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Abstract

 This eighteen-week long action research study (spring 2012) focused on students 

from a local 8th grade social studies class to see the ways in which creative drama 

informs their perceptions of the subject of history, their self-concepts as students; their 

willingness to engage with texts and their abilities / inclinations to think critically. The 

findings of the study indicate that active narratives, or creative drama strategies, promote 

student comprehension of and engagement with the content studied.  Students perceived 

that creative drama activities made the content more meaningful and engaging due to the 

fact that these activities incorporated social supports. Active narratives also support their 

reading comprehension due to increased social supports, listening skills and visualization.  

In particular, readers theatre strengthened the literacy tool of visualization, which 

appeared to provide the most help for students struggling to comprehend nonfiction texts.

 In addition, it was observed that students who were merely able to list and define 

reading strategies prior to the consistent use of active narrative instructional strategies 

(storytelling, readers’ theater, poetry enactments) began to independently and consistently  

employ them after a semester of interacting with creative drama methods. Students 

perceived their improvement to be particularly associated with their own collaborative 

writing and enacting of curriculum-based readers theatre scripts.
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Chapter I

Introduction

 Creative drama is not a new idea, nor is it revolutionary.  Creative drama has been 

used in various forms across all content areas in classrooms around the world. However, 

knowledge regarding the extent to which it can be used and the ways it can be used to 

improve instruction is what holds the potential to be revolutionary.  Although readers’ 

theater, storytelling, and poetry enactments have been shown to enhance or teach meta 

cognitive reading strategies such as visualization, to encourage students’ connections to 

content material, and to increase listening and connection through social interaction.  

More often than not, active narratives strategies are neglected within American 

classrooms (McCaslin, 2006).  Having experienced the effective use of creative drama as 

an instructional strategy during my time as a new middle level social studies teacher, I 

soon became interested in researching some of the ways that active narrative strategies 

were informing the classroom experiences and meaning making of my own students. 

However, before setting the stage for this study, it is important to note how I arrived at 

this point.

Contextualized Biography

 In elementary school, history was not history.  History was social studies, and 

social studies was usually a time to catch up on other subjects we were behind in or to 

color maps.  Little time was spent learning about history or about other cultures.  Sure, 
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we would have a day where we brought in food from a different country, but for many 

years, that was our extent of cultural learning.

 As I began middle school, we had a specific period dedicated to social studies, 

now labeled history.  I never really found English, math, or science exciting or engaging, 

but I did enjoy history class, but not in the sense that I should have.  In middle school, my 

football coaches were my teachers.  When we weren’t reading out of our textbook or 

filling out a worksheet, we were watching a movie or talking to the coach about football.  

I enjoyed class because it was easy, and I never had any homework.  

 I can remember sitting in history class, leaning back in my chair, staring up at the 

ceiling, counting the dots on the ceiling tiles as my teacher droned on about--well I don’t 

remember what about.  I am sure it was something about George Washington or the 

Founding Fathers since it was a United States history class.  If the teacher ever called on 

me to answer questions, I would throw out answers such as “George Washington” or 

“American Revolution” or “Abraham Lincoln”; something general and important that had 

a decent probability of being correct.  To me, history class was a checklist of facts I was 

expected to memorize in order to pass the test.  History was about scanning my textbook 

for the answers to the question at the end of each section, and then cramming dates and 

events the night before my exam.

 When I reached high school, history did not change.  I still had my football 

coaches as my teachers, and we still did not learn much about history.

 It wasn’t until my junior year in high school when I took an Advanced Placement 

United States History class that I started to enjoy history for more meaningful reasons.  
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My teacher was an excellent storyteller.  She could make the text come alive when 

recounting a story for us, and everyone in the class seemed to hang on her every word.  

She would use different voices for different characters and act out the events.  At times, 

she would read poems that related to our topic for the day; pausing, changing tone and 

pitch for dramatic effect.  Almost ten years later, I still remember many of the things she 

taught me in my junior history class.  My senior year, I had another coach for my history 

class, and thus, went back to movies and reading out of the book.

 When I reached college, history class was lecture based and required an enormous 

amount of reading, but I enjoyed history so learning the material was not a struggle.  As I 

advanced in my education classes, I began to wonder how students who do not enjoy 

history did in a class where lecturing and reading dominated pedagogy.  

 Then I began my observations in classrooms around Lubbock for my 

undergraduate classes.  I watched in history classrooms as students seemed bored and 

disengaged from the material.  This increased my desire to find a way to make history 

come alive for today’s students.  Today’s students are accustomed to being “plugged in” 

and receiving instant gratification.  How could I make history seem relevant to them?  

The age old reason, “If you don’t learn history, it’s bound to repeat itself”, was not going 

to hold water with thirteen and fourteen year olds.

 I received my answer when I took an education class on adolescent literature in 

the middle level classroom.  My professor introduced the class to readers’ theater, an 

informal dramatization that involves students from the class acting out an event or text.  

The versatility of readers’ theater and the ease of use immediately drew me to the idea.  
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Then, my professor followed up readers’ theater with storytelling; it was a type of 

storytelling that I had not experienced since my junior history class.  It was storytelling 

that envelops the listener and makes them feel as if they are in the story.  

 I had been enrolled in many different history classes throughout my academic 

career, the answer to, “How can I make history engaging and pertinent to my future 

students?” was discovered in a class about reading. My professor worked with me and 

encouraged my use of my new found tools in the classroom.  I began student teaching an 

8th grade United States History class the next spring semester.  I was fortunate to have a 

mentor teacher who allowed me poetic license with the information I presented.  It 

became evident quickly that the students, especially those who didn’t like history, 

couldn’t visualize or relate to these people in history I was talking about.  To me, the key 

to learning history is never about memorizing facts and dates; it is more about 

understanding what people in history went through, what they felt, and why they made 

specific decisions.  If my students could visualize and empathize with these characters 

from history, then they would have truly learned in my class; the only problem was how 

to achieve this. 

Statement of the Problem

 According to the NCTE Principles of Adolescent Literacy Reform Policy 

Research Brief (2006), over 8 million students in grades 4-12 read below grade level. In 

addition, 3,000 students with limited literacy skills drop out of high school every school 

day (National Council of Teachers of English, 2006).  Therefore, implementing 
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instructional practices that will strengthen struggling readers’ literacy skills and scaffold 

students towards comprehending text dependent content is of the utmost importance for 

middle level classroom teachers. Not only must middle level teachers become better 

equipped to meet current literacy needs among their pre-adolescent and adolescent 

students, but they must also find ways to help students of diverse ability levels and 

backgrounds make meaningful life connections with their subject matter while becoming 

more motivated to read and to achieve academically (Daniels & Zemelman, 2005). 

Research indicates that affective issues are integral to conceptualization and that identity 

formation and knowledge construction are connected—especially with adolescents. 

 The use of active narrative formats within instruction, then, is, of the utmost 

importance, in that they have been shown to not only encapsulate cognitive, affective and 

identity issues, but they are also effective tools for teaching academic content. In 

particular, strategies built around both narrative forms and active learning, often 

identified as creative drama, have been shown to be particularly effective with pre-

adolescent and adolescent students (Black & Stowe, 2007).  Not only have active 

learning and creative drama practices (readers’ theater, storytelling, oral interpretation) 

been shown to promote collaborative environments, increase students’ self-efficacy, 

expand comprehension of content, and improve reading abilities (Baines, 2008; 

Appleman, 2010; Black & Stowe, 2007; Trousdale, 1993), but they have also been shown 

to increase students’ interest in subject matter.  

 With the increase of technology and streaming media, children are inundated with 

visual images.  In former generations, students received “practice” in visualizing what 
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they heard and read to a greater extent because they were more likely to do so in their 

daily lives. As a result of our society’s ever increasing exposure to and participation with 

visual media, some students have difficulty visualizing non-visual information such as 

text.  This can be problematic since the ability to visualize is an important meta cognitive 

tool used by strong readers (Appleman, 2010). While educators need to attend to 

students’ ever changing literacy needs by honoring and incorporating new literacies 

within their classroom instruction, they also need to explore ways to scaffold students 

towards the ability to comprehend the traditional texts that are still an extensive part of 

their academic lives (National Council of Teachers of English, 2006; Appleman, 2010).

 Therefore, this eighteen week long action research study (spring 2012) took a look 

at students within a local 8th grade social studies class to see the ways, in which creative 

drama informs their perceptions of - the subject of history; their self-concepts as students; 

their willingness to engage with texts; and their abilities / inclinations to think critically.

