
1 
 

 
 

The Power of Possibility 

 

Swaroop Rawal 

Freelance Educator, Mumbai. India 

Email:dearswaroop@hotmail.com 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

15 September 2016  

mailto:dearswaroop@hotmail.com


2 
 

 
 

 

 

Abstract  

 

I brazenly borrow this phrase from Maxine Greene, as I feel the passion she calls ‘the power of 

possibility’. In this paper, I communicate how I used drama as an educational tool to enhance life 

skills and facilitate a transformational change in adolescent girls studying in Kasturba Gandhi 

Balika Vidyalays (KGBV) in Gujarat. Transformative education empowers learners and enables 

them to constructively consider multiple viewpoints and perspectives in dialogue with others and 

gives them the skills to engage in social actions. Following the goal of transformational learning 

which is to change the “frame of reference” there was an augmentation in the girls’ perspectives 

through which they interpreted and understood the world they live in.   

As the drama teacher I was not an ‘’on-looker’ and along with the girls’ transformation there is 

an important aspect that of my learning and transformation. Reassessing my assumptions and 

challenging them enabled me to transform my understanding and act on my re-newed 

perspectives and become a more socially responsible thinker. 
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Foreword 

 

Girl: Hello. May I speak to Swaroop ma’am? 

Swaroop: Who is speaking? (Hesitating, I did not recognise the number or the voice) 

Girl: (A bit unsure) Is this Swaroop’s number?  

Swaroop: Yes, this is her who is speaking? 

Girl: (Softly) Is this Swaroop ma’am? 

Swaroop: Yes. Who is speaking? 

Girl: This is Sonal. 

Swaroop: Sonal? 

Sonal: Ma’am do you remember me? I attended your workshop...in Baroda. 

Swaroop: Sonal....? (A bit confused. I did not know exactly who I was speaking to and which 

training she attended as in Baroda I had carried out two workshops; 1 for KGBV 

teachers and 2 for KGBV students)  

Sonal: I am your student...I did the peer-mentor training. 

Swaroop: Oh! Sonal! (Screaming into the telephone) 

Sonal: You remember me!? I wanted to tell you your life skills lessons change my life. 

Swaroop: Of course I remember you. I have a lovely photograph of you expressing the emotion -

happy. 

Sonal: Yes, Miss. That’s me...you still have my picture!...you still remember me? (Sounding    

surprised and happy) 

Swaroop: I have been thinking of you everyday this month because..... 

                                                                         Personal Communication: 7.9.2016     

 

 

                                                                                           Fig: 1 

                                                                                                       Sonal depicting the emotion -         

                                                                                                       Happy 
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On the 7
th

 of September 2016, I received a call which changed the directions of my paper. 

I had already written a rough draft of this text, but after this conversation I realised I had a 

different story to tell. This paper describes my unending quest to find a way to enable young 

ones to tap into their courage... to transform. 15 years back on 9.11.2001, when I was stuck in 

my hotel room in New York (see Rawal, 2006, p. 74-3) I recognized the importance of life skills 

and the importance of the role of a teacher in the lives of her students. As I write this paper on 

the eve of this critical incident I feel I have to re-new my energies to continue the quest I set off 

for when I started my doctoral studies. Through this quest I did not seek personal gain, I did not 

‘intent to grab’ (Osmond 1967, p. 198-9) but set out on my journey with the intention to enrich 

the world. However, the journey is not an easy one to take; it makes huge demands on myself 

and others, as I am asking ‘that its gift—its gift of humanity—be accepted by all.’ This universal 

vision puts much pressure on us to persuade others to accept our ideas, especially when they are 

condescending and consider our ideas worthless. Osmond continues saying ‘our vision must 

conquer or die.’ 

The environment 

The report of India’s achievements with reference to the Millennium Development Goal 

– 2 to achieve the Universal Primary Education Target which ensured that, by 2015, children 

everywhere, boys and girls alike, will be able to complete a full course of primary schooling 

suggests that India is -moderately on-track (MDG-2015).However, in reality the picture is quite 

different. Though the enrolment level is near universal with 96.7% of children registered in 

schools during 2014 (ASER 2014), 10th Annual Status of Education Report noted that overall 

situation with basic reading is extremely disheartening. In India only 48.1% children of Class 5 
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could read a Class 2 text. This means every second Class 5 student in rural India cannot read the 

text of a class three levels below. 

