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ABSTRACT
A randomized controlled trial was conducted to study the effectiveness of
two readers’ theater (RT) programs in promoting reading skills and
motivation of dysfluent readers in Grades 3–4. One program (RT Goal)
included a goal of preparing a performance for an audience (n = 50),
while another program (RT Practice) did not include such a goal (n =
49). A group of dysfluent readers receiving traditional oral reading
intervention (Control group; n = 59) and a group of classroom peers
(Mainstream group; n = 159) served as controls. The results indicate that
both RT groups and the Control group developed at a higher rate in
oral reading speed during the intervention period than the Mainstream
group. The RT Goal program was associated with higher engagement
ratings and a temporary reduction in reading errors and oral reading
anxiety. RT had no effects on silent reading skills or reading self-efficacy.
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Readers’ theater (RT) is a drama-based pedagogical approach to practicing reading with hand-
held scripts, which are read aloud to an audience (Rinehart, 2001). RT emphasizes expression
and prosody while providing a meaningful context for repeated oral reading, which is known
to be an effective way to improve reading fluency (Therrien, 2004). Previous research on RT
has mostly focused on daily intensive classroom-level programs spanning from a few weeks
to several months. Each week, the teacher first models the reading of the script; then, the stu-
dents practice reading the text alone or in a group in preparation for a performance at the end
of the week. Performing is seen as central to RT (Rinehart, 2001), but no previous studies have
tested whether preparing a play for performance increases the effectiveness or motivational
appeal of RT.

Today’s drama education takes a child-centered and progressive approach (Bolton, 2007), pla-
cing children’s interests, feelings, and experiences at the center of the learning process (see Tang
et al., 2017). The strong emphasis on generating a warm and accepting atmosphere is expected
to promote playful self-expression, role-taking, and the use of imagination. This is particularly
important when applying RT in special education because many poor readers express anxiety
toward oral reading (Novita, 2016). By engaging in playful acting exercises with texts familiarized
through repeated readings, poor readers have the opportunity to improve their reading fluency and
confidence in reading with expression (Rinehart, 2001). However, no previous studies have focused
on RT in a special education context in which students practice RT once or twice a week with other
poor readers.
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Previous Readers’ Theater Research

The following review of the previous RT studies focuses on elementary school students and
the near-transfer effects (e.g., improved trained skills, such as reading speed) and far-transfer
effects (e.g., improved untrained skills, such as reading comprehension) of RT (see Manset-
Williamson & Nelson, 2005; Therrien, 2004). Several studies on intensive RT have reported
equal gains in oral reading rate and accuracy and in reading comprehension relative to control
groups receiving a comparable amount of traditional oral practice (Black, 2016; Jagger, 2008;
Marshall, 2017; Smith, 2011). In addition, some other studies without strong control groups
have reported RT having a significant effect on near-transfer measures of oral reading accu-
racy (Millin & Rinehart, 1999) as well as fluency and expression (Keehn, 2003). The gains
in reading rate ranged in these studies from 6 to 30 words per minute (wpm). Keehn
(2003) found that low-ability readers improved more than high-ability readers in oral reading
rate (+29 wpm), retelling, and expressiveness. In two studies, Young and Rasinski (2009, 2018)
implemented an intensive 15-minute a day RT program over one school year and compared its
benefits to typical education, which was supplemented by an additional 15-minute indepen-
dent reading routine in the 2018 study. In both studies, RT improved oral reading rate (by
60 wpm) and prosody. The control group in the 2018 study developed by 30 wpm from pre
to posttest (the 2009 study had no control group). Finally, Young et al. (2019, 2020) demon-
strated that RT could be adapted to support the development of reading comprehension and
vocabulary beyond what is achieved with typical high-quality reading instruction, including
oral reading exercises.

Thus, while previous studies provide consistent evidence of RT’s benefits, especially for oral
reading skills, more research is needed to determine if less intensive RT programs (e.g., one to
three weekly sessions; see Trainin & Andrzejczak, 2006) are also effective, if poor readers also
benefit from RT, how different components of RT programs contribute to its effectiveness, and
whether there are far-transfer and long-term benefits of RT.

The Motivational Aspects of Readers’ Theater

Previous studies have reported no motivational benefits in RT groups compared to control groups
(Marshall, 2017; Smith, 2011). However, considering RT’s child-centered and playful approach to
reading practice, it could have more motivational and emotional benefits than traditional class-
room-based reading instruction.

