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An easy way to
. make dramatic
changes in kids’
fluency, writing,
listening, and
social skills
By Jennifer O. Prescott

atch very young
children at play,
and you'll often
see some fine
dramatic work.
Quite naturally,
young children
invent charac-
ters, scenes, and

stories, infusing
their creations with expressive voices
and invented dialogue. Settings are
developed; dramatic conflicts arise and
are solved. “Playing” and “a play” can
turn out to be very similar.

Drama, as many teachers are

| discovering, is not only fun and nat-
ural for children, it also encourages
, emotional growth, motivation,

& and engagement. And one form

#§ of drama, known as Reader’s The-
% ater, has been found to be partic-
 ularly effective in building

& rcading fluency. Called simply
B “RT” by many advocates,
Reader’s Theater can also
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boost listening and speaking skills,
enhance confidence, and transform
reluctant readers into book lovers.

A Dramatic Success Story
Lorraine Griffith, a fourth-grade
teacher at West Buncombe Elemen-
tary, in Asheville, North Carolina,
still recalls how one of her students
struggled several years ago, as the girl
took an end-of-year reading exam. In
frustrated tears, the student struggled
for 30 minutes—and then, finally,
turned to page two of the test,

Although Griffith had worked hard
to remediate her class in comprehen-
sion skills, a sad fact remained: While
the children’s comprehension skills
were strong, not all them could actu-
ally read. “We spend an exorbitant
amount of time teaching kids how to
comprehend passages,” says Griffith.
“This takes time away from actual
reading. Repeated reading is the key.”

Reader’s Theater proved to be
almost a magic solution for Griffith: In
just 10 weeks of using RT, every child
in her class had gained a full grade
level in reading. After a year, the chil-
dren’s gains had jumped to three years
of growth. Griffith calls the transfor-
mation in their reading fluency
“totally remarkable.”

Griffith’s findings are borne out by
a 1999 study in The Reading Teacher
by Strecker, Roser, and Martinez,
which showed that second graders
who did Reader’s Theater on a regular
basis made, on average, more than a
year’s growth in reading. Tim Rasin-
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ski, a professor at Kent State Univer-
sity, in Kent, Ohio, points out that
“research has demonstrated that
practiced reading or repeated reading
does lead to significant gains in
fluency, which is a key element in
effective reading programs.”

Building fluency is one of the five
major dictates set up in Reading First,
part of the No Child Left Behind Act.
Put Reading First, a booklet published
by the U.S. Department of Education
et al (2001), states that “Readers’ the-
atre provides readers with a legitimate
reason to reread text and to practice
fluency. [RT] also promotes coopera-
tive interaction with peers and makes
the reading task appealing.”

“If you want to get your kids read-
ing with comprehension, expression,

Reader’s Theater in Five Easy

1 Choose a script.

2 Adapt the script.

3 Assign parts.

Highlight parts
and rehearse.

5 Perform.
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Choose a prepared script, or have kids choose a
book from which to develop an RT script.

If adapting, kids identify speaking parts (including
narrators) and break down the story into dialogue.

Kids might try out different parts to get a feel for
them, then choose their roles themselves.

Kids highlight their dialogue, then practice their
lines at home and in groups during school.

The cast reads the play aloud for an audience,
often made up of parents or younger students.

fluency, and joy,”
affirms children’s book
specialist, Instructor columnist,
and RT proponent Judy Freeman,
“there’s nothing more effective
than Reader’s Theater.”

Getting Started

Beyond its efficacy, the best
news about Reader’s Theater
is how easy it can be. It does
not require extensive prepa-
ration, fancy costumes,
props, sets, or memoriza-
tion. While staged plays
might be limited by a
school’s budget or sup-
plies, RT is limited only
by the imagination.
(Continued on page 24)
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(Continued from page 23)

Within the four walls of the class-
room, students can figuratively scale
mountains, battle dragons, and row
Viking ships across the ocean—all
from the chairs in which they sit to
perform. Jo Worthy, a former class-
room teacher and currently an associ-
ate professor of education at the
University of Texas, explains that
Reader’s Theater “is a pretty con-
trolled way of doing drama, so it’s
especially nice for the shy student or
teacher. You have a script in front of
you—kind of nice to hide behind—
and that gives you security.”

