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Introduction
In North America, there are currently six graduate schools
accredited by the North American Drama Therapy Associ-
ation (NADTA) where students can earn a degree associ-
ated with drama therapy. Research, for drama therapy
students, is an educational requirement to become a re-
gistered drama therapist (RDT) in North America through
the NADTA. Each of the six academic programs has a
version of a master’s project, thesis, or capstone. Wood
&Reynolds [1] outlined current educational competencies
needed to become an RDT, via an NADTA education
committee, which included research competencies. The
authors wrote, “Drama therapists are expected to have
[…] a basic understanding of how to conduct research
with cultural humility, ethical awareness and in a profes-
sional manner” (p. 183). Though research is a program
requirement, as of yet there is no way to track or curate
student research across universities.

With an aim to highlight, organize, categorize, and in-
crease accessibility to drama therapy master’s theses
and dissertations, the student research subcommittee
was created under the current Research Chair of the
NADTA (first author). Current members of the committee
are dedicated to increasing the visibility of drama therapy
student research, while providing a valuable resource,
via a spreadsheet available on the NADTA website [2] for
current university and alternative track (AT) program
students, graduates and professionals, incoming stu-
dents, and allied professionals. The spreadsheet, broken
into multiple categories, serves as a way to categorize
and understand the depth and breadth of drama therapy
student research.
In building the spreadsheet for community use, a research
study was undertaken asking,What do students in NADTA
accredited, academic drama therapy courses examine
in their master theses? Theses and dissertations were
collected via online searches when available (Concordia
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University and Lesley University) and through connecting
with heads of drama therapy programs (Kansas State
University and New York University). Notably, there are
currently no theses or dissertations from Antioch Univer-
sity or California Institute of Integrated Studies, not be-
cause students do not engage in research at these
schools, but because currently there is not a system in
place to access these pieces, some of which are perfor-
mance-based projects.
This research follows the empirical research committees
project [3] and the theory research committees project
(forthcoming) commitment to organizing drama therapy
literature in the field and making it more accessible to
community members, as well as understanding how this
work impacts the field at large. Each year, there are ap-
proximately 100 students who are graduating fromNorth
American drama therapy programs, many of whom en-
gaged in a research project prior to graduation. This re-
search represents the interests of the newest voices in
our field, voices that need to be encouraged and culti-
vated for those who wish to continue engaging in re-
search. By developing emergent researchers we are able
to not only increase the rate of research, but diversity of
research, creating spaces for our newest drama therapists
to shift and shape the trajectory of theoretical and empir-
ical research. The results of this study can be used as a
guide to where the field is going, as graduates leave the
role of student and enter the role of clinician and research-
er.
With this project, we hope to elevate student research
and help shift the narrative of student theses from just
being an ending to the student role to becoming an en-
trance into the researcher role. Additionally, we wish to
highlight the diverse perspectives and topics of interest
represented in student research and to have a central
space (via the spreadsheet on the NADTA website) in
which to access student research.

Drama therapy pedagogy and research

The pedagogical approach and curriculum design of
graduate-level education for drama therapists in North
America is emergent [1], [4], [5], [6], [7], [8]. In turn, the
training of drama therapy students as researchers is di-
verse and inconsistent. Generally, graduate programs
that train clinicians in the psychotherapy fields concen-
trate on the application of practice, while research training
is more likely to occur in doctoral programs [9]. The focus
on practice is especially emphasized in drama therapy
education, which utilizes experiential learning in its ped-
agogy as a way to teach clinicians drama therapy inter-
ventions and approaches [4], [7]. However, in order for
the field of drama therapy to continue its growth trajec-
tory, there must be a stronger focus on research [10],
[11], [12].
In recent years there have been strides made through
the NADTA to increase engagement in research, including
the formation of drama therapy review [13] and the cre-
ation of the research chair position in 2015 [3]. These

initiatives have added immensely to publications in the
field of drama therapy [14], however, there has yet to be
a research focus examining student work. Jones [15]
called for research “...dialogue and exchange within our
discipline” (p. 97) for those working within the field. With
the project, we are extending the call to student research-
ers.
There seems to be little literature focused on the research
education of psychotherapy students, especially at the
master’s degree level. It stands to reason that one way
to increase engagement in research for students and
emergent researchers is through mentorship. Swift et al.
[16] investigated questionable research practices (QRPs)
among doctoral students and faculty (N=274) and found
that students who were more fully involved with their
faculty mentor were less likely to have engaged in QRPs.
Douglas et al. [17] addressed the research-to-practice
gap by examining the power differential that exists
between clinicians and researchers and found that en-
couraging collaborations between the two can help to
diminish the power difference.
One way to mitigate this in the drama therapy field is by
engaging with students in the research process while
they are still students, or as recent graduates. This may
help them see themselves in the role of researcher. To
encourage emergent researchers in drama therapy, many
of whom are recent graduates, a program that fostered
a research mentor/mentee relationship was created
through the NADTA [18]. Research mentorship programs
in our field can help cultivate emergent researchers who
would benefit from a more focused partnership with an
established researcher. Another program that trains
drama therapy student researchers are the labs at Lesley
University. The labs, run by drama therapy faculty, reflect
faculty and student research interests and have resulted
in multiple publications [19], [20], [21], [22]. In addition,
this research project serves as another way for emergent
researchers to engage in the work and help direct the
scope and interests of the field.
What the mentorship program and research labs have in
common is that they connect researchers, emergent and
established, with common interests, to increase engage-
ment in research in the field. Constien and Junker [14]
found that there has been an increase in researcher col-
laboration in drama therapy, particularly in the instances
when articles are written with the support of an affiliated
institution, such as a professor leading a research study
with student support; one intention of this study is to
continue that trajectory by connecting recent graduates
and encouraging new research partnerships.