First, RT may promote positive academic emotions, which are defined as domain-specific
emotions triggered by different school subjects (Pekrun, 2006). Academic emotions are equally
determined by trait and state factors (Nett et al., 2017) and can be supported by interventions
addressing skills and emotion regulation (Kim & Hodges, 2012). Three emotions—enjoyment,
boredom, and anxiety—are considered central to academic achievement (Lichtenfeld et al.,
2012). It is possible that positive emotions experienced during RT increase students’ enjoyment
of reading and decrease reading-related boredom and anxiety.

Second possible benefit of RT is improved self-efficacy, which refers to personal beliefs about
one’s capability to perform the actions needed for a successful outcome (Bandura, 1997). High
self-efficacy is associated with higher effort and perseverance (Bandura, 1997) and achievement
(see, for example, the meta-analysis by Talsma et al., 2018). Systematic inclusion and acknowledg-
ment of the sources of self-efficacy (i.e., mastery experience, vicarious experience, verbal persuasion,
and affective responses; Usher & Pajares, 2008) in reading fluency interventions seems to support
the self-efficacy of poor readers (Aro et al., 2018). In RT, students may experience mastery when
they read the same script repeatedly and become more fluent in it. Vicarious experiences occur
when children see peers with similar difficulties succeed at reading scripts and performing roles.
Verbal persuasion refers to positive feedback and encouragement by adult instructors which are
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an inherent component of the program. In addition, affective responses are accepted in RT, and they
are discussed in small groups.

Finally, RT may also increase student engagement (i.e., active involvement) in learning activities.
Engagement is affected by situational factors and is associated with achievement gains (Fredricks
et al., 2004; Wigfield et al., 2008). Behavioral engagement refers to persistence, effort, concentration,
and attention during the learning activity, whereas emotional engagement refers to emotions that
facilitate performance, such as enthusiasm, interest, and curiosity, and the absence of negative
emotions, such as anxiety or frustration (Reeve, 2012).

The motivational appeal of RT could be increased by cooperative goals, which are known to sup-
port learning and motivation (Kleingeld et al., 2011; Roseth et al., 2008). Having the specific goal of
preparing a play for an audience could improve student cooperation and commitment to the activi-
ties of the program, which could improve engagement during the program.

Present Study

Previous studies have demonstrated the efficiency of intensive RT in promoting oral reading skills.
The present study extends previous research by investigating the effect of less intensive RT as a
practically feasible alternative to traditional special education lessons. Of special interest is whether
the goal of preparing and performing a play for an audience increases the beneficial effect of RT on
near- and far-transfer reading skills and student motivation. To study the immediate and long-term
effects (see Wolff, 2016), student participants underwent pretest, posttest, and follow-up assess-
ments. The study explored the following research questions:

(1) Is RT more effective at improving oral reading skills (near transfer) than typical special edu-
cation in reading and mainstream reading instruction? Can the positive effects be generalized
to reading skills (silent reading fluency, reading comprehension) not explicitly trained in RT
(far transfer)?

(2) Does RT improve students’ reading-related self-efficacy, academic emotions, or engagement?
(3) Does including a goal (preparing a play for an audience) increase the benefits (either related to

motivation or skill improvement) of an RT program?

Methods

Before conducting the main study, measures and intervention programs were piloted at a school
(see Supplement A).

Recruitment

After receiving an approval from the Ethical Committee of the University of Jyväskylä, research per-
missions were obtained from participating municipalities. To fill in the study groups, only large
schools (which were more likely to have a sufficient number of poor readers in Grades 3 and 4)
were considered. The pilot school was excluded from the main study. Ten schools agreed to partici-
pate. Headmasters discussed the study with the classroom and special education teachers and
returned signed consent forms to the researchers. Teachers delivered information letters, consent
forms, and questionnaires to the parents of students who needed targeted support for their reading
skills, as well as to the parents of randomly selected students with typical reading skills.

Participants and Study Groups

The 318 students who volunteered to participate and provided parental consent participated in a
screening test for oral reading fluency (RF) in November 2019. In Word List Reading (Lukilasse
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2, Häyrinen et al., 2013) Test, the students were required to read a list of words of increasing
difficulty. The test was scored based on the number of words read correctly in 2 min. In the Text
Reading Test (e.g., First Steps, Kiuru et al., 2015), the students were asked to read a short text of
124 words. The test was scored based on the number of words read correctly in one minute. The
mean of the standard scores of the two tests was used as a summative measure of RF. Students scor-
ing below −0.84 (i.e., the 20th percentile) were classified as poor readers (n = 146).