 Overcrowded classrooms, absent teachers and unsanitary conditions are common 

complaints, causing parents to perceive schooling as worthless. Moreover, it is girls, and 

marginalised groups such as the poor and the disabled, who are often left behind. While girls 

attend primary school in roughly equal numbers to boys, the gap widens as they get older and 

more are forced to drop out to help at home or get married. 

 Educational deprivation and unequal education is an unrelenting problem for the 

vulnerable and marginalised population of my country, India.  Their rights are alienated because 

of their inability to read and to express their demands effectively. Not being able to read or write 

is a significant barrier for women in rural India. The terrible fact of the ‘missing girls’ and ‘gaps 

in schooling’ directly lead to insecurity by exclusion of the oppressed from wherewithal for 

fighting oppression.   

The questions: why? and how? 

Why are these phenomena arising year after year? Why is it important to close the 

educational gaps, and to remove the enormous disparities in educational access, inclusion and 

achievement? Why the ‘savage cut’ in primary education? Why is India’s flagship -the SSA 

programme -created for the Right to Education (RTE), failing to meet the basic educational 

needs of the children in India? Sometimes, I think the ‘Why’s’ are difficult to answer and so I 

decided to ask the question ‘How?’ 

How can I create a curriculum for quality education which addresses the intellectual 

needs, and also the developmental needs and aspirations of the students (Dewey, 1897), their 

ability to think and reason, build up self-respect, as well as respect for others? Because I value 
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schooling that can influence the identity of a person and the way we see ourselves and each 

other.   

How can I promote empathy, friendship and loyalty and at the same time safeguard 

freedom and peace? Because I value ‘equal education for all’ for every last child. 

How do I create and follow an education framework for the essential combination of 

psychosocial life skills (learning to know, to be and to live together) with practical, psychomotor 

skills (learning to do); education which could possibly transform oneself and society? How do I 

encourage education for sustainable development that takes into account the present 

environmental, societal and economic challenges? 

Freeze or flight 

I had completed a successful PhD (Rawal, 2006). From 2008 to 2010, I completed 2 

nearly successful training of teachers for Gujarat Council of Educational Research and Training. 

I say ‘nearly successful’ as the teachers I taught ‘transformed’ (see Parekh, 2016) but the 

program was abruptly terminated as the authorities did not regard the program valuable. I 

facilitated 2 successful programs to train social workers for Save the Children in Gujarat and 

Maharashtra in 2011 (Rawal, 2014). However, I did not know if the social workers used the 

learnings. In 2012 these issues continued to dishearten me.  

 Immediately after, I was invited by UNICEF-Gujarat and Child Protection Unit-Gujarat 

to carry out a training program for social workers to teach them how to use drama to enhance life 

skills in child labourers. The first workshop I carried out was a disaster. The participants 

consisted of the labour force of the dairy farming industry; they would not actively participate in 

the drama activities and could not understand most of the life skills and why learning them was 

essential. For example they refused to accept the experience of what is socially termed as 
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negative emotions like jealousy. They insisted these types of emotions are incorrect and that we 

had no business to experience them. After the first unsuccessful workshop I had ever carried out 

I met with another failure. The second workshop for the next lot of social workers failed too. 

Here again I was met with answers like ‘you do it, we will see and then replicated your 

workshop.’  I explained that merely copying was not enough, each trainer had to experience the 

workshop, imbibe it and only then could they carry it forward. Yet they would not budge. This 

really disheartened me.  

After this I was asked by UNICEF to carry out a workshop in Bhavnagar for adolescent 

girls. Again, I was on my back foot for various reasons such as; the girls had had no schooling 

and at first could not fathom the meaning of life skills (Rawal, 2016). By the time I reached 

Baroda to carry out this particular workshop I was weary and I said to my self-Why bother? If 

they don’t care why should I? But I reflected that I must try one more time and ‘conquer’ or else 

my vision will ‘die’. 