Method
The aim of this research study was to provide a general
overview of the available body of work produced by stu-
dents enrolled in NADTA accredited, academic drama
therapy courses via a narrative review [23], [24], and
bibliometric analysis (i.e., school, year of publication,

2/22GMS Journal of Arts Therapies 2024, Vol. 6, ISSN 2629-3366

Cook et al.: Drama therapy student research in North America: a ...



keywords) [25], [26]. The research question guiding this
project, intentionally broad to allow for a general overview,
was: What do students in NADTA accredited, academic
drama therapy courses examine in their master theses?
This research question led to five distinct domains of in-
vestigation that further guided the research process:
drama therapy theory, research method, setting, popula-
tion, and intervention and integration focus.

Narrative review

A narrative review was chosen as the method for this re-
search study as it affords researchers the ability to take
an adaptive approach [23], [27] whereas a systematic
review takes a preset, structured approach to literature
inquiry. The narrative review is a less restrictive method,
not requiring a standardized technique for investigating
an area of interest. The method offers a widened scope
for inclusion of literature and seeks primarily to describe
published literature as a broad overview [24], [28]. While
a systematic review traditionally adopts PRISMA [29] a
narrative review facilitates an author's preference for how
to best represent literature findings according to a re-
search question [23]. In this way, the research team was
able to organize results based on our conceptualizations
of trends, links, and/or major implications in response
to our research question. In addition, organizing the bib-
liometric data by school, year of publication, and
keywords, allowed the research team to further under-
stand trends in student theses.

Inclusion and exclusion ritercia

Although the scope of this research project was intention-
ally broad, several inclusion and exclusion criteria were
specified. First, only theses or dissertations (henceforth
collectively referred to as ‘theses’) in the field of drama
therapy as defined by the NADTA (https://www.nadta.org/
what-is-drama-therapy) were included. Consequently, only
theses submitted as part of the course requirements of
an NADTA accredited academic drama therapy course
(i.e Antioch University, California Institute of Integral
Studies, Concordia University, Lesley University, Kansas
State University, New York University) were considered.
In turn, theses that may be on drama therapy, but were
written outside the field of drama therapy (i.e., not from
an NADTA accredited course; acting programs, social
work) were not includedwithin this study. Nor were theses
written by alternative track (AT) students prior to enrolling
into the AT program (alternative training in drama therapy
outside academic institutions accredited by the NADTA)
as there is no accessible database with this information.
Furthermore, in order to provide a current view of the
body of literature produced by students, only theses
submitted within the years 2017 to 2022 were included.
Lastly, to allow a categorization of theses based on con-
tent rather than only bibliometric data (e.g., school, year
of submission, etc.), theses must have been accessible

to a member of the research team at either title and ab-
stract, or full-text level to be considered within this study.

Procedure

This research study included procurement of the data, a
pre-data analysis phase of identification and organization
of keywords, and data analysis via categorization. Detailed
steps of these three phases are outlined below:

1. Procurement

Each school was contacted at the beginning of this re-
search project via e-mail to inform them of the goals of
this research and to inquire about current standards of
capstone theses at their school as well as their individual
system of keeping a list or repository of students’ work
and the possibility of accessing these lists. Access to
students’ theses was facilitated for Lesley University and
Concordia University via an open-access online repository
and in the case of Kansas State University via a hand
search of physical copies of the theses by author Alivia
Holkesvig, on the premises of the University. Additionally,
New York University provided a comprehensive list of
theses including author, title, abstract and keywords,
when available. Once access to the student’s work was
facilitated, bibliometric information (author, title, abstract,
keywords, school, year) were entered into a shared
GoogleSheet by one of the research team members. To
ensure that, as per inclusion criteria, only theses written
exclusively on drama therapy were included, a second
member of the research team member-checked each
entry. Cases of disagreement were settled via discussion
between a minimum of two research team members.

2. Pre-data analysis: identification and
organization of keywords

In order to gain a comprehensive overview of themes
discussed in the students’ theses, a comprehensive
keyword analysis was conducted prior to any further cat-
egorization. However, 46% of theses did not include au-
thor-generated keywords. Consequently, the research
team generated keywords based on the title and abstract
in the initial step of the analysis. Furthermore, to allow
for comparison between theses, author-generated key-
words were adjusted to match the created vocabulary of
keyword terms. This keyword generation was done asyn-
chronously by members of the research team and ulti-
mately discussed by all members of the research team
for consensus.

3. Data analysis: categorization

Following the identification of theses keywords, the theses
were sorted into categories along the five domains of in-
vestigation, which emerged during the initial narrative
review of the data: drama therapy theory, research
method, setting, population, and intervention and integra-
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tion focus. Categories were created inductively based on
theses’ titles, abstracts, and keywords. Each domain was
initially populated with theses by one member of the re-
search team. The final categorization was in turnmember-
checked by at least one other researcher to establish
consensus. Disagreements were settled via discussion
by two or more team members.
In a preliminary bibliometric analysis, theses’ bibliometric
data (i.e., school, year of publication, keywords) were
evaluated in the form of an output analysis [25], [26]
using a Python script within a jupyter notebook. Both the
dataset and steps of analysis are available open-access
[30], [31]. During the narrative review [23], [24], subcat-
egories under each of the five domains were created after
an understanding of trends and links in the data emerged.
The final organizational scheme entailing categories and
sub-categories for each domain of investigation was ex-
amined for the number of included theses as well as their
main findings in order to present a comprehensive view
of the range and focus of students’ work in the field of
drama therapy.

