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Issue

How can we encourage students to begin to reflect not just on knowledge itself but on the processes by which knowledge is acquired and expressed? How can we inspire them to think about knowledge not as given and static, but as dynamic and changing? How can we teach them not just to know, or to know how, but to know how to know?

Description 

We have been using the ‘Performed Essay’ as a form of assessment in Performance Studies (currently a joint honours undergraduate scheme, one of only a handful in the UK) since the scheme’s implementation in 1999. Performance Studies is a relatively young academic discipline that is founded on the premise that performance is not limited to those forms traditionally marked as "theatre”. Performance Studies focuses on a broad spectrum of cultural performance, including theatre, but also dance and spectacle and those ritual-like performances we enact in our everyday life. We aim to forge a link between the creative process of making performance in an art context and the critical process of analyzing performances, both those staged as aesthetic events and those that take place in the wider realm of social and cultural life. The ‘Performed Essay’ is used in a year 2 module entitled ‘Performance in Context’, which introduces students to a number of social and cultural contexts in which performances occur, from ‘the house’, where we may discuss the enactment of everyday routines, to ‘globalization’, where we may turn our attentions to the spectacles of Disneyworld. The module is a core module for Performance Studies students, but is also open to students from other schemes, and is taken by an average of 20-30 students a year.

For their first assessment on this module students are asked to write a ‘traditional’ research essay on one of the principal examples of performance practice and one of the areas of contextual negotiation that were discussed during the module. The subject is of the student’s own choosing in consultation with the module coordinator, necessitating individual research and reading in addition to lecture material. Themes in the past have ranged from wedding rituals to cheerleading, from the Haka to freerunning, from myspace to Geisha culture.

For the second assessment, the ‘Performed Essay’, the students are then asked to reconsider and rearticulate the material the presented in the essay in a performative presentational format. An accompanying seminar and individual assessment tutorials help students to rework their intellectual argument through means of performance. To begin with we ask them to identify the points in their essay which they found difficult or limiting to express in verbal form alone. The formats they choose for their performed essay are varied: powerpoint presentations, physical demonstrations, stagings of an everyday ritual with audience participation, or brief scripted performance pieces are the most common.

The assessment is marked against criteria including the demonstration of creative application of performative procedures in the re-articulation of essay material, the manifestation of an imaginative intellectual reworking of academic argument and the persuasiveness of the presentation.

The assessment is marked by two examiners and documented by video for the external examiner. All students are present throughout the exam day and are asked to engage with each other’s performed essays in the question sessions following each presentation. 


Reflection

As teachers in performance studies we aim for students to develop an understanding of ‘performance’ as it is manifest historically, culturally and artistically. We thus encourage them to think about performance not just as an object, but also as a method of research. Although in format there are similarities to a more traditional presentation, the clear link with the written essay calls greater attention to the performative dimensions of the ‘performed essay’. This stimulates students to explore the performative aspects of knowledge making and presentation in an experiential manner.  

The assessment form has been used successfully, with very positive responses from students, for the past 8 years now and we have recently introduced it into a new MA scheme with similar success.
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