Position interrogation 

I believe if we challenge ourselves to live up to our values we can re-shape our fallible 

pedagogy. I saw myself as a ‘living contradiction’ (Whitehead, 1998) when I reflected and 

realised on one hand I was teaching empowerment trying to tell my marginalised students, who 

had faced ‘savage inequality’ (Kozol,1991) to stand up for what they believed in. And on the 

other hand I with my ‘privileged education’ was surrendering. I was complaining and criticizing 

‘unequal education’ yet I was not relentless in my pursuit for equal education. Using the living 

theory approach (Whitehead, 1998) I asked the question ‘How do I improve what I am doing?’ It 

provided a starting point to a methodological approach to an educational enquiry which was 

transformatory. Seeing myself as a living contradiction enabled me to change my perspective and 
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challenge my assumed conjectures, like-‘they’- didn’t learn, couldn’t learn, didn’t want to learn 

and so on. This put me in conflict with myself, however I believe that conflict is an essential 

prerequisite to transformational learning. 

 ‘Hopelessness is a form of silence of denying the world and fleeing from it…’ (Freire, 

1970, p.80). I had to take an initiative and become a challenger and re-begin. I realized I was 

looking at things small, looking at the end which can never be known, rather than looking at 

things big and close-up which would encourage me and influence my own learning, the learning 

of others and the learning of social formations to reform and to transform. I had to untap 

possibilities and explore the unexplored. Inspired by Emily Dickinson words ‘The Possible’s 

slow fuse is lit/ By Imagination’(1960.p 688-689), I believe that imagination allows people to 

think of things as if they could be otherwise; it is the capacity that allows us to take the first step 

that may bring change. 

Asking the questions: How do I improve my practice? How do I improve this process of 

education here? How do I live my values more fully in my practice, keeping the living ‘I’ at the 

centre of my enquiry and prevent it from becoming a mere academic exercise (Whitehead, 

1998)? I experienced a concern when my values were not being fully lived in my practice. I 

challenged the status qou of my educational practice and tried to answer these questions. 

Personal transformation (Boyd, 1991), leads to social transformation (Mezirow, 1995) and by 

way of answering these questions I stopped fretting about ‘I’ and started thinking of ‘we’ and 

realised the question ‘Why bother?’ has an answer. 

Lighting the slow fuse of possibility 

This paper follows a case-study approach of qualitative research and concerns a 7 day 

workshop carried out by me in September, 2012. It communicates how I used drama as an 
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educational tool to enhance life skills and facilitate a transformational change in 30 adolescent 

girls studying in Kasturba Gandhi Balika Vidyalays (KGBV) in Gujarat. I am committed to 

using a qualitative research methodology as it enables thick descriptions, the voices, feelings, 

actions, and interactions to be heard (Denzin, 1989: p. 83). Here I have presented a collection of 

thoughts, feelings and experiences. To re-present the experiences of all the participants and me, 

their facilitator, I have drawn on the patchwork approach (Winter, Buck and Sobiechowska, 

1999) which allowed me to sustain all the voices and the reflective process of my workshop.  I 

have used personal communications, reflective diary entries, a blog entry, e-paper articles and 

photographs to illustrate our quest for learning and transformation. 

The workshop was groundbreaking. The following remarks are from the documentation 

carried out by UNICEF to assess the impact of the life skills enhancement training in Gujarat 

(Bahl, 2014 and Sarkar, 2012).  

  I did not even know what emotions or communication were before I had come here. This 

workshop has introduced to me such concepts which will help me lead a better life. What I liked 

the most about this is that I have now got into a habit of writing a diary. I never knew I could 

record and reflect my thoughts in this way. 

 (Sonal, Class 8, Bhatia KGBV, Jamnagar) 

I still remember that on the first day the participants were scared to speak, participate and were 

very reserved.  It was observed that at the end of the training they become more confident, 

expressed themselves freely and each one was eager to participate. 

(Hetal, District Consultant, Banaskantha and Rajkot) 

This is the first time I’ve attended a training where I have explored my creativity and 

imagination through activities ...We never thought we could do so much with a simple story — 

make statues, create masks or even draw out the whole story on a board. 

(Bhavisha, teacher, Arambha KGBV,Jamnagar district) 
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In particular I want to tell you about Sonal. Sonal, was 14 year old, studying in Class 8 at 

Bhatia KGBV, Jamnagar. She was one of the 30 girls who attended the workshop. Like all the 

other girls she participated in the workshop with full enthusiasm.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                  Fig 2- Girls playing drama games 

She learnt about emotions – that we can experience different emotions and we should 

have a large emotional lexicon... 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                 Fig 3 Different emotions                                       Fig 4 Reflective diary 

She learnt to share her emotions by narrating stories of her life experiences… 

 

 

 

                                                                                                          Fig 5 Storytelling 
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Learnt to express them in different ways… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                          Fig 6 Group tableaux-emotions  

                                                                                               

Gained an understanding of ‘self’. How we all are one… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 7-8 Cats –all same 
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Yet different….we each have our own individuality…  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                           

                                                                      Fig 9 

How each one of us is unique….. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 10,11,12- Different Masks 
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Through storytelling and improvisation augmented skills of empathy… 

 

 

 

                                                 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 13, 14- Continuing the story 

 

 

                                          

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 15 Improvisation 
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Learnt problem solving and decision making….. 