Worthy goes on to say that it’s best
to start small, building rules and pro-
cedures of behavior as you go along.
For a first step, teachers can model
fluent, expressive reading for their stu-
dents during shared read-alouds. They
can start involving students in choral
readings, in which all students read a
passage in unison, and informal round-
robin readings, in which students
simply take turns reading the lines in a
prepared script as they pass it around a
circle. Everyone gets a chance to try
out each role, and kids can take the
scripts home to practice with family
members. From there, a teacher may
choose to assign roles or simply con-
tinue with the circle-reading format.

Worthy suggests having the whole
class do one script together first, then
breaking the class into four groups and
giving each a different script. With
some practice, the teacher can get the
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Choosing the
Right Book

Judy Freeman, Instructor’s “Booktalk”
columnist, suggests five features to
look for when adapting a book.

m Peppy dialogue
[] A littie action

IZ Humor

M Lively narration

m Enough parts for all kids

class all working independently.

Since kids need to understand and
become comfortable with the format
of a script, using a prepared script is
the best way to start. Finding one is
easy—there are numerous scripts
available online and in books (see
“Free Scripts!” on page 26 and
Resources, page 84); and there’s even
a script to get you started in this issue
of Instructor (see “I Have a Dream” on
page 70). Most online scripts are free
for classroom use. Tim Rasinksi recom-
mends starting with short scripts—no
more than two or three pages.

Practicing the Script

Rick Swallow, a former sixth-grade
teacher for 25 years at Vista Square
Elementary School, in Chula Vista,
California, remembers a student who
had virtually no interest in reading—
until he got the part of the hero, Max,
in Maurice Sendak’s classic Where the
Wild Things Are. “I couldn’t supply
him with enough reading material
with ‘parts’ that he could act out in his
head,” recollects Swallow. “He became
an avid reader. I don’t know what ever

happened to him, but [ envision him
on a stage somewhere.”

Like Swallow, most teachers find
that even the most resistant readers
practice their RT scripts as if they
were doing a full-time job—and one
that they love. “Most children have a
desire to perform and express them-
selves orally,” says Rasinski. RT gives
them the opportunity to do so.

Mack Lewis, a third- and fourth-
grade teacher from Central Point,
QOregon, writes “Because -
we've inadvertently trained
kids that books should only
be read once...few second
graders will read Stellaluna
more than once or twice. Give
kids a script and schedule a
public performance, however,
and they’ll be more than
happy to read and reread it
20 to 30 times. Twenty to  #
30 times!” Lewis, who has #
won national attention for
his method of using drama to
meet the standards in reading
and history, explains that plays
are the perfect format to teach
repetitive reading. Kids don't
resist it because they don’t see
it as a chore. Before they
even know it, they gain s
mastery over the text. And
their confidence grows
immeasurably.

With all that reading, some kids may
unintentionally memorize their scripts.
According to some experts, that’s OK.
Lorraine Giriffith, however, doesn’t

encourage her students to memorize.

“After the low readers memorize, they

stop interpreting,” she explains. “The
(Continued on page 26)
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(Continued from page 24)

reading value is gone as soon as it’s
memorized. | want them to keep dis-
covering things with each reading; to
find new ways of expression.”

Performing

The simplest way to perform Reader’s
Theater, explains Rick Swallow, is for
the teacher to “assign parts and simply
have the students stand in a straight
line at the front of the room, facing
the audience, parts in hand to read
when it is their time.”

Swallow used 4" x 12" tagboard
name tags for each character, which
kids hung around their necks using
strings and alligator clips. For each RT
script, a teacher can keep a bag of
these preprepared name tags handy.

Some teachers like kids to stand as
they read their parts. Music stands can
be a nice addition, leaving kids’ hands
free to turn pages and gesticulate.
While any classroom chairs can suffice
for a seated performance, Swallow’s
suggestion is to “get hold of some
rotating stools, one for each cast
member. Have the readers sit on them
and rotate to the front only when they
are reading their scripted part.”

Once you have your makeshift stage
set up, kids take turns reading their
lines with as much creative expression
as they can. It’s that simple. However,
kids need to to be aware of one

Free Scripts!

These and other sites offer scripts
that are free for classroom use. One
caveat: Public performances of many
scripts and book adaptations require

publisher’s or author’s permission.

€ www.aaronshep.com
@ www.readinglady.com
© www.loiswalker.com
@ www.storycart.com

® www.lisablau.com/

another and to listen respectfully.