Purpose of the Study

 The purpose of the study was to understand how students in an eighth-grade 

history class learn through the use of active narrative formats in their history class. This 

study serves to examine to what extent students are able to make meaningful life 

connections with history through the use of active narrative.  Additionally, this action 

research project seeks to discover if there are ways in which creative dramas inform 

students’ critical thinking abilities / inclinations.  Most importantly, this study seeks to 

find out if students’ attitudes towards the subject of history, and their perceptions of their 
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own abilities in learning history, are influenced by an immersion in a history class that 

utilizes creative dramas.

Research Questions

 The research questions guiding this study include:

1.) In what ways does creative drama inform (or not) students’ authentic life connections 

with the subject of history?

2.) In what ways do creative drama strategies inform (or not) students’ abilities / 

inclinations to think critically?

3.) In what ways does students’ immersion in a social studies classroom that utilizes 

creative drama instruction, inform (or not) their attitudes towards the subject of history 

and their perceptions of themselves as history students?

Significance of the Study

 The use of creative dramas in classrooms has been studied worldwide, but the 

practice of using creative dramas within mainstream American social studies classrooms 

is neglected.  This study serves to uncover some of the ways in which creative drama can 

be implemented as an instructional strategy to better students’ understanding of content-

area texts and concepts specific to history.

 In addition, it provides classroom teachers, teacher educators, and administrators 

with insights not only into how to scaffold students into making more meaningful, life 

connections in history, but also how to utilize active narratives as a means to scaffold 
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students towards utilizing effective reading strategies and visualizing what they read in 

any classroom.

 Visualization is a crucial skill in content-area literacy.  With the development of 

streaming medias, the twenty-first century has brought new literacies.  The need to 

visualize everyday is decreasing; this is the result of a combination of information, 

media, visual literacies in a digital age.  Literacies change with society and with 

technology; more is demanded out of today’s adolescents needing to possess a wide range 

of abilities and competencies (NCTE, 2008).  With the expanse of literacies and the need 

to address them, other literacies may suffer in turn; one of which as I have observed is the 

ability to visualize informationally dense texts.

Basic Assumptions of the Researcher

! Going into this study, I assumed that creative dramas would have a positive 

influence on students’ abilities to visualize events in history.  By taking content area 

information and converting it into a skit, I believed students would have an easier time 

creating mental images of the information.  I also predicted students would develop more 

confidence in their abilities to learn history through empathy; the dramatic nature of 

active narratives allows students to place themselves into the lives of the people they are 

studying in social studies.  At the very least, I assumed creative dramas provide an 

alternative to traditional styles in learning history which will create engagement among 

the students.
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Definition of Terms 

Readers’ Theater - a minimalistic theater which supports reading instruction many times; 

does not require sets, costumes, memorization; an informal theatrical performance 

(Lesley, McMillan, & Webb, 2012).

Content Based Readers’ Theater - instructional tool which combines readers’ theater and 

creative writing for purposes to increase fluency, comprehension, and retention of content 

area information; many times, the material is taken from textbooks, works of literature, or 

any content text form (Lesley, McMillan, & Webb, 2012).

Active Narratives - also known as creative dramas; they are used for instruction rather 

than performing for an audience other than the class (Lesley, McMillan, & Webb, 2012).

Action Research -  a recursive study of a school or classroom situation in order to better 

understand and ultimately improve the quality of action or instruction (Johnson, 2002).

Storytelling - recounting a story or a tale to any number of listeners via voice and 

gestures while the audience and the storyteller composing the tale; each listener 

composes a unique set of visual images gleaned from the story (Lesley, McMillan, & 

Webb, 2012).

Poetry Enactment - cross between oral interpretation, readers theater and storytelling; the 

teller uses voice and gestures to convey content area information through poetry
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Oral Interpretation - often choral and including poetry; comparable to readers theater in 

terms of benefits (Lesley, McMillan, & Webb, 2012).

Conclusion

 Active narrative formats are not new to education, but the way they are 

implemented, the degree to which they are implemented, and the effects of a year-long 

implementation are relatively unstudied.  The hope is this study will change the way 

history classes are taught and shift the focus from facts, to critical thinking through 

visualization and making meaningful life connections.

 My past experiences in social studies classes led to me search for a more effective 

way to teach students history.  The disengaged student staring up at the ceiling comes 

back to me; the lackadaisical answer thrown out in a feeble attempt to satisfy the 

question, mostly to make my teacher think I was listening.  What happens if this 

disengaged student doesn’t have a different experience in social studies?  Does he grow 

up to teach social studies?  Something changed my experience for me before it was too 

late.  It’s time to change students’ “typical” experiences in, social studies, as well as all 

content-area classes. 

 Through my classes at Texas Tech and my student teaching experience, I began to 

experiment with creative dramas to engage the students in their learning.  Through the 

use of active narrative formats, readers’ theater, storytelling, and oral interpretation, the 

hope is that these strategies will strengthen students’ literacy skills and scaffold students 

towards comprehending content areas largely dependent upon text.
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Chapter II

Literature Review

 A policy brief from the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) in 2006 

outlined a problem in adolescent literacy.  From 1998 to 2002, there was a slight 

improvement in writing for 4th and 8th graders, but for 12th graders, there was no 

significant change (NCTE, 2006).  This statistic may be a result of a similar study that 

found that forty percent of high school seniors either rarely or never write a paper of three 

or more pages; a skill needed at levels beyond high school (NCTE, 2006).  Arguably a 

fact that raises even more of an alarm from the ACT in 2005: less than fifty percent of 

ACT-tested high school graduates were able to demonstrate college-level reading 

readiness.  Moreover, the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 

discovered a decrease in reading scores from eighty percent to seventy-three percent for 

12th graders from 1992 to 2005 (NCTE, 2006).

 Literacy is an ongoing process; not a skill that is learned in the early years that 

doesn’t need any further development.   Literacy does not end with the beginning of 

secondary education; arguably, it starts all over again.  There are new literacy challenges 

in each content area from grade to grade; vocabulary skills, themes, and concepts (NCTE, 

2006).  As adolescents transition from primary school to secondary, they face new 

challenges in content-specific literacy; adolescents require explicit instruction to develop 

confidence and the skills necessary to master literacies on “different levels, disciplines, 

texts, and situations” (NCTE, 2006).  This school-based literacy shifts with each 
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disciplinary content incorporating a wide variation of difficult texts and writing 

assignments (NCTE, 2006).  

 The 2006 NCTE task force responsible for the National Council of English 

Teacher’s Statements on Literacy reported that the key is to build adolescents’ confidence 

to meet these new literacy challenges; confidence is derived from engagement.  With 

each year of school, the number of students disengaged or unmotivated by school 

learning, snowballs, reaching epidemic levels high in middle and high school (NCTE, 

2006).  If students are engaged with their new literacy demands, their confidence starts to 

burgeon, and their grasp of these literacies starts to grow (NCTE, 2006).  “Engagement is 

encouraged through meaningful connections” (NCTE, 2006).  In order to create 

engagement, students must connect the material to real life experiences which keeps the 

students engaged and develops their confidence.

 Adolescents regularly use literacies for social purposes “as they create meanings 

and participate in shaping their immediate environments” (NCTE, 2006).  Today’s youth 

possess social literacies never before seen or accepted.  If students are to excel in school, 

their social literacies must be bridged with academic ones (NCTE, 2006; 2008; 2010).

 In order to create engagement, motivation, and eventually bridge academic 

literacies with adolescents’ pre-existing social literacies, teachers may engage “students 

in performative reading responses” such as dramatization which enables “active 

construction of meaning” (NCTE, 2008).  

 Expanding on Vygotsky’s idea of cognitive development, educators can assist 

adolescents in literacy by adding to their tool kit of cognitive strategies.  Just as various 
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professions require certain tools, literally or metaphorically, readers require tools for 

literacy.  By equipping adolescents with cognitive strategies in their mental tool kit, they 

can draw on them when necessary (Appleman, 2006).  When students reach secondary 

education, content-based literacies become increasingly difficult, especially in history; 

the primary sources and dense information text make it difficult to connect to the 

material, much less comprehend the material.  One mental tool, when explicitly taught, 

that assists students with dense, informational texts is visualization.

 Visualizing is a crucial part of reading; a crucial part of the mental tool kit.  With 

the onslaught of visual media, students need more reinforcement in the ability to call on 

this skill when reading informational texts.  Research shows that interactive assignments 

involving both reading and writing scaffold students towards metacognitive awareness of 

visualization as a tool in both writing and reading comprehension and in personal 

development of this skill (McMillan, 1999).  

 The essence of learning history, of really any subject, for adolescents is creating 

meaningful connections to the material.  The social nature of adolescents lends itself to 

creating these connections with content-area literacy once they have the proper tools and 

are explicitly showed how.  

