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METHODS AND TECHNIQUES IN TEACHING 
Use of Drama Students as "Clients" in 
Teaching Abnormal Psychology 

Kirby Gilliland 
University of Oklahoma 

One of the more dlfflcult problems encountered In teach- 
Ing abnormal psychology has been presentlng course con- 
tent In a manner whlch allows students to grasp the full 
meaning of the rnater~al in a factual sense and also be able to 
operat~onallze thelr knowledge In a "real world' settlng 
B~bace Cr~der Demlck and Frelrnuth (1979) noted that th~s 
problem IS ' related to the emphasls these courses placed 
on the memorlzatlon of what then seemed to be odd- 
sound~ng labels for d~fferent types of people-people whom 
we never saw nor heard but only read about ' The Important 
factor IS that students need to observe and interact w~th 
people experlenclng mental problems to better understand 
the full range and nature of spec~f~c cl~nlcal syndromes 

Several drfflcult~es arlse when one attempts to resolve thls 
problem Ethlcal cons~derat~ons concernlng the prlvacy of 
lnst~tut~onallzed patlent populat~ons may preclude the more 
meanrngful aspects of class vls~ts to mental hosp~tals 
Logistical d~ff~cult~es In managing exposure and supervlslon 
for as many as one hundred students (or morel) are self 
apparent Some rather unlque attempts whlch were deslgned 
to circumvent these problems and offer practical c l~n~cal 
experience to abnormal psychology students have been 
reported S~mulated mental hospltal wards were des~gned 
both as comprehens~ve experiences (Clalborn & Lemberg 
1974) and as brlefer s~mulat~on exerclses (Schof~eld & Kle~n 
1975) Commercial frlms (N~ssrm-Sabat 1979)and aud~oiv~deo 
tapes (B~bace Cr~der Dem~ck & Fre~muth 1979) have also 
been utllized In presenting case study mater~al Although 
more general In thelr Intent structured game-l~ke exerclses 
(Gardner 1976) and lnnovatlve partially self-designed course 
formats (Ruble 1975) have also been proposed The pur- 
pose of thls report IS to present another lnnovatlve techn~que 
for presenting reallst~c cl~nlcal experlence The use of drama 
students tra~ned to simulate psychopatholog~cal case studles 
dur~ng an ~n-class standard cl~nrcal intervrew 

The Simulation. An agreement was made w~th the university 
drama department to have as one of the class projects In a 
graduate acting course the presentation of six representative 
case studles each from one of the major diagnostic catego- 
rles. Six graduate drama students were originally ass~gned to 
the project. Each student was given a case study-the 
select~on based partially upon interest in a specific syn- 
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drome background and exposure to varlous syndromes and 
obv~ous const~tut~onal demographic and gender similarity to 
the actual cases (although these can usually be mod~f~ed to f ~ t  
a w~de range of potentla1 actors) The case study mater~al was 
extenslve much as one would flnd In an exhaustive Intake 
lnterv~ew and supportlng technical material on the~r speclflc 
dlagnostlc category and syndrome from several abnormal 
psychology and psychiatry texts The drama students would 
then construct a character from the case study supportlng 
mater~al and the~r unlque backgrounds As these characters 
evolved I would have a conference with the actor to reflne h ~ s  
or her understand~ng of the techn~cal informat~on the spec~fic 
case study and the most effluent and graphlc way to present 
the case Dress rehearsals of the presentatlon (cllnlcal Intake 
~ntervlew) were scheduled one week before the actual class 
presentatlon These dress rehearsals were video-taped and 
through d~scuss~on analysis, and vlewlng of the video-tapes 
(as well as addlt~onal rehearsals ~f needed) the presentat~ons 
were reflned to a surprlslng level of realism 

In some semesters the class rn abnormal psychology was 
told that the presentat~ons were by drama students In other 
classes they were glven a cover story to the effect that cl~ents 
from a local community mental health cllnlc had volunteered 
to be interviewed concernlng a mental problem from wh~ch 
they were recoverlng Those classes who were dece~ved as 
to the nature of the 'clients' they saw were Informed at the 
end of the f~rst presentatlon that the cl~ent was really an 
actor Thus subsequent presentat~ons did not lnvolve the 
decept~on It was judged from a techn~cal teach~ng stand 
polnt and from the response of students that the approach 
~nvolving an in~t~al decept~on was the most effect~ve Students 
who were ~nlt~ally dece~ved reported that they were more 
impressed and were able to attend to subsequent presenta- 
tions wlth more reallsm In mind than ~f they knew from The start 
that the clients were actors 

