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 In my professional world, theater and teaching are always intertwined. My plays are about 

Puerto Rican identity and our social and political struggles both in the US and the island. My 

passion for playwriting comes from a strong desire to educate audiences about these issues. For 

the past thirty years, I have been teaching in New York City public schools and colleges. And it 

never fails, when I engage students through drama; that’s when most of the learning happens. 

Theater is the perfect vehicle for active learning. By its very nature, it allows students to 

experience self-discovery and social awareness while improving their academic skills. 

 Aristotle believed theater is the highest form of art and the perfect vehicle to learn the 

“truth.” But he did not mean just learning facts from a theatrical experience. Instead, he was 

fascinated by the idea of the audience relating to a character and through that character’s journey 

discovering something relevant about their own lives. 

 In 2011, I designed and implemented The Antonia Pantoja Project, at Hostos Community 

College. The aim of the project was to engage students in community organizing and service.  

Research has proven that when students get involved, they perform better in school. So I decided 

to use Puerto Rican community leader Antonia Pantoja as an example to inspire the students. 

The project had three components. First, a play about her life and work. Then after seeing the 

play production, drama in education workshops were conducted in classrooms. These workshops 

recreated community organizing meetings, giving students the opportunity to experience what it 

is like to be a leader. And finally, a service learning component was developed based on students’ 

ideas during these workshops. 

 The Antonia Pantoja Project is an example of how theater works as a teaching tool in the 

following ways:  

Self-discovery:  Watching a play about a Puerto Rican, gay woman who had to overcome 

so many obstacles when she first moved to New York was very empowering for Hostos’ students.  

Many of the students involved were immigrants or first generation Americans who had struggled 

with race and socio-economic discrimination.  To see how Antonia Pantoja was capable of 

creating change in her community forced them to think about their own purpose in life.  When 



they were asked in the follow up workshops to come up with the most pressing issues affecting 

their communities and to create an action plan, many of them experienced for the first time how 

their ideas could make a difference. The excitement was contagious. All of a sudden, they realized 

they did not have to wait for anyone to start changing things. Having this sense of purpose is key 

for students to succeed academically, especially minority students. Through the process, many 

of the participants discovered the strength in being different. Being bilingual and knowing how to 

navigate between the worlds of more than one culture are assets in today’s diverse society.   

 Social Awareness:  Theater is a team effort. Life is a team effort. No one can survive or 

create change alone. One of the biggest concerns for educators today is the impact of technology 

on human behavior and development.  Smart phones, the Internet and social media are 

increasingly isolating our younger generations. Educators need to make classrooms a place for 

students to interact with each other and develop social skills. Recent studies show that students 

do not appreciate when instructors completely rely on technology for teaching. That is what 

students do in their private lives.  They watch videos, play video games, find all kinds of 

information on line and connect with friends and family through social media. The classroom is 

where they want to learn by physically interacting with other people. It is the place where they can 

talk and listen while making eye contact and watching how others react. In order to develop 

emotionally and psychologically strong individuals, we must make students aware of each other’s 

needs. 

 The Antonia Pantoja Project brought about four hundred students together for every 

performance. Together they experienced this extraordinary woman’s journey, making them think 

about their own lives.  At the end of each performance, students engaged in productive 

conversations about what they had just seen and made connections to their own experiences. 

 The theater workshops conducted in classrooms offered them the opportunity to listen to 

other classmates’ ideas. A community organizing meeting became the perfect platform for them 

to actively share, propose and question these ideas. On top of that, cultural differences came into 

place.  A Latino student did not necessarily have the same concerns as an African-American. 

They were forced to collectively address the differences and come up with solutions that would 

satisfy the whole team.  And that is life. 

 Academic Skills: Theater in education provides teachers with a unique opportunity to 

incorporate a variety of academic skills within one lesson. Drama involves critical thinking, 

creativity, writing, reading, problem solving and time management skills among others. It is our 



duty as educators to develop critical thinkers if we want to see a more just society. When students 

do improvisations addressing different issues, they have to be able to think on their feet. When 

the students play the roles of people with different points of view, they are forced to think out of 

the box and get out of their comfort zone.  As a result, when they are asked to write about these 

issues, they see them under a completely different light. Now all points of view are taken into 

consideration leading to stronger conclusions. 

 The Antonia Pantoja Project motivated thousands of students to read her autobiography: 

Memoir of a Visionary. She became the subject of countless assignments and papers written by 

students at Hostos Community College. Students also felt motivated to research and write about 

other community leaders from all over the world. That’s real learning. 

 No doubt Aristotle was right. Theater is the highest form of art. And without question, one 

of the most powerful teaching tools. 
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