Classroom organisation for Readers Theatre

Readers Theatre is a very flexible tool for teachers to use but it raises some planning and curriculum questions such as:

· How can I organise the whole class to do the reading, writing or rehearsing at once?

· When only one group is involved with Readers Theatre, what will the other pupils do?

In this document we aim to answer these kinds of questions.

Readers Theatre with the whole class – at the same time!
It is possible to do Readers Theatre with a large class but how should you organise it? That depends on whether you aim have a polished final performance and how important it is for you to have all pupils in the class involved at all stages. It also depends on whether you provide scripts for your pupils or you want them to create the scripts themselves. 

If you choose the script

You could use any of the following strategies and combine them as appropriate. If you aren’t aiming for a polished performance, just stop after the more informal readings (without choosing a final cast) or settle for a simple Readers Theatre performance. If you want something more polished then ask one group to prepare a staged Readers Theatre performance.

· Familiarise the pupils with the script. If it is taken from a story, you could read the story and deal with any unfamiliar vocabulary. Be aware, however, that if you read the story aloud, you may influence the pupils’ oral interpretation. You may want them to do most of the work.

· Simply read the script around the class in a circle – once to familiarise pupils with the text and once for more expression. Don’t allocate parts, just move the reading on to the next person when there is a change of character in the script. Reading around the class in this way provides a good opportunity for you to work on expression taking suggestions from pupils and demonstrating possibilities yourself. Once the second reading is finished, allocate parts and try again. Then ask the cast to work the script into a Readers Theatre performance (with or without your help depending on their experience). If this kind of process is repeated regularly, then all pupils could get the chance to be in a performance group. You could involve the class in choosing the cast for each production. 

· If you use one performance group to work on a polished performance you can integrate this with a group work session in your lessons over the course of a week. Lets say, for example that your normally use 20 minutes of your lessons for group work or guided reading, then the performance group has rehearsal time of 20 minutes X 5  in one week of lessons. You could work with them for some of these sessions while the rest of the class does other group tasks. Alternatively, the rest of the class could do individual work. Whether you want the performance group to rehearse in or out of the classroom is up to you.  

· As an alternative to reading round the class in this way, read the story through several times with character continuity. Have pupils swap roles for each reading. Then choose a final cast.

· With young pupils, you could assign the main parts to a few readers and have others participate as members of the audience by echoing important lines or sound effects. Use flash cards as prompts for choral reading by the audience. 

· With beginning readers or ESL pupils, read the story aloud and have characters echo character lines until they are memorised. When the parts are known, form a cast from among the keenest pupils.

· With older pupils you could tackle a longish story or some non-fiction material. Split it into sections (lets say three sections). Tell the class there will be three complete readings of the material. Each reading will involve three groups (one for each section). Assuming four people in each group (though there could be more), that means twenty seven people involved in the three readings. For each performance, the three groups reading each section stand at the front in a broad semi-circle. As each section is completed, the reading passes to the next group. Performances can be videotaped very easily with a slight rotation of the camera from group to group. The pupils should be familiar with Readers Theatre techniques before they are allowed to work like this as your opportunities for intervention will be limited once they get going.

If the pupils create scripts of their own

They will need to be familiar with different methods for writing Readers Theatre. One quick method for turning a piece of prose into a script is to copy it for all readers and have them mark it into parts for narrators and characters (using a pencil). They code the parts with initials and then mark their own lines with a highlighting pen and. During performance, they read only their own highlighted parts. More complex scripts and pieces of original scriptwriting by pupils will have to be written out (or word processed) and photocopied.

· You could choose very short texts such as poems. Groups in the class would take a poem or selection of linked poems and create a Readers Theatre script, rehearse and perform it over a limited number of lessons. You would supervise rehearsals by moving around the groups, giving advice. If pupils are not confident with expressive reading, you should work through some exercises with them before embarking on the project. Other short texts could be: short adverts and other marketing material, brief news items, fables and jokes.

· Have the whole class involved in script making but choose only one script for performance. Introduce it in the same way you would if you chose the script yourself (see above). It might be possible to read all the scripts around the class once before making your choice. You could allow the pupils to vote on those that should get a second (expressive) reading and then which one should be polished and performed.

Readers Theatre with small groups 
Aim to get all members of the class to take part in a presentation every term. Here are some ideas:

· As pupils become more familiar with the techniques of Readers Theatre scripting and performance, you can give some groups within the class the task of creating a Readers Theatre script and performing it. You would provide them with the raw material to make into a script.

· You could have one group doing the writing and a different group performing the completed script.
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