Results

Bibliometric overview

In sum, the search for student work in the field of drama
therapy yielded 192 theses submitted between the years
2017 to 2022. On average, 32 theses were published
per year. Most theses (n=40) were published in 2020. A
majority of theses were submitted to New York University
(n=72), closely followed by Lesley University (n=69), then
Concordia University (n=43) and Kansas State University
(n=8). The number of theses submitted per year and
school are displayed in Figure 1 and Figure 2, respective-
ly.
89 theses did not include any author-generated keywords.
Consequently, the research team generated keywords
for theses missing them, based on the title and abstract,
and adjusted author-generated keywords to match the
overall keyword structure. Following this procedure, most
indexed theses (n=176, 92%) were associated with
keywords. 16 references in turn, for which no abstract or
full paper was available to generate keywords from, re-
mainedwithout associated keywords. Consequently, these
theses were not considered for further categorization.
After the process of writing researcher-generated key-
words, the student work featured 480 individual key-
words. Out of these, drama therapy was the most prom-
inent with 138 mentions, followed by literature review
(57 mentions), role theory/role method (41 mentions),
qualitative research (32 mentions) and performance-
based drama therapy (28 mentions). Most keywords
(n=322, 67%), however, were only used by a single
thesis. In turn, 158 keywords were used by more than
one student. The frequencies of keywords are displayed
in Figure 3. The 13 most used keywords (more than 15

mentions) are displayed in Table 1 alongside the number
of theses mentioning them.

Table 1: Most used keywords

Research method

The investigation regarding the utilized research method
of each thesis produced the three categories of empirical
research, practice-based theses, and theoretical theses,
each of which was further refined into sub-categories.
The numbers of theses in each category per school are
presented in four separate pie charts in Figure 4.
The category of empirical research contained the sub-
categories of qualitative research (n=48), arts-based re-
search (n=36), mixed-methods research (n=10) and
quantitative research (n=1). The largest out of these,
qualitative research, contained theses which utilized
qualitative methods of data collection and analysis to
empirically assess the training, application, or impact of
drama therapy for clients and participants, creative arts
therapists, or audience members. Theses categorized
within arts-based research were similarly focused on the
outcomes of drama therapy interventions, however, used
art-making, such as writing or performance, as data,
results, or both. The vast majority of arts-based research
centered on art generated by the author. Additionally,
three theses in this category analyzed art produced by
clients [32], [33], [34]. The sub-category of mixed-meth-
ods research contained theses that utilized a combination
of arts-based research, qualitative research, and/or
quantitative research. Theses within this sub-category
transformed qualitative results into a piece of theatre
[35], [36] or other art-making processes [37], [38], [39]
in order to substantiate the analysis or complement the
research presentation. Other theses combined qualitative
and quantitative results to comprehensively research
drama therapy interventions [40], [41], [42] or compas-
sion fatigue in drama therapists [43]. The one thesis
utilizing a purely quantitative approach was submitted to
Kansas State University and presented results from a
within-subjects design probing the impact of theatre on
the audience’s awareness of mental illness [44].
The category of Practice-Based Theses was segregated
into the two sub-categories of Treatment Protocol (n=22),
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Figure 1: Number of theses and dissertations submitted per year

Figure 2: Number of theses and dissertations submitted per school

Figure 3: Usage of keywords
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Figure 4: Research methods in students’ theses

meaning research that used a novel approach to an inter-
vention or curriculum, and development of a method
(n=18), which presented research that developed novel
interventions grounded in theory. Students’ treatment
protocols outlined practical approaches to drama therapy
with a variety of clients centering identity development
[45], [46], [47], [48], trauma symptoms [49], [50], [51],
[52], social and emotional skills [53], [54], managing
chronic [55], [56] or mental illnesses [34], [57], [58],
enhancing the therapeutic alliance [59], [60], aging [61],
[62] or combating systematic oppression [63], [64], [65].
Theses grouped into the sub-category of development of
a method explored the theoretical application of an au-
thor-generatedmethod of drama therapy [66], [67], [68],
[69], [70], [71], [72], [73] or presented practical experi-
ences of novel methods utilized with clients [74], [75],
[76], [77], [78], [79], [80]. Additionally, three theses were

self-reflexive and involved the student testing their novel
approach on themselves [36], [81], [82].
The category of theoretical theses contained 65 theses
further divided into literature review (n=40) and theoret-
ical research (n=25). The sub-category of literature review
contained 40 theses exploring drama therapy in combi-
nation with methods or theories from other fields based
on extant literature. The sub-category of theoretical re-
search contained 25 theses which offered a new theory,
based on the literature explored. The defining difference
between theoretical research and literature review was
that literature review presented non-systematic examina-
tions of the current literature associated with the thesis
topic, while theoretical research presented a new theory,
based on the literature, of how the intersecting topics
connected, and often featured a case illustration. Within
the literature review subcategory, 78% of the entries came
from Lesley University where one of the three thesis op-

6/22GMS Journal of Arts Therapies 2024, Vol. 6, ISSN 2629-3366

Cook et al.: Drama therapy student research in North America: a ...



tions is writing a literature review. The theses in this
subcategory varied widely in topics and were spread out
amongst the other four domains of inquiry. Within the
theoretical research, 19 (76%) of the theses were submit-
ted through Concordia University.
To further examine the nature of the students’ work with
respect to their chosen research method, a χ2-test of in-
dependence was performed. To meet the assumptions
of the test (i.e., sample size and expected cell frequen-
cies), only a subset of the presented data from the three
Schools Concordia, Lesley, and New York University were
examined. Theses submitted to Kansas State University
were not included given their low sample size. The rela-
tionship between these categories and the three different
schools was statistically significant, χ2(4)=13.15, p=.011,
indicating a significant association between the schools
and their students chosen research method in their cap-
stone theses. Figure 5 presents this data visually.