“If the script is short enough and
time is available, allowing a second
and maybe even third reading with
different actors each time can be both
fun and interesting for the students,”
suggests Swallow.

For several exciting and creative
variations on performing, see Mack
Lewis’s “More Variations on Reader’s
Theater,” on page 83.

Writing Your Own Scripts
According to Jo Worthy, starting with
prepared scripts “that the teacher has
written or secured from other sources”
is the best way to go. But once you and
your students feel more confident, you
can have kids begin adapting and even
writing their own scripts. Linda Corn-
well, an education consultant and
former reacher from Carmel, Indiana,
explains that “while RT has a lot of
power on its own, the power is greatly
increased when kids prepare their own
scripts——they are truly integrating
reading, writing, and thinking skills.”
In the experience of breaking down a

story to turn it into a simple script,
students learn about fundamental
aspects of literature, such as character,
plot, setting, and structure.

Andy Salgado, the executive direc-
tor of InCollaboration, Inc., an educa-
tional arts group that partners with
schools in New York City, believes
that breaking a story down into its
dramatic components engages kids in
new and exciting ways. “When kids
start thinking about dramatic issues,”
he explains, “they have a lot to say
and write, as opposed to when
they are just asked to do composi-
tion.” InCollaboration sends
“teaching artists”—actors and
theater professionals with
educational interests—
into local schools to col-
laborate with students and
teachers in Reader’s Theater.
They work in the areas of

scriptwriting, musicals, dance,

drama games, and other theatri- |

cal forms. The Readers Theartre

Workshop, a component of In-

Collaboration, includes a focus

on scriptwriting. :
To construct a script, students |

should first choose a story they

like, or a section of a book 2

that takes about five min- ~ #° L.

utes to read. Books or folkrales are  #

best suited for adaptation when they

are rich in dialogue and have well-

defined, exciting characters (see

“Choosing the Right Book,” page 24).

A compelling storyline, a tale that

“flows” along at a steady pace, and

action and conflict are all good things

to look for. Tim Rasinski recommends

(Continued on page 82)

Most teachers find that even the
most resistant readers practice their
RT scripts as if they were doing a
full-time job—and one that they love.
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(Continued from page 26)

children’s trade books such as Rosie
and Michael, by Judith Viorst; Yo? Yes!,
by Chris Raschka; and Hey, Little Ant,
by Phillip and Hannah Hoose.
Nonfiction books can also provide
good source material, especially those

about people from the past such as
Ruby Bridges or Duke Ellington. With
a little imagination, students can even
transform a science book into a play
by personifying animals and natural
objects. While using nonfiction isn’t
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as common, Linda Cornwell says, boys
in particular like it. “They are inter-
ested in learning about their world
with nonfiction—bringing it to life.
There’s an excitement about learning
facts and putting drama into informa-
tional learning.”

Make sure that the book is at an
appropriate reading level for students.
Will they be able to successfully ana-
lyze the story structure and read sec-
tions of dialogue aloud after repeated
practice? However, don’t be scared off
by a few big or unfamiliar words. RT
“helps tremendously with vocabulary,”
says Lorraine Griffith. After she wrote
an RT script about the state of North
Carolina, for example, her children
knew by heart all the place names and
topography throughout the state.

The age of the students is another
consideration. Andy Salgado suggests
that for middle-school students, “true-
to-life stories are good. As the students
evaluate the story, issues of race, sexu-
ality, and identity all begin cropping
up.” That's good for teens who are
struggling to express their needs and
struggles, he explains. An example
he offers is a book with a well-con-
structed, dramatic story: Freak the
Mighey, by Rodman Philbrick. As stu-
dents with whom he worked discussed
the dramatic issues in the book and its
movie component, The Mighty, “It
helped them articulate a lot of their
own needs,” he says. “They became
engaged; they argued with one
another about issues in the story.”

Salgado also believes that books
should depict students as actual people
worthy of respect. “Some of the books
for kids show young people as goofy
or ignorant,” he laments, “without
showing that many young people are
struggling, just trying to carve out
their niche.”

For younger students, books about
animals and magical creatures, partic-
ularly from folkeales, have been suc-
cessful for many teachers. The younger
students, says Salgado, “want to be all
the animals in the animal kingdom!”
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