 

 

 

                                                        Fig 16-Flow chart created by Sonal 

 

Vision that conquered 

 

 

Sonal: Miss, a month after the workshop I participated in the Wache Gujarat program and won a 

prize of books worth Re. 10,000. I read them all and left them at the KGBV for others to 

read.... remember you taught me skills of empathy? 

Swaroop : Yes.... 

Sonal: Your life skills lessons changed my life. In my community girls are not allowed to study 

after Class 9, they are married off. I persuaded my parents using the problem solving and 

I want to learn 
singing 

I can learn it on my own by 
listening to a radio. 

but..then I can only gain 
limited knowledge. 

Moreover, I will only learn 
the songs played on the 

radio. 

but..I will not get corrections 
if my musical note, melody, 
tone and pitch is incorrect. 

I can learn from a friend who 
is already taking classes. 

yes, I will learn more from 
her than by myself but...I will 
have to go by her whims and 
fansies. And only learn when 

she is free. 

I think even 
though it is 

expensive I will 
learn singing from  

a teacher. 

I can learn from a teacher. 

A teacher would be 
expensive. 

But...the teacher being more 
knowledgeable can teach me 

correctly and effectively. 
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decision making skills with my father...communicating it effectively that I would like to 

study further.  

Swaroop: Wow! 

Sonal: I am studying in the Science stream and would like to become a doctor. Miss, you taught 

me to dream.... 

 

                                                                                            Personal Communication: 7.9.2016     

 

This is just one story of transformation there are many others. I understand ‘an act of 

learning can be called transformative only if it involves a fundamental questioning or reordering 

of how one thinks or acts....’ (Brookfield, 2000: p. 139). The outcome of transformation 

(Cranton, 1992) includes three types of change: change in assumptions, change in perspective, 

and change in behaviour. This was at the heart of my life skills educational program by which I 

hoped to enable the students to reflect on complex life situations and human intricacies and 

thereby facilitate the augmentation of pro-social behaviour.  

Ours was a village where girls had studied a maximum of up to Class 5. They barely stepped out 

of their homes. Many had never set foot outside the village. Today, they are proactive, making 

house visits to counsel families, ensuring girls who have dropped out of school, re-enrol. They 

have stopped many child marriages and are actively pursuing village development activities. 

This is no miracle. It is the tapping of their inner strength and honing of life skills through the 

medium of drama that has made the impossible possible. 

 (Monaji, the sarpanch of Banaskantha- in Bahl, 2014). 
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The continuing quest 

However, along with the girls’ learning and transformation there is an important aspect 

that of my learning and transformation, because I was not merely an ‘on-looker’. Imagination 

and creativity played a huge role in transforming my life skills lessons. However, as Mezirow 

(1995) suggests the core of transformatory learning process was when I critically reflected on my 

values and beliefs. Confronting my contradictions (Whitehead, 1998) and adhering to my values 

prevented me from aborting my vision of seeing life skills education as equal 

education...education for sustainable development. In this paper I am exercising my power as an 

educator to suggest the status qou in teacher education needs to be questioned and challenged. As 

teachers, we must be willing to be progressive to bring about radical change in education. Seeing 

that ‘we cannot teach what we do not know’ (Freire, 1995, p. 89). I believe that as educators who 

stand for certain values, we have no option but to live them out, embody them in our quest to set 

an example and influence others to do the same. If our aim as educators is to work towards a 

good social order, if we strive for human betterment, then we need, as an educational community 

to question (McNiff, 2005, p. 24):Do I accept and live out my values as fully as I can?’ and ‘Are 

these values acceptable and useful for others in promoting transformation in educational 

practice?’  

                

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Glossary: 
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SSA- Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan 

Wache Gujarat program- Reading Program introduced by Gujarat Government  
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