Drama therapy theory

Investigation of themain drama therapy theories centered
in the students’ theses produced eight categories
(Table 2): core processes, developmental transformations,
drama therapy education (Table 3), narradrama, (Table 2)
performance-based drama therapy (Table 4), psycho-
drama/sociodrama, role method/role theory, and table
top role play (Table 2). Additionally, the categories of
drama therapy education (Table 3) and performance-
based drama therapy (Table 4) contained seven and ten
sub-categories, respectively.

Table 2: Drama therapy theory

The theory of the core processes yielded 18 theses spread
almost evenly among Concordia, Lesley University, and
NYU. These theses focused on both the core processes
as a whole or examined core processes individually, or
in an isolated manner (i.e., embodiment and dramatic
projection only).
The theses on developmental transformations (DvT) used
the method with a variety of populations, such as active
duty service members [83] mental health professionals
[84], those with mental health issues [39], and immi-
grants [85] in a variety of settings, such as psychiatric
units [86], [87] and virtual spaces [88]. One piece, a
dissertation, by Pitre [89] used a grounded theory ap-
proach and focused on expanding and deepening the
understanding of DvT terminology.
Three of the four theses using narradrama dealt with
marginalized populations: indigenous peoples [90] and
LGBTQIA+/Queer populations [91], [92]. The final thesis
in this category examined using narradrama to process
traumatic childbirth [93].
The drama therapy theory of psychodrama/sociodrama
yielded four theses. Three of the four theses [47], [48],
[83] are cross-listed in other drama therapy theory cat-
egories meaning that only one centers psychodrama/so-
ciodrama as its only drama therapy theory, as it’s defined
in this project [94]. One thesis focused on bibliodrama
[47] and examined religious allegory to explore queer
identity.
34 theses were grouped in the category of role meth-
od/role theory. Nine theses engaged with participants
with a range of disabilities [40], [41], [52], [55], [57],
[77], [95], [96], four addressed race or racial equity [81],
[90], [97], [98] and two worked with LGBTQIA+/Queer
participants [86], [99]. Additionally, theses explored the
expansion of the original role taxonomy [100] by introdu-
cing greater diversity of roles, including working with
Filipinos [48], LGBTQIA+/Queer populations [72], [101],
adults with addictions [80], and Black Americans [102].
Table top role play is an emergent approach, using both
drama therapy theory and role-playing games, and the
four theses [45], [103], [104], [105] utilizing this method
were published between 2019 and 2022 across all sur-
veyed schools.
The category drama therapy education contained theses
that focused on issues salient to the education and clin-
ical training of the drama therapist. Theses within this
category are further divided into seven sub-categories
(see Table 3).
The sub-category of group therapy contained 12 theses
proposing new approaches or intervention designs for
group drama therapy with a wide range of clients [34],
[48], [50], [57], [62], [73], [75], [87], [99], [106], [107],
[108]. The sub-category of identity contained 15 theses
that reviewed or developed drama therapeutic approach-
es addressing concepts of identity such as self-confidence
[98], [102], [109], [110], self-awareness [111], personal
development [47], [112], [113] or claiming one’s identity
[36], [47], [98], [110], [113], [114]. Additionally, a num-
ber of theses were written in reflection on students’ own

7/22GMS Journal of Arts Therapies 2024, Vol. 6, ISSN 2629-3366

Cook et al.: Drama therapy student research in North America: a ...



Figure 5: Barplot of theses’ research methods

Table 3: Drama therapy theory: drama therapy education

development of a clinical identity as a drama therapist
[115], [116], [117]. By extension, the sub-category self-
reflexivity included 28 theses reporting on students’ self-
reflexive processes in their training or work as drama
therapists using qualitative and arts-based self-supervi-
sion methods.
The sub-category of supervision contained five theses
submitted to New York University describing the self-re-
flective practice of students in their clinical training. Three
theses explored the process of developing and applying
their own tools of self-supervision [82], [118], [119] while
two other theses describe the utilization of the R-Rap
[120], [121] as a tool to reflect one’s own clinical drama
therapeutic practice [115], [122].
The category of therapeutic alliance contained five theses
describing the nature [84], [123], [124], assessment [60]

and development [125] of the relationship between dra-
ma therapist and client.
The subcategory of touch contained two theses. The first
examined how touch can be used with older adults to in-
crease intimacy in drama therapy sessions [62]. The
second discussed how we consider touch within the field
of drama therapy, and the work that needs to be done to
continue to clarify the ethics and understanding around
this topic [126].
Finally, the sub-category of transference & countertrans-
ference contained six theses. One thesis re-conceptual-
ized the traditional psychodynamic construct of counter-
transference from a drama therapeutic perspective
through concepts from role theory via a literature review
[127]. Other theses within this sub-category utilized
methods of autoethnography [84], self-supervision [118],
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Table 4: Drama therapy theory: performance-based drama therapy

[122] as well as arts-based research [37], [59] to reflect
on personal experiences of transference and countertrans-
ference from internships, placements or drama therapy
training courses.
The category of performance-based drama therapy,
defined here as drama therapy approaches or theories
that centre both process and performance, included 41
total theses. Notably, all of the theses on ethnodrama
[44], [128], [129], [130] came fromKansas State Univer-
sity and on Playback [131], [132], [133] from Lesley
University. The most popular approach was therapeutic
theater with 17 theses spread across all four schools
represented.