 Creative drama utilizes students’ imagination and inclination to act and pretend in 

order to teach and support academic objectives (Johnson, 1998).  The focus lies on the 

instruction rather than on the performance (Lesley, McMillan & Webb, 2012).  Active 

narratives are used across all subject areas to instruct students on how to interpret the 

various content literacies which are an integral part of each content area (Lesley, 
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McMillan & Webb, 2012). They are a compelling, often neglected, way to “teach difficult 

content, build[] positive environments, utiliz[e] diverse intelligences and invit[e] 

adolescents to become more fully engaged with content area curricula” (Lesley, 

McMillan & Webb, 2012).  Creative drama is an avenue in which to achieve this.

 Research has shown evidence that humans are drawn to stories because our 

storied ways of thinking are an intrinsic part of the human psyche and cognitive structure 

(Lesley, McMillan, Webb & 2012).  Narrative thinking can be a major contributor to the 

development and growth of logical and analytical thought (Lesley, McMillan & Webb, 

2012).  By scaffolding and continuing the use of storied forms, students increase their 

abilities to employ logic and understand abstract concepts (Lesley, McMillan & Webb, 

2012).  Since story structures align themselves with our innate manner of thinking, they 

should be utilized to encourage creative thinking and the development of thought, both 

logical and analytical (Lesley, McMillan & Webb, 2012).  

 Narrative formats are perfect for working with adolescents because they are not 

only powerful teaching tools, they also integrate cognitive and affective elements 

simultaneously (Lesley, McMillan & Webb, 2012).  Identity development and formation 

are crucial during the pivotal adolescent years; because of this, students’ affective needs 

and emotional responses must and should be taken into account in instruction.  Utilizing 

the affective facets within stories, active narratives have the potential to “diffuse 

adolescent students’ negative filters”, those negative past experiences that can block 

strenuous subject matter (Lesley, McMillan & Webb, 2012).  One reason for this may be 
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due to a story’s ability to build community within the classroom while increasing 

students’ openness to learn (Lesley, McMillan & Webb, 2012).

 Additionally, active narratives address students’ affective needs through increased 

imaginative thinking.  Creative dramas can exercise imaginations in a way nothing else 

can.  It is known that the great mathematical mind of Albert Einstein used storytelling to 

aide in explaining difficult scientific concepts.  Einstein viewed “an active imagination as 

key to intellectual inquiry and problem solving” (Lesley, McMillan & Webb, 2012).  

Thus, it’s no surprise that active narratives have been proven to benefit content area 

literacy instruction (Lesley, McMillan & Webb, 2012).  

 In looking specifically at storytelling and readers’ theater, the use of these creative 

dramas has shown to “promote collaborative environments, increase students’ self-

efficacy, expand comprehension of content, and increase their interest in subject matter 

learning” (Black & Stowe, 2007).  Furthermore, reading comprehension, fluency, and 

vocabulary development, in the traditional literacy sense, also show gains with the use of 

storytelling and readers’ theater.  These gains can largely be attributed to “repeated 

readings, oral practice, and peer collaborations that storytelling projects, script writing 

and performances entail” (Lesley, McMillan & Webb, 2012).

 One primary form of active narratives that is utilized is storytelling; storytelling is 

recounting a story or a tale to any number of listeners via voice and gestures while the 

audience and the storyteller compose the tale; each listener composes a unique set of 

visual images gleaned from the story (Lesley, McMillan & Webb, 2012).  Storytelling can 

be used to motivate students on a difficult topic, or it can be used as a scaffolding device 
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towards comprehending difficult material.  Storytelling is a powerful potential mode of 

instruction when it is connected with students’ interests, experiences, and values to 

historical events (Lesley, McMillan & Webb, 2012).  When utilized effectively across 

content areas, stories have been shown to enhance students’ recall, retention, 

comprehension, and enthusiasm for the content (Flynn, 2007; Haven, 2000; Black & 

Stowe, 2007).  As McMillan found, stories have the power to enhance and accelerate 

virtually every measurable aspect of learning (McMillan, 1999).  

 Another active narrative form accessible for classroom instruction are scripted 

texts known as readers’ theater.  Readers’ theater is a minimalistic theater performance 

which is used to support reading instruction.  Most of the time, it does not require sets, 

costumes, or memorization; it’s an informal theatrical performance (Lesley, McMillan & 

Webb, 2012).  It can be as simple or as involved as the teacher designs.  As a literacy tool, 

readers’ theater has been shown to  promote overall growth in reading level, namely 

among struggling readers (Keehn, Harmon & Shoho, 2008).  One case for this is because 

readers’ theater is an interpretive reading strategy in which “readers bring characters, 

story, and even content area or textbook material to life” (Black & Stowe, 2007).  

Through their voices, actions, and words, students, both actors and audience, work to 

suggest and enhance meaning while creating pictures of the content (Black & Stowe, 

2007).  Thus, readers’ theater combines all aspects of learning with a kinesthetic outcome 

(Black & Stowe, 2007).  

 A variation of readers’ theater is content based readers’ theater which combines 

the original format with creative writing, curriculum-based readers’ theater.  It’s an 
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instructional tool designed to increase fluency, comprehension, and retention of content 

area information.  Often times, the material is derived from textbooks, works of literature, 

or any content area text (Flynn, 2007).  With curriculum-based readers’ theater, teacher 

and students work together to take the contents from textbooks or other content area text 

to create scripts on these topics.  This instructional tool allows students to learn required 

learning standards in a way that is fun and engaging which allows the students to be more 

actively involved in their learning (Lesley, McMillan & Webb, 2012; Young & Vardell, 

1993).

 At the beginning of the year, the teacher should create the classroom scripts, but 

as students become more comfortable with curriculum-based readers’ theater, the teacher 

should consider scaffolding students into writing them (Lesley, McMillan & Webb, 

2012).  With the vast amount of information content area teachers are required to teach, 

curriculum-based readers’ theater allows students to work directly with the required 

material, not only learning the material, but taking ownership of their learning (Young & 

Vardell, 1993).

 Taylor defines oral interpretation as “the art of extracting human experience from 

the written word and then communicating that experience to others in order to create an 

illusion in the audience’s mind that an experience is being performed in their mind’s 

eye” (Taylor, 1980).  Oral interpretation is far more than reading a text; it is the 

experience of a text by both reader and listener with the reader attempting to interpret the 

text through voice and body action (Taylor, 1980).  Oral interpretation has been found to 

increase students’ motivation to read and build on their reading skills.  In some students, 
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oral interpretation has made it easier to picture the text read (Taylor, 1980).  This form of 

active narrative allows students to come closer into “stepping into the experience of 

culture” (Taylor, 1980).  

 One derivation of oral interpretation is poetry enactments; a combination of oral 

interpretation and readers’ theater or storytelling.  Poetry enactments are a way to provide 

students with a memorable context for the content at hand (Lewis, 2007).  These forms of 

active narratives can assist students in imagining and visualizing the material to be 

learned (Lewis, 2007).  Lewis states the benefits of poems as bringing a human element, 

a personal, many times humorous, feel to the content being studied (2007).  This in-turn 

helps students retain information as well as vocabulary; the information is now rooted to 

a vivid and / or humorous mental representations which forge remembering synapses 

(Lewis, 2007).  

 Another benefit to poetry enactments is the brevity with which you can convey a 

large amount of content topic.  Poems cut to the heart of the topic in powerful and 

memorable ways (Lewis, 2007).  As students learn more about the topics, they create new 

connections to their lives and form connections to other texts and experiences; poetry 

enactments assist in making these connections (Lewis, 2007).  Furthermore this idea, 

Lewis argues that poetry’s most valuable asset is its ability to raise issues.  Poetry helps 

students see crucial issues in any content area which extend beyond the classroom into 

their world (2007).  This idea of ‘stepping beyond the facts’ is the analytical thinking 

educators are looking for, the connections we as educators hope they make (Lewis, 
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2007).  Poetry enactments are a good way to spark debate on any given topic which 

places students in command of their learning.

 The growing literacy crisis will only continue to worsen if not addressed.  With 

each passing year, the content-area literacies expand and increase in difficulty.  Once seen 

as zealous students in primary school, secondary education students seem to have lost 

their motivation and engagement.  Research has shown that  readers’ theater, storytelling, 

and poetry enactments-- as well as other active narratives-- increase student engagement 

and motivation.  With increased engagement, students develop literacy in content areas 

and continue to add skills to their cognitive tool kit.  With increased exposure and 

continued use, active narratives will increase student motivation and engagement, 

promote student comprehension, and support increased visualization.
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Chapter III

Methodology

Introduction

 In this chapter the rationale for the research design is explained along with a 

description of the research methods used to collect and analyze data.

