settings and in the company of both tutors and peers. There were drawbacks to this timing, however, as I was reliant to an extent on being able to ‘catch’ the student-teachers as and when they were available. This caused two last-minute changes to the selection of interviewees, but did not have a significant effect on the sampling as I was able to draw on a reserve list that I had already constructed. In a small number of cases the fact that the interviewees were required to ‘be somewhere else’ dictated the length of the interview; although this was not a time limit I applied. For the most part, however, interviewees were able to answer the questions in their own time. The interviews were audio recorded, transcribed, coded and analysed in accordance with the research question.

In his study Anderson uses interviews with pre-service and beginning teacher participants to develop ‘narrative vignettes’ (2003, 43), and I have similarly chosen to honour the voices of my interviewees as they attempt to define themselves in relation to the diverse discourses of ‘being’ a drama teacher and to exemplify their developing views of the subject drama as it is taught in schools 
. In addition, because a narrative-biographical perspective ‘necessarily invites complexity’ (Findlay 2006, 519), it is likely that the experiences of the student-teachers in my study ‘may be relevant to other contexts and other teachers’ (ibid 2006, 519).
Whilst all data has been analysed in line with the research question, this article focuses on the responses of particular student-teachers in each of the year groups. The selection demonstrates the range of responses in three strands which emerged from the data and were identified as important in determining the student-teachers’ self-concept and definition of themselves as teachers of drama:

· subject knowledge as a motivational force;
· the role of prior experience in the struggle for pedagogical content knowledge in drama;
· the growth of pedagogical content knowledge through the student-teachers’ engagement with the community of practice in schools.
Each of these themes will now be discussed below.

Subject knowledge as a motivational force
It is the drama student-teachers’ relationship with the subject that seems to provide the most significant impetus for committing to an ITE course at secondary level. Key features in a majority of the personal statements and questionnaire responses are passion for their subject and a desire to pass this on. Well over 75% in each of the three cohorts had already tested out their commitment to the subject during periods of pre-course professional work experience in drama and theatrical settings, most often working with and/or for young people.
There are similarities here with the research findings of Viv Ellis (2003). From his survey of beginning English teachers across all ITE providers in the UK, he reports that their primary motivation is the subject itself. This is in contrast to studies in other specialist subject areas such as Physics and ICT, where participants are more likely to cite working with children and job satisfaction as important. Ellis asks what it is about the subject English that causes prospective teachers to talk in impassioned terms about their subject. I explore the same question in relation to the drama student-teachers in my study who in their personal statements not only emphasise passion for their subject but also the opportunities for personal creative fulfilment that it affords. Underpinning this is their belief in what might be termed the personally and socially transformative nature of drama.

This is interesting because amongst drama teachers there is a contested discourse around subject content and Andy Kempe’s research (2009) highlights differences in the way they prioritise the various facets of drama pedagogical content knowledge. However, the interviews with the participants in my study indicate that passion for the subject is present whatever view of educational drama they hold. It is also evident that a particular subject standpoint is often influenced by prior experience, and that once on-course tensions may become apparent between practice in schools and the student-teachers’ own subject knowledge constructs.

Helen, who previously worked as an education officer and administrator in the context of Theatre in Education (TIE), has found her view of the subject challenged by on-course experiences, presenting difficulties both in the development of her pedagogical content knowledge and in adapting to the new educational culture of which she is now a part: 

…it was all issue–based in the schools I was in. So your aim at the end of the day would be to target bullying, so ‘let’s do a thought tunnel on how it feels to be bullied’, for example, as opposed to ‘I’ve got a script here, one of the characters is being bullied, let’s get to know this character’… So I still feel the end aim is so different from what I’ve been used to.
Although she expresses doubts about the links between her prior experience, her views on subject content and the practice in both the schools where she has pursued her training, Helen is not disillusioned, showing some understanding of the reasons for the differences in approach. Indeed, there are signs that she is beginning to work with the practice she has questioned, conceding that in particular situations it might be necessary to begin by working with the issues that interest pupils in order to engage them. For example, she comments positively on the practice in her second placement school where the teachers engaged with the topics pupils were interested in, for example, knife crime, and through this were able to approach ‘subversively’ other aspects of drama with pupils.