Intervention and integration focus

Theses and dissertations that fell outside of the other
categorizations, but the research team felt should be
highlighted due to the repetition of research topics, were
placed into an intervention and integration focus category.
Within this domain of investigation, two main categories
were identified, integrated concepts, which combined
drama therapy theory with another construct and inter-
vention focus which focused on specific outcomes, theor-
ies, or frameworks used in the intervention design, each
of which was further split into several sub-categories (see
Table 5 and Table 6).
The category of integrated concepts contained theses
that incorporated concepts from other fields or disciplines
into the practice of drama therapy. It further contained
six sub-categories: bondage discipline sadismmasochism
(BDSM), dialectical behavioral therapy (DBT), humor, play
therapy, spirituality and religion, and psychoeducation.
The sub-category BDSM included two theses, one from
Concordia [134] and one from NYU [135] both of which
used drama therapy theory, specifically the core pro-
cesses, in relation to BDSM. The two theses that fell under
DBT, one from Lesley [78] and one from NYU [71], inte-

grated the theories of drama therapy and DBT. Humor
included five theses submitted to Concordia, Lesley, and
New York University. Theses within this sub-category all
reviewed the concept of applying humor to drama therapy
by developing novel interventions [61], [136], reviewing
extant literature [124], [137] or via qualitative [61] and
arts-based research [138]. The sub-category of play
therapy contained three theses, each of which reviewed
concepts of play therapy from a drama therapeutic per-
spective. Theses outlined similarities and differences via
a literature review [139] as well as attempt to incorporate
established forms of play therapy into drama therapy by
developing novel intervention approaches [73], [140].
The sub-category of Psychoeducation was made up of
four theses. By reflecting on clinical experiences [75],
[106], reviewing extant literature [141] or developing
novel approaches [50], these theses assessed how to
incorporate methods of psychoeducation into drama
therapeutic practice to comprehensively address issues
of stress, trauma, and severe mental illness with a broad
variety of clients. Lastly, the sub-category of Spirituality/Re-
ligion contained two theses that discussed the impact of
religion on one’s identity and examined its implications
for the practice of drama therapy [47], [142].
The category of Intervention Focus contained theses that
utilized drama therapy to achieve goals in the social and
cultural realm outside of the traditional therapeutic space.
It is further split into seven sub-categories: attachment,
burnout, Covid-19, resilience, social-emotional learning,
social justice, and stigma. The sub-category of attachment
entailed three theses, which discussed, by reviewing lit-
erature or developing novel approaches, how different
forms of drama therapymay help adolescents [73], [143]
or unhoused individuals [144] work on unhealthy attach-
ment patterns developed in childhood. Three theses were
grouped within the sub-category of burnout. One thesis
discussed how drama therapy may address the effects
of long-lasting occupational stress and burnout in public
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Table 5: Integrated concepts

Table 6: Intervention focus

school teachers [141]. Additionally, two theses examined
empirically how the constant exposure to trauma and
severe mental health concerns for mental health care
workers generally may lead to higher rates of vicarious
trauma and burnout in this population [43], [145]. The
five theses focused on Covid-19, three from Lesley and
two fromNYU, varied in approach, but focused on helping
different populations during the pandemic, including
theater artists [49], [146], the Jewish community [147],
students on the autism spectrum [148], and Chinese in-
ternational students [98].
The sub-category of resilience included five theses of
empirical and theoretical research discussing how drama
therapymay strengthen resiliency in adults [136], adoles-
cents [42], [149] and children [52], [140]. The sub-cat-
egory of social-emotional learning contained three theses,
which discussed the potential of drama therapy, particu-
larly methods of improvisations and play, in promoting
social-emotional skills in children and adolescents [53],
[148], [150].

The sub-category of social justice, the largest sub-category
within the category intervention focus, contained 26
theses. Theses in this sub-category emphasize the poten-
tial social and cultural impact of drama therapy as well
as the importance of social and cultural forces on the
practice of drama therapy. Theses outlined on a theoret-
ical, practical, and empirical level provide important
contextual factors in working with marginalized or op-
pressed populations, such as BIPOC populations [81],
[90], [102], [151], [152], [153], the LGBTQIA+/Queer
community [74], [86], [92], [110] or disabled clients
[154], [155] as well as the importance of cultural compet-
ency for creative arts therapists [38], [65], [97], [122],
[156]. Additionally, a number of theses within this cat-
egory discussed how drama therapy may aid in creating
a more equitable and just society outside the clinical
realm [63], [64], [69], [119], [157], [158], [159], [160].
The sub-category of Stigma included three theses, which
described how performance may be used to address
personally felt or culturally performed stigmas surrounding

10/22GMS Journal of Arts Therapies 2024, Vol. 6, ISSN 2629-3366

Cook et al.: Drama therapy student research in North America: a ...



sexual identities [161], eating disorders [162] or other
mental health diagnoses [84].