Rationale

 The research design for this study was a qualitative case study based on action 

research (Stringer, 2004), in which open coding and the constant comparison method 

were used to examine data regarding: students’ understanding of the material; ability to 

visualize informationally dense texts; capacity to make meaningful connections; and 

overall engagement / motivation of the class.  

 Action research was the chosen method of research because its emphasis on 

“cyclical, dynamic, and collaborative approaches to investigation” (Stringer, 2004) 

aligned well with studying my students’ responses to the regular work of our classroom. 

Action research also provides educational practitioners with new knowledge and 

understanding enabling them to improve educational practices (Stringer, 2004), which 

explains why I was originally drawn to this research. I chose to view this study through a 

qualitative lens in order to deeply understand students’ reactions to active narratives such 

as readers’ theater, storytelling, and poetry enactments on a deeper level.  Furthermore, it 

was important for me to hear their perspectives without solely relying on quantitative 
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figures to analyze the data collected.  I wanted this study to provide more than just an 

isolated snapshot of the use of active narratives for literacy instruction; moreover, I 

wanted to explore the various possibilities for active narratives in any content-area 

classroom and analyze whether using active narratives aided in the development of 

content-area literacies and improved student motivation.

 Utilizing open coding to analyze my data sources constituted how I formulated 

the themes of my thesis.  Hoepfl (1997) describes open coding as “an analysis which 

begins with identification of the themes emerging from the raw data.” This process 

allowed me to categorize the data and then describe the implications drawn from the 

details of those categories (Hoepfl, 1997).  I also used the constant comparison method, 

which is described by Glaser and Strauss (1967) as consisting of four distinct stages: 

compare incidents applicable to each category, integrate categories and their properties, 

determine the theory, and write the theory.  The method develops theories which are 

grounded in the data, then systematically gathered and analyzed.  

Content analysis was also used in answering my research questions which guided my 

study.

Research Questions

The research questions guiding this study include:

1.) In what ways does creative drama inform (or not) students’ authentic life connections 

with the subject of history?
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2.) In what ways do creative drama strategies inform (or not) students’ abilities / 

inclinations to think critically?

3.) In what ways does students’ immersion in a social studies classroom that utilizes 

creative drama instruction, inform (or not) their attitudes towards the subject of history 

and their perceptions of themselves as history students?

Setting and Context of the Study

 The setting for this qualitative action research study was my 8th grade history 

class, which presides in a local, West Texas middle school. The class had 18 students and 

six participated in the initial and follow-up interviews that I conducted.  Three of my 

student participants were female and three were male. Of the six, three were Caucasian 

and three were Hispanic.  The students were grouped together in desks of three or four.  

In the class, there were twelve boys and six girls.  The majority of the class was classified 

as having a low socio-economic status.  Five of the males were Hispanic and the other 

seven were caucasian.  Out of the six girls in class, two were Hispanic and the other four 

were caucasian.  Out of the eighteen students, only eight passed their 7th grade TAKS 

(Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills) reading test, and out of the eight in the 

study, only two passed.  TAKS reading scores typically give an indicator of how students 

will perform on the eighth grade social studies TAKS test; the first standardized test in 

social studies for them.

 When my action research study was initiated, the participants in my 8th grade 

history class had participated in storytelling and readers theatre (including poetry 
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enactments) several times. In order to better understand the environment and activities in 

which they participated, it is important for me to describe how a typical creative drama 

activity was enacted.  For my students, I created the curriculum-based readers’ theater at 

the beginning of the year.  I would hand them the script along with the text from which 

the script was adapted.  As the year progressed, I would scaffold my students into writing 

a curriculum-based readers’ theater.  I demonstrated how I created one from a text; then, I 

walked my students through the steps of writing a curriculum-based readers’ theater 

script (see Appendix A).  Once we covered the steps, we would create one as a class 

together.  For one assignment, I gave my students the Gettysburg Address when we were 

studying the Civil War.  I had my students, in pairs, develop a curriculum-based readers 

theater script from the Gettysburg Address.  First, they had to create a title for their script 

which could not be “Gettysburg Address”.  Once they decided on a title, they then had to 

decide what was the important information, what did they want the readers / audience to 

know.  To begin writing the script, the students had to decide how the narrator(s) would 

begin the script.  I encouraged the class to develop more specific titles as the script went 

along; one example they might use would be an escaped slave.  Once they had written the 

script, I then asked the students to go back and add stage directions using parentheses, 

(requiring a minimum number of stage directions is recommended in the beginning).  

Lastly, I strongly encouraged my class to see who could create the funniest script without 

taking away from the accuracy.  Not only were my students learning the material, they 

began to synthesize and internalize the information.  My students were responsible for 
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their learning and also teaching others.  To them, they did not see it this way; they had 

fun creating scripts for their classmates to perform for the class.

 When I employed storytelling in class, I had the students clear everything off of 

their desks, so there was not chance of a distraction.  With small enough classes or a large 

enough space, I would have my students gather around in a circle.  I would stand when 

telling a story typically.  As I recant the story from memory, I raise and lower my voice 

with the mood of the story; I found when I lowered my voice, my students would lean 

closer to listen more intently.  I also used my hands to gesticulate throughout the story.  In 

one instance, I was teaching my students about the War of 1812 and the Star Spangled 

Banner.  I set up the scene with descriptions of scenes and also feelings / atmosphere of 

the time.  As I told the story, I watched the expressions on the faces of my students, 

adjusting my tone and gestures predicated on their reactions.  At the end of the story, I 

recited the Star Spangled Banner line by line, emphasizing certain parts from the story.  

When I finished, I played a version of the Star Spangled Spanner as we listened quietly as 

a class.  Afterwards, we had a class discussion on the importance of the story and what 

the students took away from the story.

 Poetry enactments are similar to storytellings.  I practice reciting the poem in 

front of a mirror several times prior to enacting it for my students.  One reason is to 

figure out which tones and gestures work best at which part of the poems.  Once again, I 

had my students clear their desks or gather in a circle.  Just like storytelling, I alter my 

tone and gestures from the feedback my students.  When I enacted the poem, O’ Captain, 

My Captain by Walt Whitman, I first had my students close their eyes for the first 
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enactment.  After the first enactment, I had my students open their eyes and retold the 

poem, but this time, I included gestures and movement.  In groups of two or three, the 

students discussed how the poem made them feel; what was Whitman’s purpose in 

writing the poem; why is the poem significant?

Data Collection 

 The action research began at the start of the spring semester 2012.  Data sources 

included field notes, two sets of individual interviews of six students and my reflexive 

journal.  The interviews were conducted during the first and third week of May.  The 

responses from the first set of interviews formed the basis for the second set of interview 

questions. 

 Field Notes

 Hand written field notes and reflections were taken throughout the spring 

semester and also during and after each interview documenting students’ responses, body 

language, possible themes, and level of self-efficacy in regards to history.  Referring back 

to the field notes throughout the study helped guide the formation of my themes as well 

as follow-up questions for the second interview. They also helped me keep track of the 

active narratives we engaged in throughout the semester.

 Interviews

 Individual interviews (Rossman & Rallis, 2003) with the six students were 

conducted at the end of the semester.  The six students chosen to participate in interviews 

for this study represented a wide range of socio-economic groups, gender, and various 
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ability levels in the classroom.  Though the interviews were at the end of the study, I 

selectively chose the students based on the reasons mentioned above.  They represented a 

cross-section of the eighth grade class.

 Student Interviews

 I made arrangements to interview the students individually in my classroom 

during their enrichment period in the course of the school day.  When we would engage 

in active narratives in class and discuss afterwards, I would take field notes of students’ 

responses, paying special attention to the six students selected to be interviewed.  The 

interviews lasted approximately fifteen minutes each.  I used a digital voice recorder for 

each interview.  I also wrote down notes about body language and answers to questions.  

Students were allowed to answer the questions honestly and openly without 

repercussions.  (See Appendix A for first and second interview questions).

 Student Participants

I selected six students that represented a cross-section of all of the eighth graders I 

taught.  Over the course of the year, I monitored my classes to discern who would be a 

good candidate.  Other than having a mixture of socio-economic groups and ethnicity, I 

also looked at their academia and self-efficacy.  Many times, my students say, “I’m bad at 

history.  I’ve just never been good at it.”  Sometimes, these statements may be the case; 

other times, they have a low self-efficacy when it comes to social studies.  I wanted an 

amalgam of students who were proficient in content-area literacies in social studies and 

others who were not quite as high.  Another quality I looked for was their comfort level in 

regards to history.  Active narratives allow students to open up and express themselves; 
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they also tend to engage the ‘shy’ students.  I was interested to see how active narratives 

affected these students compared to ones who are not categorized as shy.  The main 

criteria was these students needed to be from the same class period for the sake of 

consistency.