Students with low RF scores were randomly assigned to one of three groups: 1) the RT Goal
group, which focused on preparing students for a reading performance; 2) the RT Practice
group, which conducted the same program without the goal of a performance; and 3) the Control
group, which received traditional oral reading interventions. The remaining participants were
assigned to the Mainstream group, which only participated in the pre-, post-, and follow-up
measurements. Whenever there was an insufficient number of poor readers in a school to fill the
intervention groups, students (n = 18) with the lowest reading accuracy (preferably RF below
−0.5) were added. Three students in RT or Control groups ceased participation at an early stage
and were replaced by two students from the Mainstream group. See Table 1 and Supplement B
for more information.

Intervention Programs

Teacher Training
University students with a minimum of 25 credits in drama education were recruited as research
assistants to administer the training and the assessments at the schools. The research assistants par-
ticipated in a thorough training consisting of an introduction to RT and to the intervention pro-
grams, demonstrations of RT exercises, an overview of the responsibilities of a research assistant,
and training in confidentiality practices, documenting each training session, and administering
the research assessments. Through the process, continuous support from the research team was
available.

RT Programs
Table 2 provides an overview of the program lesson structure. The program focused on practicing a
single play script (1000 words/8 acts) entitled “Velhokisat” [Wizard Contest] written for the
research project by drama teachers. The reading exercises in the program were designed around
this script. Each session consisted of a greeting circle, reading exercises, and ending routines. A
drama contract (Neelands, 1984) was introduced during the first session to ensure a safe learning
environment for everyone. A drama contract explains the type of drama work to be completed and
the basic principles of group work (e.g., everyone is allowed to participate in their own way, all par-
ticipation is voluntary, and the self is separated from the acting role and thereby protected during
role-play) (Heyward, 2010).

The RT Goal program consisted of eight preplanned and documented 1.5 h sessions held once a
week, during which the play was rehearsed and finally performed for an audience of classmates. The

Table 1. Composition of the study groups.

RT Goal RT Practice Control Mainstream Total χ2(3)

N 50 49 59 159 317
Selection criteria (primary/secondary) 45/5 41/8 52/7 138/20
Gender (girls/boys) 28/22 31/18 32/27 90/69 181/136 1.00
Grade (3/4) 20/30 26/23 27/32 61/98 134/183 3.73

Note. Out of the 146 students who originally fulfilled the primary selection criteria, four students were moved to Mainstream
group, three students ceased participation in RT, and one moved from the region after pretest. Two students moved from Main-
stream group to intervention groups are included in the number of students fulfilling the secondary selection criteria (see Sup-
plement B for more information).
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groups followed the same lesson structure until the halfway point (see Table 2). The main difference
between the RT Practice and RT Goal programs was the preparation process for the final perform-
ance, which started earlier and was more intensive for the RT Goal group. The RT Practice students
practiced the play without the goal of performing it for an audience; instead, they had the oppor-
tunity to briefly introduce the characters to an audience. In this way, both groups had a chance to
perform on stage.

Control Condition
The students in the Control group received school-based reading support, including possible special
education lessons in reading. In addition, to improve the comparability between groups in the
amount of oral reading, classes and special needs teachers were asked to provide these students
with an additional 10-minute practice session in oral RF twice a week. To encourage this activity,
the researchers provided the teachers with age-appropriate print reading materials.

Intervention Measures

Engagement in RT and Reading Lessons
The RT intervention groups filled out a 13-item engagement questionnaire at the end of Lessons 3
and 7. The items were loosely based on the items used by Pöysä et al. (2018), who investigated vari-
ation in Grade 7 students’ behavioral/cognitive engagement, emotional engagement, and disaffec-
tion during a school week. The present study included subscales of emotional engagement (three
items, α = .89, in T1), disaffection (three items, α = .80), and behavioral engagement (four items,
α = .76). In addition, three items assessing students’ anxiety during the RT program were included
(α = .59).

Students in all groups (excluding the Mainstream group) filled out a short questionnaire about
their engagement in their school’s reading lessons twice during the intervention. The questionnaire
consisted of subscales of emotional engagement (three items, α = .83) and behavioral engagement
(three items, α = .72). These items were similar to the items of the RT questionnaire but referred to
reading during lessons. The items of both questionnaires were answered on a five-point scale (1 =
not at all true, 5 = very true). The mean score of each subscale was used in the analyses. In the case of
the RT groups, these items were included on the same sheet as the RT engagement items. The Con-
trol group filled out their questionnaires the same week as the RT groups.