Population

The main populations centered by the students’ theses
contained fourteen categories: adults, BIPOC populations,
children and adolescents, disabled populations, drama
therapists-in-training, incarcerated populations, mi-
grant/immigrant populations, older adults, professionals,
LGBTQIA+/Queer populations, students, theatre artists,
those who experienced trauma, and young adults
(Table 7).

Table 7: Populations

The category of adults included theses that focused on
adult populations, including queer and transgender adults
[68], [72], [99], [161], adults in clinical settings [80],
[87], and in community settings [163], [164]. The cat-
egory of BIPOC populations contained theses describing
drama therapy in application with diverse populations of
color [46], [48], [81], [85], [98], [102], [119], [132],
[165], [166], [167], [168], or reflections on cultural re-
sponsibility and humility in drama therapy when working
with BIPOC clients [38], [90], [122], [151], [152], [153],
[159], [169].
The category of children and adolescents contained
theses detailing school-based drama therapy [35], [42],
[67], [79], [148], [150], [157], [170], working with chil-
dren and adolescents in clinical settings [96], [111],
[171], or drama therapy theory and model development
targeting children and adolescents [53], [73], [76], [94],
[97], [140], [172], [173].
The category of disability (see Figure 6) contained 28
theses that were further divided into the subcategories
of various (i.e., theses written on a variety of different
disabilities); chronic illness, intellectual and development-
al disability, and mental illness. The latter sub-category
ofmental illness was themost researchedwith seventeen
theses, some of which focused specifically on Eating
Disorders [96], [107], [142], [162], schizophrenia [40],
[41], [44], [108] or addiction [80].
The category of drama therapist in-training contained 13
theses. Students utilized research methods such as au-
toethnography or heuristic inquiry to empirically assess
their own experiences in their drama therapy training
[37], [116], [117], [123], [156], [169], [174], [175],
[176], or described processes of their supervision during
internship placements [59], [82], [115], [118].
The category of incarcerated populations included three
theses including literature reviews of the use of theater
in prisons [158] and drama therapy with incarcerated
youth [177], as well as using queer theory, role theory,
and DvT in a forensic psychiatric unit [86].
The category of LGBTQIA+/Queer populations contained
twelve theses, which described drama therapy in applic-
ation with queer adults [68], [92], [99], [161] and adoles-
cents [74], [91], [110] or the extension of drama thera-
peutic practice to be more inclusive toward members of
the LGBTQIA+ community [47], [72], [101], [178], [179].
The category ofmigrant/immigrant populations contained
four theses, describing the personal and cultural impacts
of the immigration process and what role drama therapy
may have for these populations [51], [85], [169], [180].
The category of older adult describes drama therapy in
application with the elderly [61], [62], [181]. Some theses
within this category focused in particular on patients with
Alzheimer’s or dementia [182], [183], [184].
The category of professional populations (see Figure 7)
included twelve theses, which detailed the application of
drama therapy with healthcare professionals [50], [185],
including other creative arts therapists [84], [125], [145],
[186], members of the military [58], [83], [187], [188]
as well as teachers [141], [189], [190].
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Figure 6: Sub-categories of disability

Figure 7: Sub-categories of professional populations

Figure 8: Sub-categories of trauma experiences
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The category of student populations included 10 theses,
which were written either with an emphasis on students
in primary and secondary education [42], [79], [148],
[157] or students in university or college [35], [58], [112],
[132], [146], [172].
The category of theatre artists contained six theses, which
examined drama therapy practice in rehearsal processes
[49], [69], [193] or actor training programs [146], [191],
[192].
The category of trauma (see Figure 8) included 34 theses
that were further divided into the subcategories of child-
hood trauma [32], [33], [128], [144], [150], PTSD [35],
[52], [75], [83], [187], sexual abuse [32], [128], [130],
[193], vicarious trauma [50], [145] and mass trauma
[35], [165], [194], [195]. Notably, eight of the 12 theses
included in the sub-category mass trauma were on the
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic [49], [98], [131],
[146], [147], [148], [151], [196].
Lastly, the category of young adult populations included
three theses which examined using drama therapy with
Cancer Survivors [55], expanding the window of tolerance
with young adults with eating disorders [106], andworking
with Chinese International Students in the U.S. [97].

Setting

Another lens through which student research was ex-
amined was settings. Four main categories were identi-
fied: clinical settings, community settings, incarceration
settings, and schools. Theses that dealt generally with
theory or model development and were not rooted in a
specific setting were not included in this domain of
investigation (Table 8).

Table 8: Settings

The categories of clinical setting (see Figure 9) was further
divided into the settings of psychiatric hospitals [34],
[43], [77], [78], [87] medical hospitals [67], [170], resi-
dential facilities [61], [62], [96], [122], [133], [181],
[182], and outpatient services [32], [39], [40], [41], [54],
[57], [75], [76], [80], [83], [92], [99], [106], [107], [153],
[171].
Community settings were defined as any setting where
drama therapy occurred beyond formalized environments

such as clinical environments, educational, or incarcera-
tion settings. Theses within this category described em-
pirical, theoretical, or practical community engagement
projects [44], [48], [50], [66], [97], [114], [117], [145],
[161], [163], [176], [147] or therapeutic theatre produc-
tions [70], [154], [159], [164], [197]. Incarceration set-
tings contained three theses that focused on drama
therapy in forensic settings [86] and detention facilities
[158], [177]. School settings were subcategorized into
primary and secondary [35], [42], [79], [116], [119],
[141], [150], [157], [172], [189], [190] and college
education [58], [116], [131], [169], [175], [146], [198],
[199], [160]. [86].