 I chose to interview six students so that I could better understand the ways that 

utilizing active narratives, or creative drama, within instruction informed the students 

learning in my 8th grade history class.  Each student participant was assigned a 

pseudonym to be used in this study. The following are brief descriptions of each student 

who co-participated in this study:

Gretchen - Gretchen comes from a non-traditional home.  She is a caucasian female with 

a step-father and an adopted sister.  She is an average student, academically speaking.  

Gretchen’s family qualifies as low socio-economic status.  She is a very shy student and 

doesn’t like to be called on in class.

Maria - Maria is a Hispanic female.  She lives with her parents and her grandparents and 

has four brothers and sisters.  Maria self-proclaims that she is a below average student; 

academically, she is on the lower side.  She reads below grade-level and has a limited 

vocabulary.  English is her second language.

Michael - Michael comes from a blended family, mostly Hispanic.  He is an above 

average student who’s favorite class is choir because he can truly express himself.

Brian - Brian is a Caucasian male who comes from a home in which the parents are 

divorced.  He is an academically above average student in history.  Brian admits that his 
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favorite class is history.  Brian is an athlete who is the resident class clown and thrives on 

attention.

Andrea - Andrea is a Hispanic female who is the oldest of five, being raised by a single 

mom.  She takes care of her siblings while her mom is at work.  English is her second 

language and she struggles in school.  She is also very shy in class.

Angel - Angel is a Hispanic male who’s family qualifies as low socio-economic status.  

He is a very quiet student and barely audible when called to answer.  His favorite class is 

athletics.

Data Analysis

 For each interview, I used a digital recorder and took field notes.  After I finished 

the interviews, I transcribed each one.  To code the data, I made copies of my notes and 

my transcripts.  I assigned numbers to each transcript and laid out all of my field notes 

and transcripts.  I read through the data collected for emerging categories.  As categories 

emerged from the data, I literally cut and pasted the information into categories.  As new 

data came in, I altered or confirmed the categories and pasted additional quotes in support 

of my themes.  Once my findings became more concrete, I reprinted my notes and 

transcripts on colored paper.  I color-coded my themes and adjusted as new data became 

available.

 During and after active narratives, I kept a reflexive journal documenting 

tendencies and possible student responses to the active narrative.  I also made notations in 

a journal during and after each student interview.  With each interview, I made a note of 
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possible categories based on students’ responses within this reflexive journal. These were 

later compared with additional interview data and data from my field notes.

 In short, I used the constant comparison method, to triangulate my interview 

transcriptions, field notes, and reflexive journal.  This system allowed me to test my 

thinking and to ensure that my thematic findings and conclusions were trustworthy.  I 

also used parenthetical citations to refer to the numbered transcripts and field note pages, 

in order to provide an audit trail.

Summary

 This chapter explained the rationale for my research design and described the 

action research methods that I used to collect data. It also described the process that I 

used to analyze my data. My use of storytelling, readers theater and poetry enactments 

were my chosen methods of instruction to procure my data.  I collected data to determine 

some of the ways, in which the appropriate and consistent use of creative drama 

instruction involving, could inform the critical thinking, content area literacy skills and 

subject comprehension and student engagement with the subject of history.  
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Chapter IV

Findings

 “When we do the plays up at the front of the class, it actually explains it a lot 

better than just reading it from a book...I just think acting it out helps you understand it 

more” (Gretchen, Transcript 1).

Introduction

In this chapter the findings of my action research with active narratives is explained.  

From the qualitative study, one finding showed active narratives promote meaningful, 

historical connections.  Likewise, this study shows how social factors increase visual 

details, vocabulary and student confidence.  Lastly, the use of active narratives leads to 

meaning making through increased affective responses.

Active Narratives Promote Meaningful Historical Connections

 Active narratives promote student comprehension of and engagement with the 

content studied.  One reason this occurred was because students cited active narratives as 

a more meaningful way to study the information.  Several of the interviewed students 

alluded to empathy with the historical characters and events.  Maria stated that she was 

able to relate to the people from history, especially when doing readers’ theater (Maria, 

Transcript 8).  Another student, Brian, expressed an almost identical sentiment; “I can see 

it from the person’s point of view...other people’s point of view...like I’m actually 
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there” (Brian, Transcript 4).  In an earlier interview, the same student commented that 

active narratives make history text more fun; she “actually enjoy[ed] learning about 

it” (Gretchen, Transcript 1).  These findings are consistent with Taylor’s research that 

students become closer by stepping into the experience (1980).  For him and others like 

him in class, acting it out helped them to better understand the material; several 

commented that the readers and the audience can get a feel for it because you are that 

person.  

“You can see it in the point of view of that person and...you kinda like get into the way 

it’s all going on around you” (Brian, Transcript 4).

Another student demonstrated a similar response:

“I kinda see what kinda they went through like when we did the women’s suffrage, I had 

to act like a woman...but I can kinda see what they went through and stuff like that...It 

just kinda seemed like I was there” (Brian, Transcript 4).

While students illustrated engaged and empathetic responses, some made connections to 

the historical content in very personal ways.  

    Leading up to the Civil War, we performed a readers’ theater that showed the 

causes of the Civil War.  One of the reasons explored in the readers’ theater was the issue 

of states’ rights, and a large part of that was slavery.  In the script, one of the characters 

was an escaped slave who conveyed the cruelty of what it means to be an enslaved 

person.  When interviewed, Gretchen talked about the connections she made to the 

character from the story; she shared how she was treated differently based on her skin 

color when she was growing up and the pain she still feels from it; “when we talked 
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about the Civil War and [] white versus blacks, that happened to me when I was little...

[P]eople were racist to me because I was white” (Gretchen,Transcript 7).  The experience 

from the readers’ theater skit allowed Gretchen to connect the information to her pre-

existing schema from an experience in her life.  By making the connection, she creates a 

meaningful experience that is also learned information.  Research shows that active 

narratives allow students to make these meaningful connections, but most of the research 

regarding students making meaningful connections looks at poetry enactments.  Lewis 

found that poetry and poetry enactment bring the human element as well as a personal 

feel to the content (2007).  From my findings, it seems that this statement holds true for 

more than just poetry enactments when it comes to active narratives.

 Another important way my students made meaningful connections through active 

narratives was through questioning in ways that demonstrated sound critical thinking. For 

example, when they heard a story or a poetry enactment or a readers’ theater script, 

countless times they communicated that they wondered if the particular event that was 

depicted had  happened the way it was interpreted or enacted.  They began to compare 

what their classmates portrayed to how they might have portrayed the event or person 

differently; [H]ow did they really act besides the way people [] just read it” (Maria, 

Transcript 2)?  This critical thinking is not only crucial for comprehending content-area 

texts, but it is also a significant life skill.  Conceptual thinking from students also allowed 

meaningful connections between student and content to be forged.  By taking the story or 

the readers’ theater and reflecting on how they would feel or act, my students formed 

lasting connections.  “[H]ow could they possibly do that to him?...[P]eople were just 
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watching...[W]hy didn’t they do anything” (Andrea, Transcript 11)?    “Why was 

everyone just standing around and not [] actually trying to help him or anything like 

that” (Maria, Transcript 8)?  By developing conceptual questions, students built a 

connection through emotional reactions to the active narrative.  Their rhetorical 

questions, conceptualizing the information allowed students to move past memorization 

to creating a new level within their working memory.

 As the students began to make meaning through their own questioning, their 

engagement with the content and their motivation for studying history appeared to 

increase.  The students were no longer memorizing but actively participating in their own 

learning.  

 

“It’s Not Work to Read It”

 A surprising inclination and ability that emerged as students participated in 

creative drama activities was that they not only became willing to use literacy strategies 

that had once bored them, but they also began to do so unconsciously when interpreting 

dense informational  texts.  Primary sources are a major focal point in social studies; it’s a 

content literacy with which most students struggle.  When they are faced with reading 

and then analyzing a primary source, many tend to shut down.  The allure of active 

narratives is that any text can be adapted to an active narrative.  By using primary sources 

and adapting them to an active narrative format, be it a story or readers’ theater script, my 

students were introduced to primary sources from the onset and in an adolescent friendly 

form.  As the year progressed, I had my students take primary sources and create readers’ 
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theater scripts.  When I began to transcribe my interviews, I noticed that most, if not all, 

of the students interviewed stated how they divided large texts into pieces, like one would 

with a readers’ theater script (Maria, Transcript 8).  While this is a literacy tool that they 

had been instructed in prior to their 8th grade year, these students did not utilize this tool 

at the beginning of the year, but only after they had consistently participated in 

instruction involving work with readers’ theater scripts. Even more surprising, they did 

not consciously think to employ this strategy.  By engaging in active narratives with 

various texts early on, my students developed better reading strategies through them 

unknowingly.  Their willingness to strategize dense, informational texts completely 

changed and became second nature.