The f~rst ~n-class lntervlew of a cl~ent actor was done by 
the Instructor or other tra~ned mental health profess~onal This 
gave the students an opportunity to observe skrlled interview 
ing practlce and compare that to course content materlal on 
the subject Subsequent lnterv~ews were often conducted by 
panels of three or four student volunteers from the class The 
Interviews were vldeo-taped elther by the Instructor instruc- 
t~onal aldes for the course or by the un~versity lnstruct~onal 
Service Center personnel Following the Interview class 
dlscuss~on took the form of different~ally d~agnoslng the 
d~sorder and suggesting poss~ble treatment strategy The 
Importance of adequate inforrnat~on gathering techn~que 
(~nterv~ewing skill) and accurate dlagnosls for the develop- 
ment of effectlve treatment plans were thus demonstrated 
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The potentla1 for ~rlstructlon was found to be h ~ g h  uslng 
t h ~ s  techn~que As~de 'rom the obv~ous real-l~fe aspect of the 
demonstrat~ons the class as awhole was g~ven theopportun~ty 
to ask quest~ons after the formal lntervlew was completed 
The lntervlews and case study materlal can be des~gned to 
h~gh l~ght  part~cular problems or lnterestlng features of the 
speclflc syndromes varlous lntervlewlng techn~ques or 
problems ~ntervlewers often face The quality of classroom 
d~scuss~on follow~ng the presentation can be Improved 
immeasurably by the ab~ l~ ty  of the drama students to s l~p  In or 
out of the~r role for further questioning of the cl~ent ~f 
needed A v~deo or aud~o tape l~brary can be developed for 
future use in teachlng supervlslon or research F~nally one 
unexpected result was that the drama students were h~ghly 
enthus~ast~c and reported slgnlf~cant benef~t from the chal- 
lenge of learnlng a character from a psycholog~cal perspec- 
tlve and construct~ng a d~alogue from a known character 
(case study) the oppos~te of what they usually are asked to 
do In the~r tralnlng 

Evaluat~on Th~s lnnovat~on was evaluated by comparing 

the course evaluat~ons of two abnormal classes one taught 
w~th  the use of drama student cllents (Sprlng semester) and 
one w~thout (preceding Fall semester) The course content 
text and Instructor were held constant Four questions from 
standard course evaluat~ons were compared There were no 
s~gn~f~cant  differences between the classes based on in~t~a l  
Interest In the subject materlal t (87) = 0 21 or the course 
workload t (86) = 1 46 However the students In the course 
utll~zlng drama student cl~ents dld rate the~r course slgn~fl- 
cantly h~gher In a rat~ng of general course qual~ty as com- 
pared to other university courses t (87) = 2 63 p < 05 and 
they felt they learned s~gn~flcantly more In the course t 
(87) = 2 48 p < 05 as compared to the students In the 
course w~thout drama student cl~ents 

On the bas~s of a survey concerning the quality and 
helpfulness of the drarna student-cl~ent presentatlons 91 % of 
the students surveyed felt the presentatlons were above 
average (46%) or excellent (45%) In qual~ty ( f~ve polnt scale 
for all quest~ons) Also 94% of the students felt the presenta- 
tlons were helpful (5lCY0) or very helpful (43%) In understand- 
Ing the course mater~al and 88% felt moderately assured 
(46%) or strongly a s s ~ ~ r e d  (42%) that the presentatlons aided 
In the~r mastery of applylng the course mater~al Ninety-four 
percent of the students s a ~ d  they would def~n~tely recommend 
(26%) or strongly recommend (68%) the class to other 
students 

D~scuss~on The use of drama students as 'cl~ents In the 
teach~ng of abnormal psychology has prov~ded a unique 
learn~ng experlence for those tak~ng the course as well as for 
the drama students who part~c~pated has produced a 
valuable resource In the form of a v~deo-tape l~brary and has 
prov~decl a powerful techn~que for conveying more reallst~c 
clinlcal experiences Th~s lnnovatlon 1s not w~thout cost 
Cons~derable tlme must be spent by a cl~nlcally tra~ned and 
experletxed person to construct adequate case stud~es 
amass pert~nent support~ng l~terature and coach the drama 
students to produce bel~evable and educationally useful 
case presentations V~deo-tape capab~l~ty IS more demand- 
Ing and riot absolutely necessary but ~t adds s~gn~flcantly to 
the a b ~ l ~ t y  to coach the drama students and suppl~es one of 
the major by-products a v~deo-tape l~brary Judg~ng from the 
evaluat~on data and the enthus~ast~c response of those 
students exposed to the drama student cl~ent presentatlons 
as well as the drama students themselves ~t appears that thls 
Innovation adds slgnlf~cantly to the effect~ve teach~ng of 
abnormal psychology 
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