Discussion
The current research study aimed to elucidate what stu-
dents of drama therapy examine in their master theses
or dissertations. Via a narrative review, researchers ag-
gregated, sorted, and categorized 192 theses and disser-
tations submitted to four different schools of drama
therapy along the domains of utilized research method,
drama therapy theory, intervention and integration focus,
population, and setting. In sum, it offers a comprehensive
overview of student research in drama therapy in North
America from the years 2017–2022. As summarized in
this analysis, students’ theses cover a diverse range of
topics utilizing theoretical, practical, and empirical ap-
proaches. Furthermore, it is evident that students base
their work on existing theories and practical approaches
within the field of drama therapy, but also expand the
field by connecting to constructs and paradigms outside
of drama therapy and exploring novel interventions and
applications of drama therapy. However, this research
also identified a lack of standardization within drama
therapy education as a whole [1].

Diversity of student research

The diversity within the assessed theses is evident in the
range of populations, settings, concepts, and theories
examined in the students’ research. Overall, this research
identified populations across fourteen categories, settings
across four categories, as well as theories and concepts
within drama therapy and outside the field of drama
therapy across eight and 13 categories, respectively.
Furthermore, as evidenced in the examination of research
methods, there is an emphasis within student research
to develop new methods or propose novel applications
for drama therapy. As such, this diversity found within
the students’ research has the potential to enrich the
field of drama therapy.
Though students at some schools need to follow a specific
thesis structure, for example at Lesley University students
currently have the option to focus on an intervention at
their internship site, a literature review, or a community
project, and though some students topics are likely influ-
enced by professors at individual schools, overall students
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Figure 9: Sub-categories of clinical settings

have freedom to choose their topic. This differs in some
programs, where the topic of choice is a reflection of
faculty interest and grant funding. In North America, in
the field of drama therapy, funding is generally not
provided for student research, and student theses re-
search is not tied to faculty research. This provides both
benefits and hindrances to North American students: they
are able to follow their interests in both research ap-
proach and topic, resulting in more diverse and creative
student research, but they do not have the financial
support or a higher level of faculty collaboration, resulting
in fewer resources and smaller projects with which to
engage. In sum, the overviewed drama therapy programs
grant more freedom of choice than imposing pressure in
a certain direction for choosing a thesis topic. This set up
puts students in the role of a ‘researcher’, rather than
the role of a ‘research assistant’, with respect to their
theses, resulting in both advantages and disadvantages
for the student.
The idiosyncratic nature of students’ theses is also evi-
dent in the spread of unique keywords. Around 70% of
keywords that were generated or adapted by the research
team were only applied to a single thesis. Consequently,
while overall this research identified common research
interests across students and schools, this demonstrates
that a majority of theses were also unique in their own
right, examining areas of research that no other thesis
had. These results mirror results found in a recent biblio-
metric assessment of the field at large [14], indicating
that this diversity of concepts, approaches and ideas
might be inherent to the field of drama therapy.

Expanding the field of drama therapy

Common themes prevalent in the surveyed body of stu-
dent work mirror recent empirical research in the overall
drama therapy literature, such as school-based interven-
tions [200], [201] or developmental transformations
[202], [203], [204], [205], [206] indicating that students
are engaging with the extant knowledge base of drama

therapy in their academic practice. Most striking in this
regard is students’ research into the core processes of
drama therapy, which, although first defined by Jones
[207] over 30 years ago, has only recently, in the last ten
years, begun to attract wider attention in the scholarly
community of drama therapy [12], [208], [209], [210].
Yet, during the surveyed years 2017 to 2022 already 18
students focused their thesis on the core processes, in-
dicating the potential student research may have in con-
tributing to and elevating the scholarly discourse within
drama therapy.
Furthermore, this study identified a prominent trend
within the students’ work not only to engage with the body
of knowledge of drama therapy but also to expand upon
it. Students showcased the application of drama therapy
techniques in novel settings and with seldom-heard
populations as well as intentionally integrated theories,
methods and concepts from outside the field into drama
therapeutic practice. Additionally, students added to ex-
tant drama therapy theories andmethods, such as devel-
opmental transformations [89] or role theory (i.e., Black
American role taxonomy; [102], [211]) in order to expand
their theoretical base or practical applications.
In extension, this study identified directions within student
research across schools that are not yet evident in the
broader scholarly discourse on drama therapy. For ex-
ample, four students from different universities focused
their thesis on the integration of tabletop role-playing
games such as Dungeons and Dragons [212], indicating
a nascent interest in the topic among students that thus
far remains to be explored in the broader drama therapy
literature [45], [103], [104], [105]. Similarly, the use of
humor and the application of stand-up comedy is explored
by five students from three universities [61], [124], [136],
[137], [138]. Although the concepts of playfulness and
entertainment are integral elements of drama therapy
[213], [214], [215], the specific focus addressed by the
student researchers remains absent from the literature
thus far. As a result, student researchers as well as the
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student research database may inspire new directions
within drama therapy literature and practice.
Moreover, as evident in the large number of theses cen-
tering on issues of social justice or the social and cultural
effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, students demon-
strated a keen focus on the application of drama thera-
peutic practice outside the traditional clinical context.
Students from all four schools submitted theses that in-
corporated a social justice framework, accounting for
14% of all theses. This turn toward cultural and social
issues is also evident in the variety of populations fea-
tured in the students’ work, demonstrating that students
are interested inmaking drama therapeutic practicemore
inclusive, particularly focusing on traditionally marginal-
ized communities. Such a shift away from the therapeutic,
clinical realm is also evident in the field as a whole [216].
Sajnani et al. [217], for example, described the necessity
for drama therapists as well as drama therapy pedagogy
to engage with social and cultural issues in order to ad-
dress mental health concerns comprehensively, rather
than from a purely clinical perspective. Consequently,
cultural humility and responsibility are declared key
competencies in drama therapy [1] and drama therapy
education [217], [218].

