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Introduction  

The aim of the project was to create an interactive, theatrical-based method which promoted the 

service user voice in tandem with clinical decision making in the classroom. The purpose of this work 

was to portray ‘big picture care’ by demonstrating the complexity involved in clinical decision 

making. To develop nurses as autonomous clinical decision makers, pre-registration education and 

training programmes need to incorporate an educational agenda that supports the development of 

the prerequisite intellectual and cognitive skills that are needed in order to manage complex 

information to make judgements (Banning 2007). Dealing with such a multifaceted subject, (Crookes 

et al. 2013) recognises that nurse educators have the task of creating meaningful learning 

experiences that assist students enhance their own understanding of the impact that their clinical 

decision making will have on the patient journey while at the same time embedding habits of 

reflection, compassion and making sense of critical observation.  

This paper introduces an innovative type of interactive theatre entitled ‘Clickers   theatre’ which 

provides the student audience with an electronic student response system (SRS) while combining a 

story written in a ‘choose your own adventure’ (CYOA) format along with the production of a 

theatrical play. This creates a visual spectacle where at pre-determined points the audience decide 

how the actors in the play should proceed. The SRS clinical decisions moves the play along in a non-

linear direction revealing unexpected consequences and alternative endings. This paper discusses a 

collaboration involving mental health service users, student nurses, NHS staff and University staff.   

What is Clickers theatre? 

The essentials of a clicker’s theatre combine the use of three core mechanisms: 

1. A story written as a ‘choose your own adventure’ (CYOA) 

2. The creation and delivery of a theatrical production 

3. The use of an electronic student response system (SRS) 

Clickers theatre and the service user voice 

A clicker’s theatre begins by selecting a narrative which is adapted into a CYOA story. It is then 

transformed it into an interactive theatrical play using the SRS. The storyline in this project was 

voluntarily donated by a member of the human library (Humanlibrary.org 2016) who had experience 

as a service user. The project aimed to establish partnership working, co-design and authenticity as 

the ‘human book’ was present throughout the design, rehearsal and presentation of the play. 

Crawford et al. (2002) recognises that service users and carers are experts in their experience who 

often have a good knowledge of services and how the system works. People who have used services 

bring their own perspective about treatment and care which influenced the formation of the play. 

The incorporation of a service user led narrative can help challenge traditional assumptions yet the 

Welsh Assembly Government (2008) recognised that service users and carers who find themselves in 

classrooms often do so with little or no organised training to support. Tevendale (2015) states that 

the storytelling approach in nurse education has recognised advantages however the National 

Leadership and Innovation Agency for Healthcare (2010) showed that a classroom-based session 

where a lone service user is required to present orally can result in difficulties. The service user may 

not be able to get their point of view across and therefore feel that time and effort has been wasted. 

Other challenges have included feelings of confusion or frustration and lack of confidence at 

presenting to groups. A clickers theatre approach can overcomes some key issues for instance the 

theatrical approach creates a safer educational ‘distance’ between the student and the service user. 
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It bridges the balance of the pathos experienced by a student who can instead feel emotionally 

connected to the whole ‘story’ rather than focus on the oratory abilities of a brave service user 

sharing their deeply personal monologue. At all times it was essential for us to work sensitively with 

the story that had been provided and the engagement of the human book was identified as the 

beating heart of this project. 

The ‘choose your own adventure’ 

Combining the use of the SRS and a CYOA format means that the audience can participate and affect 

the outcome of the play. The student observes the main characters in the story and will guide them 

down various paths through the use of the SRS. As the audience follows the plot they are often given 

certain choices that have to be made as the play progresses. The opening scenes are observed by 

the audience then one of the characters in the play is presented with a dilemma and needs to make 

a ‘choice’ about the situation they are in. The combined live theatre/CYOA and SRS empowers and 

engages audiences to consider their democratic vote as their majority decision determines the 

direction of the play. After the play, a facilitated discussion opens a dialogue between the actors and 

audience about the issues that emerged.  

Clickers theatre and the student response system  

The SRS system used in this project was developed by Turning Technologies. At the start of the 

session, each member of the audience was provided with a ‘ResponseCard RF Accessibility’ and 

provided with the instructions on how their vote would decide the direction of the play. The multiple 

choices that the audience members could  make were pre-loaded onto the PowerPoint presentation 

using the TurningPoint software system.  Once the audience had voted, the visual display of the 

results illuminate the disparity of decisions despite experiencing the same play. This variance is 

reflected back to the audience in the post-play discussion which highlights the diversity and 

subjective approach of clinical decision making.  

The SRS was incorporated to stimulate a sense of democratic engagement which encourages 

students to critique what they are witnessing, decide what they think and take a stand by voting. 