 It may be argued that we want our students to be cognizant when using their 

reading strategies.  When first instructing students of specific reading strategies, students 

explicitly apply the targeted reading strategy.  Overtime, the reading strategy becomes 

internalized, almost reflexive to the reader.  Often times, good readers are unaware of the 

reading strategies they are employing while reading, especially when it is for enjoyment.

 Black and Stowe found that active narratives increased students’ reading 

comprehension and fluency (2007).  My findings also show similar results in regards to 

students’ ability to comprehend texts.  Active narratives scaffolded students into 

employing good reading strategies, such as summarization, while reading rigorous texts 

namely primary sources.  Primary sources were a text many 8th grade students struggled 

with comprehension and fluency.  Through the continued use of active narratives, my 

students were able to administer effective reading strategies, and ultimately, internalize 
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them, making them part of their schema; something previous research on active 

narratives had yet to show.

Social Factors Increase Visual Details, Vocabulary and Student Confidence

 Another strong theme that emerged from my work with the students involved the 

academic and personal growth they experienced due to the collaborative and social 

factors involved in creative drama instruction. In particular, students social and 

collaborative learning promoted their visualization of details, vocabulary development 

and confidence levels.  For example, through the continued use and support of active 

narratives, namely storytelling, students pictured more visual details - as a result of their 

social interactions and collaborative work.  Storytelling required, and then ultimately, 

supported increased visualization and listening which enhanced comprehension.  When I 

interviewed Andrea and asked her what helped her visualize the content, she stated that 

storytelling gave her more details which led to better visualization and understanding of 

what was happening within a text (Andrea, Transcript 11).  While the story I told in class 

didn’t contain more details than a text, her perception of the story containing more details 

is interesting.  According to Andrea, storytelling contains more details because it’s not 

work for her to visualize and, ultimately, comprehend the information.  Likewise, Angel 

shared a similar experience.  During the first interview, I questioned Angel about what 

helps him to understand the material.  He pointed out that body language, such as facial 

expressions and gestures, helped clarify the position historical characters might be taking; 

“I can see if they’re [] mad or not” (Angel, Transcript 6).  These expressions were the 
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perceived added details that helped struggling readers, such as Andrea and Angel, to 

make connections with the historical content.

 Maria also experienced similar results; she admitted stories helped her grasp the 

material better than anything before and a lot was due to the details.  Where her 

experience was different from Andrea’s was vocabulary.  Maria expressed how the 

‘added’ details helped her figure out words she did not understand (Maria, Transcript 8).  

Michael made an astute observation about readers’ theater and understanding vocabulary; 

he reported that  readers’ theater assisted him in understanding unknown words because 

they involve students through reading it, hearing it, saying it, and doing it (Michael, 

Transcript 3) which engages all learning styles simultaneously. 

 One explanation for the perceived increase in details can be attributed to social 

engagement.  Both Maria and Michael indicated that storytelling and readers’ theater 

were a lot of fun since “everyone has a part” (Maria, Transcript 2).  In an interview with 

Angel, he recalled a part that Michael had played earlier in the year.  The part called for a 

British accent which Michael portrayed throughout the script.  Angel, as well as other 

students, say a reason they can remember the details of that skit was due to Michael’s 

portrayal of the character and the good time they had performing the skit (Angel, 

Transcript 6).  The social aspect of active narratives, especially readers’ theater promoted 

better communication and engagement.  

 It appeared that the social interaction that creative drama activities necessitated 

promoted students’ confidence in terms of public speaking and participation. Andrea, who 

was hesitant to speak in front of class at the beginning of the year, volunteered for every 
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readers’ theater by the end of the year.  During the interview, she explained that readers’ 

theater is “not like only reading it in a book.  We’re actually acting it out which helps me 

to remember more” (Andrea, Transcript 5).  Maria, who was very similar to Andrea at the 

beginning of the year, explained the reason for both of their transformations was the 

social aspect; both were engaged and motivated by the active narratives (Maria, 

Transcript 2).  The social engagement scaffolded with a shortened reading load led to 

better engagement and motivation which ultimately led to increased comprehension.  

Once the students felt confident in their abilities and were scaffolded over time through 

social aspects, they developed the comfort levels necessary to engage in the social aspect 

of active narratives with their classmates. Not surprisingly a greater sense of community 

had been built within our classroom; students appeared more open in regard to exploring 

their affective responses to the texts.

 Research shows gains in numerous reading strategies include vocabulary and 

visualization (Black & Stowe, 2007).  Expanding on these findings, active narratives can 

enhance and accelerate virtually every measurable aspect of learning (McMillan, 1999).  

Vocabulary development and visualization heightened through the median of body 

language and social cues within the active narratives.  These findings would agree with 

what other experts previously proved as positive effects of the use of active narratives; 

what research had yet to discover was that socialization was a primary reason for the 

growth in these reading strategies.
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Meaning Making through Increased Affective Responses

 Students were more open and cognizant of their affective response to texts, which 

appeared to increase their abilities for meaning making.  Tying in with previous findings 

of active narratives being more meaningful, my students were able to not only make these 

connections but able to empathize with the characters. Affective awareness led to 

empathy with historical characters, which aided in their ability to visualize the material.  

Michael expressed this sentiment on multiple occasions: “You really understand what, 

how the people felt or how certain things happened during...old time[s]” (Michael, 

Transcript 3). 

 In one instance, I performed a poetry enactment over Walt Whitman’s poem, O’ 

Captain, My Captain.  During the second interview, I asked Michael if there was a 

particular active narrative that stuck out in his mind; he recounted the feelings he 

experienced during the poetry enactment (Michael, Transcript 3).  For Michael, the 

assassination of Lincoln will be cognitively stored by how he felt during the enactment.  

The feelings and emotions are how he learned a major event in history.

  Michael is not alone in making connections through emotions either; Gretchen 

was able to make meaningful connections during active narratives;  readers’ theater helps 

you really understand a historical event because “you’re actually [] saying and 

experiencing what they did” (Gretchen, Transcript 1).  She went on to include the 

empathy she felt for the characters: “I try to think about how the actual person in history 

felt” (Gretchen, Transcript 1).  Empathy scaffolded my students to make meaningful 

connections with the content area information.
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 For Brian, empathy is the reason he is able to visualize the information (Brian, 

Transcript 10).  He tries to place himself in the character’s situation and think about what 

he would have done differently.  This held true for any active narrative we did together in 

class whether it was readers’ theater, storytelling, or poetry enactment.  For other 

students, visualization was made easy through the details of the active narrative 

(Gretchen, Transcript 7).  For Angel, visualization is the key to his comprehending the 

material and later be able to recall it (Angel, Transcript 6).  When asked about what 

works best for him to visualize the material, Angel answered immediately readers’ theater 

(Angel, Transcript 12).  Even when he’s not a reader in the script, Angel says he’s 

picturing what the reader is saying (Angel, Transcript 6).  For Michael and Andrea, active 

narratives are their forms of notes.  Andrea admits that she can retain and recall the 

information better than with traditional note-taking because she can actually picture the 

information (Andrea, Transcript 5).  In Michael’s case, he is able to recall the story 

because he summarizes the information in his head as he goes through visualization 

(Michael, Transcript 3).  Across the class, my students communicated an increase in 

ability to visualize the material.  Active narratives became the guidance to an increase in 

ability to visualize content-area texts.

 The findings of the study show active narratives promote student comprehension 

of and engagement with the content studied.  One reason for this was because the 

students expressed that active narratives made the content more meaningful.  With active 

narratives, students perceived storytelling, and to an extent readers’ theater, as providing 

more visual details due to social factors.  These cognitive tools required and supported 
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increased visualization and listening, leading to better comprehension.  One discovery for 

this fact was due to the social aspect of active narratives which acted as a support for 

engagement.  Since adolescents are social beings, the social dynamic of the active 

narratives led to motivation and thus, engagement.  For me, the biggest support was how 

much active narratives develop the cognitive tool of visualization.  Through my 

observations and teaching, I noticed my students struggling to visualize the text in their 

heads, especially with primary sources.  By implementing active narratives, especially 

curriculum-based readers’ theater, my students strengthened their literacy tool of 

visualization.