Fidelity Control
Classroom teachers reported the type and amount of reading support each student received during
each week of the intervention. One RT session for each small group was recorded for observational

Table 2. Overview of the readers’ theater programs.

# Lesson RT Practice RT Goal

1 Introduction to RT, goals of the training, drama contract, and establishment of a safe learning environment for the
group.
Getting to know the script and drama exercises. The teacher reads the whole script aloud to the students, who
follow along with the text.

2 Reading aloud scenes 1–4, discussion, reading aloud scenes 5–8, discussion.
3–4 Concentrating on one character of the play at a time. Students collaborate to search for this character’s lines. Echo

reading the character’s lines led by a student. The teacher or a student reads a short introduction of each
character. The students mime and/or act out according to what they hear in the story.

Halfway
5–7

Deeper analysis of the content of the scenes, reading the
scenes in different ways, and changing roles. During
Lesson 7, character introduction readings rehearsed.

During Lesson 5, students given roles and rehearse
playing their roles. Lesson 6 focuses on practicing
scenes 1–4, and Lesson 7 on scenes 5–8.

8 Dress rehearsal and reading of character introductions to
an audience.

Dress rehearsal and performance of the play for an
audience.

Note. RT = Readers’ theatre.
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analysis of treatment fidelity. On a scale from 1 to 5, an observer rated how successful the session
was in terms of the reading training (i.e., if students were able to focus on and properly engage with
the reading assignments).

Pretest, Posttest, and Follow-up Assessments

Pretests were conducted in December 2019, posttests from mid-March to mid-May, 2020, and fol-
low-up measurements from October to November 2020.

Procedure
Computer-based tests were used to assess reading skills and motivation. Students worked on lap-
tops wearing headphones during a 45-minute session supervised by research assistants. Instructions
for the tasks were given both as text and concurrent spoken audio on the computer. The tasks began
with practice trials. In addition, students’ oral reading skills were assessed individually by a research
assistant. See Supplement B for special arrangements caused by the Covid-19 pandemic.

Computerized Sentence Verification
In this RF task, students read a sentence as quickly as possible and determined whether it was true
or false (e.g., Mansikat ovat keltaisia [Strawberries are yellow]) by clicking a large green “yes” or red
“no” button below the sentence. The number of correct responses (maximum = 70) given within a
2-minute period was used as the outcome score. In a previous study (Hautala, Heikkilä, et al., 2020),
the test–retest correlation of this test was high (r = .89), the mean factor loading for fluency factor
was 0.75, and parallel test reliability was high (Cronbach α = .95). The present study used parallel
tests (α = .92) with different sentences at each measurement point. Sentences were presented in ran-
dom order.

Computerized Reading Comprehension
In the present cloze text comprehension task, students were asked to read seven five-sentence texts.
Each text was shown on a single screen with four words missing. Each word gap had four options
for completion: a suitable word (1 p), two slightly poorer alternatives (0 p), and one clearly ill-fitting
alternative (0 p). The task was designed to require inference making and text integration skills. The
percentage of correct word choices was used as an outcome score in the analysis. The stability across
measurement points was α = .88, and internal reliabilities of .63, .71, and .77 were found for T1, T2,
and T3, respectively.

Oral Reading
In this test, the students were first asked to read a text silently and to answer a multiple-choice ques-
tion about the text (to ensure they had read the text). Then, the students were asked to read the same
story aloud with expression “to make it sound interesting.” The text included five lines with clearly
cued opportunities for vivid expression. Different texts (152–154 words and 1199–1215 characters)
were used at each time point. Reading speed (wpm) and sum of errors and self-corrections were
analyzed. Expressiveness was evaluated according to a rubric adapted from Zutell and Rasinski
(1991), consisting of four subscales: phrasing, smoothness, pace, and expression, which were
rated on a five-point scale. The mean of the subscale ratings was used in the analysis. The interrater
reliability values were α = .93–.96 at pretest between three raters, and α = .88–.93 at posttest between
two raters who also rated the follow-up measurements (therefore, interrater reliability was not eval-
uated at follow-up).