Nevertheless, she still champions a greater emphasis on theatre as an art form and retains a degree of skepticism about a philosophy which she characterises in this way:

Let’s start with the issue and use drama as a tool through it…
Therefore, for her first teaching appointment she has:

…deliberately sought out a school which recognises and values theatre as an art form for art’s sake, as opposed to a tool to challenge social ills.
At present it would seem that Helen desires clear boundaries for her subject and she does not entirely hold with:

…a model of ensemble-based drama education which seeks common ground around the idea of the paedia of the participatory experience, of being together in drama and how children and young people are changed by that which is important, rather than the form of the drama work itself. (Neelands 2009, 181)
Elaine, who has experience of running drama workshops for 14-18 year olds, takes a more middle ground approach. She too wishes there was more focus on teaching theatre in its social and historical context but also sees definite value in ‘issue-based process drama’:

The issues bear exploring so it’s getting them to understand the issue and getting them to be able to demonstrate their understanding through a variety of drama forms.
Nigel explains that he has already undergone a process of transformation in his pedagogical content knowledge when working in TIE prior to entering the PGCE course. This has led him to a position of total support for an experiential epistemology. The approach he espouses, whereby the teacher gives pupils ownership of the drama and the means to progress it, is central to his self-identification as a drama teacher:

…that’s when I started to want to become a teacher, because that was what I was really excited about. It’s letting them develop their own ideas and let them have that personal learning experience.
Thus for Nigel the rationale for drama in school is:

…not about being a talented actor. It’s not about that at all. It’s about learning to experiment and use your imagination and having the confidence to stand up in front of people.
Where agreement exists it is about the creativity afforded by learning in drama for both pupils and teachers, and this is a recurring theme of the interviews. For example, Nigel focuses on experimentation, Helen refers to the ‘constant inspiration’ of drama, suggesting that ‘even bad drama teaching, it works for some’; and Elaine talks enthusiastically about the challenge of communicating her passion for the subject to pupils.

These aspects of drama are just as often highlighted by those who support an experiential, process drama approach to learning in the subject, as they are by those who see drama ‘as a discrete subject involving a corpus of substantive and propositional knowledge’ (Kempe 2009, 417). In addition it seems to be of no great consequence in terms of the motivational power of the subject drama if the student-teachers perceive the transformation of subject knowledge into pedagogical content knowledge as a struggle or as confirmation of their position. In both instances they remain passionate about the importance of drama to young people’s educational development and staunch in their support for its unique place in the secondary curriculum. 
The role of prior experience in the struggle for pedagogical content knowledge

This section considers in more detail the role played by prior knowledge and experience as the student-teachers progress towards qualified teacher status by puzzling, analysing, considering, weighing up and showing a willingness to act flexibly ‘to manage the complexity of practice’ (Ball and Bass 2000, 88). As they demonstrate, this is a complex enterprise.

Anna, for example, talks about the difficulties of mediating her university level knowledge and making it practically accessible for the pupils she teaches. However, for a majority of the student-teachers in my study there is the additional factor of knowledge gained from prior experience of working in the arts, on a professional or voluntary basis, which also interrelates with their university knowledge and with their practice in ‘real’ classrooms.

Those with prior experience which has already required them to apply their subject knowledge to pedagogical ends offer strong opinions about its relevance. The knowledge they bring would appear to be more than simply a set of pre-course assumptions, as it sometimes puts them into conflict with the curriculum within the host schools and causes them to identify how they will eventually operate as specialist subject teachers.

Mel definitely sees a connection between aspects of her previous experience in youth work and her own teaching, but feels that her view of educational drama has not always been well-received in school. She describes her approach in managing the learning of a group of pupils as working through the drama, and contrasts this with the approach of the teachers in her second host school:

…it was more, I’m the teacher, you do as I say.
She believes her method provides more of a challenge for pupils, instead of ‘leaving them at a dead end’, and she defines her subject in this way:

That’s what drama is about, it’s about kids having the freedom to say what they think, not what the teacher thinks they should say. That’s the beauty of it.
This echoes Sharon Grady’s belief, highlighted by her own practice during a TIE project, about the need to engage pupils in, ‘active grappling, wrestling or struggling’ with complex issues rather than ‘simplistic moralizing’ (Grady in Taylor (ed.) 1996, 67).