 The most ground breaking discovery to come out of this qualitative action 

research dealt with reading strategies.  When I ask my students, they are able to list 

numerous strategies good readers employ when reading, but I noticed they were not using 

them at the beginning of the year when they read complex texts.  After a year of exposure 

to active narratives; namely readers’ theater, storytelling, and poetry enactment; my 

students employed good reading strategies unconsciously.  When asked about this during 

the series of interviews, my students attributed this to the curriculum-based readers’ 

theater scripts they created in the second semester.
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Chapter V

Conclusion

Introduction

 In this chapter, the research questions are answered based on the findings of the 

qualitative study of active narratives.

Research Questions

1.) In what ways does creative drama inform (or not) students’ authentic life connections 

with the subject of history?

2.) In what ways do creative drama strategies inform (or not) students’ abilities / 

inclinations to think critically?

3.) In what ways does students’ immersion in a social studies classroom that utilizes 

creative drama instruction, inform (or not) their attitudes towards the subject of history 

and their perceptions of themselves as history students?

Creative Drama – Inform Authentic Life Connections

 Throughout the course of the semester and continued use of active narratives; 

namely readers’ theater, storytelling, and poetry enactments; my students showed a 

significant increase in comprehension of and engagement in content material.  For 

students, active narratives made the content more meaningful to them; as they saw an 
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increase in meaning in the content, my students exhibited a stronger motivation to learn 

the content “cause you feel like you’ve actually been in it or like you’re more...in to what 

you’re talking about” (Michael, Transcript 9).  By feeling connected to the material, 

students showed an increased desire to learn.  History did not seem like  a disconnect of 

past figures from history which they were forced to learn.  This is evident through 

Gretchen’s testimony in regards to segregation and the Civil War.  Through the use of 

active narratives, she developed a connection to her existing schema; from now on, the 

Civil War won’t simply be facts in a book or a past event but an emotional connection, a 

true empathy with the past (Gretchen, Transcript 7).

 Creative dramas allowed my students to view history through a different scope 

which permitted them to see the social side of history and make those meaningful, life 

connections.  Literature shows students create meaningful, life connections when 

immersed in active narratives, but what research has not shown is students moving from 

empathy to reverence.  “I try to think about how the actual person in history felt...For us 

to reenact it, I think they would be proud of themselves” (Gretchen, Transcript 1).  This 

meant, not only did my students develop a connection to these figures from history, but 

they transitioned from empathy of history to reverence of history.  This is the goal of 

every history teacher; for students to answer, “Why do I have to learn this?”

 My students not only connected with the material, but this connection equated to 

relevancy in their own life experiences.  Active narratives allowed these connections to 

be formed.  The content became “real easy to understand” because I was “relating it to 
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the stuff [I] [was] trying to teach.  That’s what’s going on right now,... for 

anybody” (Maria, Transcript 2).  Maria emphasized “[u]sually teachers don’t put real 

world...right now problems and relate it” (Transcript 2).  As adolescents, their interests 

include their world and their problems, but by relating the material to their lives through 

active narratives, my students showed an interest in their learning.

 When the content was experienced through an active narrative lens, particularly 

storytelling, students perceived the active narrative as providing more visual details.  One 

explanation for this finding can be linked to the social factors active narratives carry.  The 

social aspect also acted as a scaffold for engagement among the students.  When asked if 

we could do anything to study history, Maria specified she would choose readers’ theater 

because everyone “read[s] it together [which] make[s] it more fun” (Maria, Transcript 2). 

 With an increase in motivation and engagement, active narratives invigorate 

contributions to the development of cognitive tools, most remarkably visualization and 

listening.  The increase in the development of these cognitive tools directly correlates to 

improved comprehension.  Of all cognitive tools advanced, visualization showed the 

most gains among my students, a literacy tool many were lacking in when reading 

content area texts.  Angel, a student who self-proclaimed he was bad at social studies, 

arguably showed, the most gains of any one of my students.  He came in to the year with 

few literacy tools.  When asked how active narratives helped, he simply responded, “I can 

visualize what they’re doing” (Angel, Transcript 12).
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 Even still, active narratives internalized good reading strategies in my students; an 

area they had struggled with when reading content-dense texts (Field Notes, p. 1).  They 

were able to utilize various strategies at the appropriate time without realizing the effort 

they were putting forth; it was no longer a conscious effort but a reflexive action of a 

good reader. 

Abilities and Inclinations to Think Critically

 Once my students were able to make meaningful life connections and apply the 

content to their own experiences, their ability to think critically about the content 

increased.  For the students, they did not see the analysis they were employing as critical 

thinking.  To them, they were comparing and contrasting their lives and decisions they 

would have made at that moment in history.  “I re-read it and [] compare it to things that 

happened to me before” (Gretchen, Transcript 1).  By reflecting on the event from her life 

and connecting it to the even in history, Gretchen, as well as many other students in this 

class, demonstrates a level of critical thinking desired by educators.

 The ability to summarize information is a difficult concept for students to master.  

Rather than regurgitating most of the story, true summarization is a literacy tool educators 

hope to instill in their students.  Active narratives promote summarization, partly due to 

the brevity with which active narratives can convey a large amount of information.  

While research shows active narratives promote development of literacy skills 

(Appleman, 2006 & Lesley, McMillan & Webb, 2012), summarization is not specifically 

mentioned.  I was surprised to learn my students developed their summarization skills 
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through continued use of active narratives.  “You can see it...[and] shorten it up in your 

mind...and summarize the [] play” (Michael, Transcript 9).  The development of 

visualization lead to an increase in summarization skills.  While this literacy skill was not 

exclusively studied or singled out, it was noteworthy since my students offered it 

unsolicited.

 As students moved from making connections with the content, they began to 

develop guiding questions which extend after the active narrative.  “[H]ow could they 

possibly do that to him?...[P]eople were just watching...[W]hy didn’t they do 

anything?...just like Waco, TX” (Andrea, Transcript 11).  When one of the most important 

parts of the active narrative translates into guiding and extending questions, students 

further their learning.  Critical thinking develops because students are not accepting 

events as straight facts.  They learned to question motives and develop conceptual 

questions resulting from the active narrative.  These questions allow students to then 

further their learning by searching for possible answers outside of the classroom.  They 

also allow students to form answers to questions that have not been answered before, 

piecing together information they have gleaned from the active narrative.

 Many times, open-ended questions, such as the ones generated from my students, 

lead to a debate on the matter.  Debates have the potential to exhibit critical thinking by 

being able to recall, interpret, and utilize various facts in order to make a case for their 

side.  Michael and Brian exhibited this very occurrence when they debated with another 

student in class on the greatest cause of the Civil War.  In class, we performed various 

Texas Tech University, Paul Boley, December 2012 

45



active narratives on the Civil War and causes leading up to it.  The intent was to show the 

students the human emotions behind the causes of the Civil War.  Brian and Michael, 

both of which have older siblings, argued the South was bitter about the condescending 

treatment they received from the North.  They referred to it as the “big brother/little 

brother” syndrome.  Both debated with the other student that these feelings, feelings both 

Brian and Michael have experienced in their lives, caused the ‘chip’ on the shoulders’ of 

the South which was a greater reason for tensions leading to the Civil War than states’ 

rights (Field Notes, p.4).  Neither student disregarded states’ rights as a cause of the Civil 

War, but by the end, all students engaged in the parley agreed that the “big brother/little 

brother” effect held some bearing in leading to the Civil War.

 A similar instance occurred in class after we completed a readers’ theater on 

Women’s Suffrage.  This was the same readers’ theater where Brian played the role of a 

female character and admitted that he could “kinda see what they went through” (Brian, 

Transcript 4).  After completing the readers’ theater, I opened the floor up to a discussion 

on women’s suffrage.  Since this was towards the end of the year, my students had 

experienced active narratives for almost two semesters and been scaffolded into class 

debates.  I provided a stem for the debate by stating, “Democracy originated in Greece 

where women were not allowed to vote.  Knowing this, was the United States a 

democracy?”  Michael immediately tackled the concept by stating the United States was 

not a true democracy until it expanded suffrage (Field Notes, p. 4).  This caused a 

Texas Tech University, Paul Boley, December 2012 

46



discussion between students on what was a ‘true’ democracy and whether that was a good 

or a bad thing.

 Research has shown active narratives improve comprehension and encourage 

creative thinking (Black & Stowe, 2007; Lesley, McMillan & Webb, 2012).  An even 

more astounding finding which research has not shown is students’ ability to self-critique 

their performance in a manner of critical thinking.  “[H]ow did they really act besides the 

way people [] just read it” (Maria, Transcript 2)?  By not only taking the historical event 

into account but then factoring in possible emotions and actions of the person from 

history, Maria displays critical thinking by assessing her performance through an 

academic lens.