Differences across schools

Furthermore, one salient aspect identified in this study
was the differences in students’ theses both in foci and
approach across the surveyed schools. The analysis of
research conducted at Concordia, New York, and Lesley
University, for example, demonstrated that the students’
chosen research methods varied significantly across
schools. Similarly, 32% of theses submitted to Concordia
University and 18% of theses from New York University
centered on processes of self-reflexivity, whereas none
of the theses submitted to Lesley or Kansas State Univer-
sity showed the same focus. Additionally, it is noteworthy
that the drama therapy methods of role method/role
theory and developmental transformations are particularly
prevalent in theses submitted to Lesley and New York
University and less discussed in theses submitted to
Concordia University. These differences, evident in this
analysis, may be directly related to the variance in educa-
tion and pedagogical approaches between schools and
highlight the potential utility of a shared framework of
educational competencies to further unify the field and
education of drama therapy [1].
Lastly, an important question to consider within this
conversation is the role students, professors, and aca-
demic programs ascribe to student research. While first
and foremost the purpose of a thesis is the educational
benefit for the student, student research may also, as
evidenced in this analysis, advance, and enrich the field
as a whole. However, thus far, student research has re-
mained limited in its scholarly impact due to a lack of
engagement with student research outside of the collegi-
ate setting. To this point, it is noteworthy that a number
of students have published their thesis in peer-reviewed

academic journals and thus entered their ideas regarding
the advancement of the field on issues surrounding
drama therapeutic practice [204], [219], [220], [221],
and social justice and inclusivity [210], [222], [223] into
the broader scholarly discourse.

Limitations

While this project aims to provide a comprehensive
overview of work produced by students in NADTA accred-
ited, academic drama therapy courses, there are limita-
tions to this research. First, it is important to note that
the work identified is only what could be accessed by the
researchers at this time. The researchers utilized only
the data that could be procured either through a public
online repository, as was the case with Lesley University
and Concordia University, or that were provided access
via the school, as with New York University and Kansas
State University. Further, this study looked only at student
theses and dissertations, excluding other forms of student
research projects that may exist in NADTA-accredited,
academic courses.
This paper focuses on the theses provided by four of the
six accredited drama therapy programs. Additionally,
Kansas State had markedly fewer theses included than
Concordia, Lesley, or NYU. It is important to note that the
exclusion of so much student work is not a reflection on
the value of that work. Many CIIS students produce self-
revelatory performances for their culminating project,
and that work is no less valuable to the field than a liter-
ature review or empirical research. Drama therapy is an
embodied experiential practice, and it is valid for a mas-
ter’s project to direct students to do their own embodied
experiential work. The addition of papers discussing stu-
dent self-revs would certainly enrich this research and
the spreadsheet of student research.
As noted in the bibliometric overview, some student work
did not include keywords. In those cases, the researchers
generated keywords based on the student’s work. There
exists some limitation in the researchers’ assumption
made when identifying these keywords. Beyond incom-
plete information related to keywords, another limitation
of this study was additional incomplete information. Some
student research, for example, did not provide a thorough
abstract, whichmay have diluted its categorization during
the narrative review process. The researchers also wish
to acknowledge that only schools in North America were
considered in this study, in keeping with our inclusion
criteria. Therefore, this project can only offer insights from
a North American perspective of drama therapy student
research and does not represent drama therapy student
work in other parts of the world. Lastly, alternative-track
student research was excluded entirely from this work
per our exclusion criteria as there is currently no system-
atic way to contact and gather AT students’ previous
master’s research.
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Implications for research education and
practice

Through a commitment to help understand and organize
drama therapy student literature in the field, the NADTA
student research committee engaged in a research pro-
cess which resulted in the student thesis database which
serves as a central space to access categorized student
theses. The project aims to elevate student research by
increasing visibility to the work, and to help better under-
stand what students in accredited academic drama
therapy schools write about in their theses and disserta-
tions. The examined data led to five categories which
dictated the organization of the spreadsheet. The data-
base highlights the diverse perspectives and topics in
student research. The research team also hopes that
former students will use the database as a bridge
between schools to connect with those who are investi-
gating similar topics and to pursue research post-gradu-
ation, thereby shifting the narrative of student theses
from an endpoint to an entrance into the researcher role.
The spreadsheet will continue as an active document, to
be accessed on the NADTA website [2], that is continually
updated to include more work, and the student research
subcommittee hopes to include all six universities offering
drama therapy degrees. Students and graduates whose
work is not already included, are invited to submit their
thesis via a link on the spreadsheet.
Overall, this study and the resulting database supports
the trajectory of research growth within drama therapy
by expanding our understanding of student theses and
how they may shape the future of our field. As the data-
base presents the research of emerging drama therapists
and their empirical and theoretical work, it sheds light on
the direction the field as a whole in North America may
take, as it moves forward. The NADTA student research
committee recommends students connect post-gradu-
ation to expand on their work, as well as publish and
present their research at conferences and aims to host
forums that facilitate such connections.
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