There is also an emotional component as students empathise with the characters whose fates are on 

the line. The use of the SRS in nurse education in itself is not new. In the nursing literature the 

advantages include increasing attentiveness to lectures, clarifying information, providing immediate 

feedback, promoting an anonymous environment, increasing student participation, and encouraging 

critical thinking (Fifer 2012). The SRS is mostly deployed in a style described by Porter and Tousman 

(2010) as ‘question driven instruction’ which aims to demonstrate better understanding of the 

theoretical material post session. This project offers a novel usage of the SRS with a shift in 

education focus away from an instructional and more towards an experiential learning style. While 

the engaging nature of the theatrical experience is maintained via the performance, it is the 

additional anticipation that a vote is imminent which combines to create a heightened sense of 

awareness among a student audience. Deploying the SRS facilitates an interactive component 

without the student’s requirement to be directly involved on the stage. Using interactive theatre and 

the SRS encouraged a less passive approach than watching a more traditional theatre experience 

(Boal 2002). Other interactive teaching methods include role play (Van Ments 1999), clinical 

simulation or as a spect-actor in a theatre of the oppressed forum theatre (Boal 2002). This type of 

pedagogy is deliberately pre-designed to provoke participants to enter into the action directly in the 

stage area. The student audience report strong reactions to extremely interactive sessions and can 

vary to from the feeling of fear described by Day (2002) like they are stepping into a ‘bullpit’  to 

embracing the learning potential of gaining exposure to ‘near-real’ events in a live and safe 
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classroom setting (Freire 1983). In recent years, educators in health care have begun to re-examine 

the use of various theatre-based approaches to learning (Deloney and Graham 2003; Lepp et al. 

2003; Ekebergh et al. 2004; McClimens and Scott 2007; McAlinden 2010; Oflaz et al. 2011; 

Middlewick et al. 2012; Wilson 2013; D'Ardis 2014). Interest continues to evolve in theatre-based 

sessions as Middlewick et al. (2012) states that it is a useful tool in allowing the rehearsal of difficult 

situations that are challenging to engage in a traditional lecture format.  

Clickers theatre and Student learning opportunities  

This project recruited volunteer senior student nurses with the opportunity to be the actors in the 

play. The volunteers were led through a rehearsal period aimed at building trust as a team, providing 

a safe, creative space to build their confidence in being able to present an authentic experience to a 

watching audience. The play was presented to the peers of the student actors and offered a 

‘students teaching students’ opportunity which improved their development of the course content 

by gaining a deeper understanding of the characters. By volunteering, the student actors enhanced 

their employability skills as they had the opportunity to nurture communication skills, teamwork, 

leadership, confidence and respect for peers which are vital to developing professionalism early in 

any nursing career (Krych et al. 2005). The human book was present throughout to offer insights to 

the story which informed the student actors understanding and portrayal of the character they were 

playing. This invaluable contribution promoted the ‘service user as teacher’.  

Clickers theatre and Clinical decision making 

Clinical decisions are a natural outcome of any assessment in healthcare and ideally should always 

involve the person concerned. In practice, particularly in mental healthcare this is often still not the 

case and decisions are made, then relayed to the individual as a fait accompli (Walker 2013). Clinical 

decisions are made from a combination of knowledge of the resources available; the needs and 

wishes of the individual concerned; the knowledge and experience of the nurse and evidenced based 

information. The project blended legitimate evidence based interventions while providing the 

audience with the wider story and context, portrayed through the lens of the service user. The play 

is able to highlight what occurs during the times when the clinician is absent and reveal hidden 

factors. This presented as a medium for investigation into sensitive subjects where students explore 

the range of good and bad in a situation, in detail without risk to patients. By combining service user 

narratives with a clickers theatre concept engages and exposes health care audiences to engage with 

the complex emotional, interpersonal and psychological dynamics that arise in making decisions in 

practice, many of which are difficult to fully convey in more traditional forms of dissemination (e.g. 

didactic lectures). Students described difficulties between discerning their emotional struggle and 

what they think is right. During the session, students are posed challenging questions, make 

heartfelt comments and collectively reach decisions in a classroom environment where freedom to 

speak their minds on intellectual, ethical, moral and legal issues is encouraged. (Edmiston 2000) 

Clickers theatre: Next steps 

As with all new pedagogical adventures into the unfamiliar, the clicker’s theatre concept needs time 

to develop and mature. Although the entire project had a zero financial cost, the main resource 

required was time. The dedication of time included meeting and establishing a partnership with the 

service user; gathering and editing the narrative into a CYOA play; a recruitment phase to encourage 

student nurses to become actors; an intensive two day rehearsal with the actors; skilful leadership 

to offer clear yet gentle direction to ensure that the group worked together so that they were 

authentic and flawless in the portrayal of the numerous directions that CYOA play could take. 
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Further research into this area will decide whether the investment of time is matched with the 

learning benefits for student learners.  

Conclusion 

There are clear benefits to the clicker’s theatre concept. Drawing upon the powerful, engaging and 

emotive educational value of a theatrical experience that is influenced by real events presents 

nursing students with a storytelling mechanism that enables engagement that is neither passive nor 

requires direct intervention by entering the scene. This interactive technique is a natural synergy and 

builds a dramatically interesting world influenced by real patient narratives. The inclusion of an SRS 

provides students audiences to take their time to pause and debate the decisions with each other 

before voting…a luxury not always afforded in the maelstrom of clinical practice. 
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Highlights 

 An innovative interactive theatre method enacting service user narratives 

 Combines a theatre based approach with an electronic student response system 

 Method offers students chance to analyse clinical decision making in a classroom 

 Enhancing the learning experience through students teaching students 
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