 Essentially, critical thinking became an extension of the social factors and 

connections they made during active narratives.

Immersion in Creative Drama – Inform Attitudes Towards Subject and Their 

Self-Efficacy

 After being immersed in a social studies classroom that utilizes creative drama 

instruction, my students’ attitudes towards the subject of history and their perceptions of 

themselves as history students rose exponentially.  “[I] actually enjoy learning about 

it” (Gretchen, Transcript 1).  This statement coming from a student who admitted she did 

not like social studies in past years.  Her reasoning for this change in perception of 

history, because you “make it fun” (Gretchen, Transcript 7).  Likewise, Brian expressed 
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an extension of these sentiments: “I want to learn more about this” (Brian, Transcript 10).  

Although Brian started off the year with a positive attitude towards history and self-

efficacy of himself as a history student, neither equated to continuing discovery beyond 

the school walls.  Although students expressed some improvement in attitudes toward 

history and their self-efficacy as a history student, their attitude towards history and their 

perceptions of themselves became evident through daily attitude and their actions in 

class.

 The most rewarding development through the use of active narratives was the 

increase in Angel’s self-efficacy and attitude towards history.  At the beginning of the 

year, Angel was not shy about his dislike for history and his inability to be successful in a 

history class.  When I first introduced readers’ theater to my class, Angel did not 

volunteer for a part; he chose to follow along from his desk.  As the year progressed, he 

started to volunteer for small parts, ones with the least amount of lines.  I attribute part of 

this was due to his low self-efficacy with reading.  Nearing the end of the year, Angel 

volunteered to play the lead role in a readers’ theater, something he never would have 

considered at the beginning of the year (Field Notes, p. 3).  

 After the state standardized assessment, State of Texas Assessment of Academic 

Readiness (STAAR), my students came back to my class brimming with confidence.  

Comments of “that was so easy”, “I aced that test”, and “I am actually smart in history” 

became commonplace in my classroom (Field Notes, p. 5).  All year, my students 

struggled with their self-efficacy especially since they compared themselves to the Pre-
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Advance Placement (Pre-AP) classes.  They expressed feelings of inferiority and 

inadequacy compared to the Pre-AP students (Field Notes, p. 1).  After the STAAR test, 

my students came into my class excited after talking to some of the Pre-AP students.  In 

conversing with the other students, they compared answers to some of the questions.  My 

students were surprised at some of the answers the other students chose.  I heard 

comments such as, “How could they miss that one?  It was from that play we did” (Field 

Notes, p.7).  As educators, we want our students to perform well; I want others to see 

how smart I know my students are, but what I valued more, was their perceptions of 

themselves as history students.  

 In using active narratives in my classroom, students made authentic life 

connections with people and events from history.  Furthering their connections, several 

students also developed a reverence for sacrifices made in history; something previous 

research had not explored.  Active narratives also informed students ability and 

inclinations to think critically, a skill with which many secondary students struggle.  

Through self-guiding, thought-provoking questions; combining visualization with 

summarization subconsciously; and debates with other students, proved their ability to 

think critically.  In addition, students’ immersion in a social studies classroom that 

utilized creative drama instruction, informed their attitudes towards the subject of history 

and also their perceptions of themselves as history students.
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Implications

 Teachers

 Active narratives provide a great pedagogical resource that engages all learning 

styles.  New and developing curriculum is placing an ever-growing level of importance 

on content area literacy.  Even math is seeing an increase in the amount of text students 

must read, comprehend, and conceptualize if they want to be successful in that content 

area.  Each content area has literacy skills adolescents are required, to not simply know, 

to master.  With content and readiness and supporting standards teachers are required to 

teach in the same, if not shorter, amount of time, we have to expand our pedagogical 

resources for students to truly develop proficiency.  Active narratives accomplish just 

that; they are cross-curricular.  Not only do students grasp the material by making 

connections, they don’t need to be re-taught over and over again.  

 As far as preparation time, active narratives take no more time that creating a 

PowerPoint or a lecture, but in contrast to notes and lectures, students develop a deeper 

understanding of the content presented with active narratives.  They impart a way to 

engage and motivate all students while the students learn the required materials.

 Administrators

 Administrators are constantly looking for new tools and resources with which to 

supply their teachers.  They search for new and exciting ways for teachers to get the 

students involved in the curriculum, more of a participant rather than bystanders in their 
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education.  Active narratives should be something administrators present to their staff or 

provide as a training in an effort to present their teachers with the best change possible to 

succeed, and ultimately, our students.

 Teacher Educators

 The goal of teacher educators should be to provide teachers with ongoing 

professional development to further and better teaching practice.  Teacher educators 

should seek resources which will empower the teachers they are training.  Active 

narratives provide a powerful pedagogical tool which can be used in any content area.  

By presenting this tool to teachers, they will continue to advance in their professional 

development by being introduced to various educational strategies proven to be effective 

with students.  This is especially crucial to introduce to secondary teachers who work 

directly with adolescents; the social nature of active narratives lends itself perfectly to the 

needs and wants of the adolescent students in their classes.  While active narratives are 

not a panacea, they are shown to be an effective way for students to develop deeper 

understanding of the material through visualization and making meaningful connections.
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Appendix A

      Suggested Steps for a Curriculum-Based Readers’ Theater Script

Adapted from Taking a Multiliteracies Approach to Content Area Literacy; Lesley, 

McMillan & Webb, 2012.

1. Select a topic and a text passage from which to create the script.

2. Create a title for you script.  Underneath the title, give credit to the text source and its 

author.  Then, write “Adapted by ______” and list the name(s) of the people who 

adapted the script.

3. Decided what is most vital for your readers / students to know.  What do you want to 

emphasize?  What’s foundational?

4. Begin the script by deciding how the narrator will initiate the script.  It might be 

something as simple as calling your characters a Narrator or Voice / Student 1.  As the 

script unfolds, consider using more specific titles to add humor and / or 

understanding.

5. Keep in mind that the script will be read orally.

5.1. If visuals must be used as props, they should be minimal.

5.2. In dramatizations, parentheses are not used to provide explanations of the 

content but rather for stage directions.

6. Don’t shy away from humor.  It might seem ‘cheesy’, but those are the lines we 

remember.

Texas Tech University, Paul Boley, December 2012 

55



Appendix B

Interview Questions Asked of the Students Included

First Interview

 1. What is your favorite subject at school?

 2. Is there anything that you tend to read each week? Why?

 3. What do you like least about history? What do you like the most?

 4. Why do you think students are required to study history in school?

 5. Tell me about your favorite story or who is your favorite person (if you have 

 one) from history? 

 6. Does that favorite story (or person) remind you of anything in your life or that 

 is happening in the world right now? Tell me how.

 7. What activities help you to remember what we study in history the most? Why 

 do you think this is so?

 8. Tell me how it feels when you are assigned a chapter from your textbook to 

 read? What do you do to help yourself understand the chapter?

 9. What (if anything) makes lecture notes and our history text more fun, life-like 

 or meaningful to you? Why do you think so?

 10. If we could do anything we wanted to study history in our class, what do you 

 think would work best for you? Why?

 11. Tell me what you think has been the most important learning experience so far 

 in our class this year.
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 12. Do stories help you to understand what you read in our book or receive from 

 class notes?

 13. How are readers’ theatre scripts different from regular note taking? When you 

 or others perform a script, does it help you to understand the historical event? If 

 so, in what ways?

 14. Describe what goes on in your mind when listen to other students read scripts 

 or historical poems? Can you give me some examples?

Second Interview

 1. What has been the most valuable, if anything, in learning history this year?

 2. How have you enjoyed history in past years?  Why or why not?

 3. If you had to describe a historical event accurately, what would you do to 

 prepare or learn how to do that?

 4. What do you do when you run into problems while reading?

 5. Does readers’ theater or storytelling help you figure out words or understand 

 what you read later easier?  Why or why not?

 6. When I told you the story of Jesse Washington lynching, what went on in your 

 head?  Were you able to visualize it?  Was it better than you reading it on your 

 own?

 7. What helps you make connections from your life to things we learn about in 

 history?
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 8. If you read something with a lot of details, such as a treaty or an act or a war, or 

 anything else from our history class that you couldn’t quite follow, what would 

 you do to understand it better?

9. If you could use any tool to help you understand the reading content, tools maybe 

pictures, charts/maps, an activity we have done in class or something else you 

can think of, what would you tend to choose in most situations?  Talk about it.
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