As Green (2006) points out, and as Mel has noted in the practice of the subject teachers she has encountered, it is no easy matter for the teacher to manage the relationship between their personal constructs of the subject and the need to allow pupils the freedom to develop their own views. 
Alan, who has no background of study in drama at school or degree level, is aware that his pre-PGCE view of the subject was entirely shaped by his training as an actor. He is therefore able to identify a considerable shift in his position that has occurred during the course, and describes himself as moving from an actor’s script-bound perspective towards a more creative approach: 
…sort of taking something from nothing rather than saying ‘right today we’re going to do this text’.
And Michael, with his broader range of prior experiences in different kinds of drama activity, looks to the influence of drama beyond the confines of the classroom:

I think that it’s extremely important. It plays a huge role in the development of children, and certain drama skills that are practised during educational drama go onto become building blocks for confidence and oracy and literacy and so many other important things in later life.
This presents a vision of a more extensive curriculum role for drama as well as touching on the subject’s links with English.

Whether their knowledge is being transformed willingly or with some resistance, these student-teachers are describing a way of working with pupils in drama which suggests a belief in:

...the need for an active participatory understanding by pupils of themselves as learners... (Daly 2004, 189)

This focus on the active participatory mode of pupil learning is particularly apposite as far as the nature of drama is concerned. Such an approach, as described by Caroline Daly in her research exploring the experiences of beginning teachers learning to teach English in London secondary schools, is also shaped for the student-teachers taking part in my study by their prior, practical encounters with the subject. 
Thus, their pre-course experience combined with reflection on their PGCE teaching practice in schools is enabling these student-teachers to construct an understanding of how to teach the subject and how learners learn the subject, important components of pedagogical content knowledge. 

The growth of pedagogical content knowledge through engagement with the community of practice in schools: the influence of mentoring
All interviewees note the importance of the teaching received from the experienced and specialist drama practitioners who have formally mentored them. The mentoring role includes communication of a complex set of understandings, not least of how theory relates to practice. Although, as in Mel’s case, a small number of student-teachers have distanced themselves from the philosophy and practice espoused by their mentors, for the majority the mentoring has been instructive and in some cases highly influential.
Michael, whose journey from performance and directing to drama facilitation work with young people and into teaching, credits one of his mentors, an ‘incredible’ teacher, with advocating and demonstrating the approach which has contributed positively to the pedagogical reasoning process.Anna, with just two months prior experience as an unqualified drama teacher, has drawn on her mentors’ expertise to learn how to assess pupils’ progress in drama and to develop for her own purposes a set of workable assessment procedures. Heather, who has led drama workshops abroad and worked as a teaching assistant in a London school, has an understanding of the complexities of the mentoring role. She feels that the approach taken by one of her mentors has given her the confidence to become an effective classroom practitioner. This has been achieved by the mentor facilitating Heather’s self-reflection, giving clear guidance when necessary, but crucially offering her the freedom to explore and make mistakes. Charlotte also cites her mentor’s encouragement of risk-taking as important in her development, particularly as she is just one year on from the completion of her Performing Arts degree. Here it would seem that the school context allows these student-teachers a considerable degree of agency in the development of their pedagogical content knowledge.

It is possible to speculate that such a flexible approach to the mentoring role may arise from the sense of autonomy regarding curriculum design and delivery that specialist teachers of drama enjoy. And clearly the idea of mentoring goes beyond simply setting a good example, as:

The need to develop the capacity for creative critical reflection is the responsibility of all partners in our ITT [initial teacher training] courses. (Owens 1998, 16)
As Neelands points out, critical reflective practice is essentially collegiate in approach. It is:
…based on open dialogue, negotiation and the fostering of critical thinking and action amongst the community of learners and teachers... (Neelands in Ackroyd (ed.) 2006, 37)
Whilst the student-teachers may be at a very early stage in their critical reflection, in time it is these dialogues that have the power to:

…shape the reflection on, and the interpretation and modification of, the on-going practice. (ibid 2006, 19)

Not only does this confirm the importance of reflection in the pedagogical reasoning process, it also highlights the key role played by the mentors as they engage the student-teachers in discussion around pedagogical content knowledge.


Whilst being part of a community of practice in schools is viewed as important by the majority of the interviewees, of concern to them is the issue of ‘top down’ imposition. Elaine clearly feels a tension, as described by Kempe:

...between those aspects of knowledge that are endorsed by external agencies, and the knowledge valued at a subjective level... (2009, 421)

 For her such interventions undermine her role as a drama specialist:

There’s far too much emphasis on assessment, far too much…I guess we have to assess because we have to prove that the pupils are on this learning curve and they’re achieving, and that’s what justifies it in the Government’s eyes but I think it’s a shame. 

