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Many of us have seen, read and become influenced by the writings of Dorothy Heathcote and Gavin Bolton over the years. So when I saw a book co-authored by both of them I immediately became interested and intrigued.

The book is an exploration of Dorothy Heathcote’s “Mantle of the Expert” approach to education. It is written in the form of a dialogue between Heathcote and Bolton which makes for very easy reading, almost as if the reader is eavesdropping on a conversation between the two. The book is divided into two parts - the first part explores the concept of the mantle of the expert approach to education and the second part shows how this approach can be put into action.

The mantle of the expert approach to drama and learning is referred to by Heathcote as an approach to the whole curriculum, one which involves truly integrative teaching. It is seen as “learning about one thing by looking through something else”. (p.27) This approach is a variation of the topic method of teaching, but it is one in which the learner is active, in which he/she takes responsibility for his/her own learning in the guise of an expert. 

In this approach the reader is informed that it is not enough to give the children the label “experts”. The children must become experts, experts at their own learning. The approach could also be likened to role-play, but the difference being that children inhabit their roles. It also differs in that the children are asked to assume the role (mantle) over a longer period of time than in usual role play situations. The learning therefore, through the mantle of the expert, is more meaningful, but the learning is also both cognitive and affective. Heathcote believes that “the teacher who uses the mantle of the expert approach sees the tapestry in the thread and the flower in the seed”. (p.93)

The mantle of the expert approach to education involves the running of a project, in role, which has a high degree of autonomy for the child. The principles behind the approach involve the setting up of an enterprise, identification of a client to work for and the identification and resolution of a problem. The most memorable example from the book, for me, was where children became monks in a monastery (enterprise)who had to create a book of monastery rules (problem) for a local bishop (client). The children learned about life in a monastery through the writing of this book of rules. The project incorporated all aspects of the curriculum which is seen to be important to Heathcote as she believes that “in mantle of the expert drama the subtext is the educational programme, the curriculum”. (p.171)

At the beginning of the book, Gavin Bolton is slightly unclear about the meaning of the concept of the mantle of the expert approach to education and so he asks Dorothy Heathcote to explain it to him in a little more detail - hence the reason for the writing of the book. After elaboration and explanation throughout the book by Heathcote, Bolton expresses his confidence in the significance of this approach to education:


“I am now convinced that mantle of the expert is the most sophisticated and 
enlightened approach to education to have been devised and that future 
generations will benefit from its philosophy and practice”. (p.192)

For those with an interest in drama in education, this book is an excellent read, well worth having on your bookshelf and an invaluable resource to refer to again and again.
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