In her support for greater autonomy, Elaine suggests the significance of collaborative practices in developing pedagogical content knowledge:
I think a lot of drama teaching could be better and of a better standard and quality if we could spend our time investing in the creativity. I think to assess successfully it’s got to have time and investment from the drama teachers in the department who’ve worked there over a number of years, know the pupils, know what they’re capable of and know the range and can then create levels accordingly. 

Helen too is concerned about quality and cites her previous experience of working for an arts organisation which was constantly required to ‘prove’ its worth in order to access public funding. It is this experience that delineates the type of dialogue she expects to have, particularly as drama in England is not recognised in the National Curriculum as a subject in its own right:
You’d think that therefore drama not having a statutory framework means we’d constantly debate and justify, justify, justify, but it actually doesn’t happen in schools.
Although there is implicit blame for the teachers here, Helen is no advocate of top down imposition:

…an outside voice saying you have to do war poetry because that works in the majority of schools in Surrey and the Home Counties, that would be awful.

Thus a range of factors resulting from immersion in a community of practice influences the student-teachers’ development of pedagogical content knowledge during periods of school experience. Through debate and dialogue (or even the perceived lack of it), working alongside other colleagues, and by ongoing participation in the reflective process, they are able to weigh up the significance of their experiences, identify the constraints imposed by the institutions in which they operate, and reach an accommodation with their practice, both as it is now and how they would like it to be.

Concluding reflections on subject knowledge transformation
The PGCE year may not always be the starting point of a drama student-teacher’s much longer journey to becoming a teacher, but it is an intense, vital stage along the way. Although bound by national ‘Standards’ or competencies, a set of progress measures which are concerned with functionality rather than transformation, the student-teachers nevertheless have space and opportunity to articulate and interrogate perspectives about their subject. My research, though small in scale, offers some tentative findings and adds to an expanding field of inquiry relating to the development of drama teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge during this critical period.

There are resonances here with Kempe’s categorisation of pedagogical content knowledge in drama (2009), although my findings suggest that central to the transformation process is the student-teachers’ relationship with drama regardless of the differences in the way they conceptualise subject content at this stage in their development. They are unified by their understanding of drama as integral to an active and participatory mode of learning and therefore by what it might mean to teach it.
Like their counterparts in English, the student-teachers in my study are passionate about their subject. They place value not only on subject knowledge but also on the related experience they bring to the PGCE course and its interaction with classroom practice. Green’s research (2006) is helpful in demonstrating that personal subject expertise and subject knowledge for teaching are connected but differentiated knowledges which undergo change as student-teachers engage in subject teaching and reflection on the process. Thus they become: 

...professional interrogators of (subject-linked) cognitive and pedagogic processes. (ibid 2006, 115)
In addition my research indicates the importance of prior experience in shaping the student-teachers’ particular standpoints about the subject and in reconciling what must be taught with what they are able to teach and what they are happy to teach; in Green’s terms their ‘personal deliverable model’ (ibid 2006, 121). It therefore plays a crucial role in their self-identification as drama practitioners, as the interplay between previous and current experience has set up a debate which is likely to continue beyond their PGCE year.

Facilitation of that debate by mentors is important in developing the student-teachers’ philosophical and practical understandings of the learning process in drama. Mentors have demonstrated, enabled, allowed experimentation, and encouraged collegial reflective practice, thus supporting the student-teachers in arriving at a model of practice and a set of positions around pedagogical content knowledge to which they can subscribe. Where tensions have become apparent between a student-teacher’s own approach and that of a particular school, even this has afforded the potential to transform personal constructs of the subject. It is true that only small shifts in position are detectable – both unsurprising, as the participants in the research are at an early stage in their development, and in keeping with the findings of Wilson et al. that:

...enriched understanding may grow slowly by accretion. (Wilson et al. in Calderhead (ed.), 120)

However, the dialogue that results from articulating their approach is important in creating the future reflective practitioner who ‘brings to their work a praxis’ (Neelands in Ackroyd (ed.) 2006, 19) that will be shaped and modified on a continuous basis throughout their career.
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