Motivation
After the skill assessment, students completed a questionnaire about reading-related emotions and
motivation. Mean scores of the items of each subscale were used in the analyses. Reading-related
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emotions were assessed using a 12-item scale adapted from Lichtenfeld et al. (2012) with subscales
for enjoyment (pretest α = .86), boredom (α = .79), anxiety related to reading aloud (α = .74), and
anxiety related to reading in general (α = .64). Each subscale included three items that were
answered on a 5-point scale (1 = not true at all, 5 = very true).

Reading-related self-efficacy was assessed with subscales of RF (four items, α = .74), reading
comprehension (four items, α = .75), reading development (three items, α = .81), expressive reading
(three items, α = .81), and performing for an audience (three items, α = .84). Again, a 5-point scale
was used (1 = totally certain I can’t, 5 = totally certain I can). The questionnaire was adapted from
Aro et al. (2018).

Statistical Analyses

In all analyses, an alpha level of 0.05 was used for statistical inference. Background information was
analyzed using a one-way analysis of variance with Bonferroni corrections for multiple comparisons
or by testing frequency distributions. The data across time points was analyzed with repeated
measures analysis, including factors of time (1, 2, 3), group (RT Goal, RT Practice, Control, Main-
stream), and Time x Group interaction.

The analysis was conducted with generalized linear mixed modeling (glmer) using SPSS 27,
which has previously been found to provide unbiased estimates for treatment effects in RCT designs
with heterogeneous groups, missing data, and several measurement points (Bell & Rabe, 2020).
Random effects were intercepts for participants and schools, except in the case of engagement
analysis, where only intercept for participants could be included for obtaining model convergence.
Normal distribution with identity link function was applied, except for oral reading errors, for
which Gamma distribution with logarithmic link was used. These selections fulfilled the model
assumptions of normally distributed residuals (skewness≤ |1.10| and kurtosis≤ |2.50| in all
analyses).

To further reduce the effects of influential cases, robust estimation with Satterthwaite approxi-
mation of significance levels was used. Effect size estimates (Cohen’s f ) were calculated using the
statistical test result value and degrees of freedom (Ben-Shachar et al., 2020). There was a substantial
amount of data attrition (see Supplement C) that was distributed evenly across the study groups.

Significant interactions were elaborated with planned contrasts of fixed effects coefficients
between the groups for both time steps. Least significant difference-adjusted results of pairwise
comparisons were also provided for significant main effects.

Results

Background Information

Table 3 provides background information about the study groups. The Mainstream group had a
higher parental education level than the Control group and a higher RF than all the other groups.
There were no differences between the study groups in the ratio of boys to girls or third- to fourth-
grade students. Most importantly, due to their reading aloud mini-lessons and higher number of
special education lessons, the Control group received a comparable number of reading instruction
sessions to the RT groups during the intervention period.

Fidelity analysis of the RT lessons showed that lesson times ranged from 551 to 91 min (M = 73
min, SD = 10 min), with active engagement in reading exercises ranging from 14 to 43 min (M =
25.7 min, SD = 7.7 min). The quality ratings of the reading instruction ranged from 2 to 5 (M =
3.8, SD = 0.9). The reading exercise time and quality ratings did not correlate with reading gains
from T1 to T2 (|r|s ≤ .273, ps≥ .152).

1Due to the exceptional scheduling of lessons, the RT program was implemented in 10 60-minute sessions in one school.
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GLMER Analyses

The significant results relevant to the research questions are provided in Tables 4–6. Major findings
are illustrated in Figures 1–3. See Supplement C for details concerning data attrition, group means,
and fixed effect results for measures not showing significant interactions, and Supplement D for
intercorrelations between the measures.

Reading Skills

Oral Reading Speed
The effects of time, group, and Time x Group interactions were highly significant (Table 4). Planned
contrasts showed that relative to the Mainstream group, all intervention groups showed more
improvement in their reading speed from T1 to T2. The Control group made more progress
than the RT Goal group. From T2 to T3, the Mainstream group improved more than the RT
Goal and Control groups (Figure 1a). Concerning the main effects, pairwise comparisons indicated
that reading speed improved both from T1 to T2 and from T2 to T3 with the Mainstream group
showing faster reading speed than the other groups.

Oral Reading Accuracy
The effects of time, group, and Time x Group interactions were significant (Table 4). Planned con-
trasts showed that from T1 to T2, the RT Goal group reduced their reading errors more than the
other groups. However, from T2 to T3, the reading errors increased in the RT Goal group relative to
the Control and RT Practice groups (Figure 1b). Concerning the main effects, pairwise comparisons

Table 3. Background information of the study groups.

Measures
RT Goal RT Practice Control Mainstream Total

df FM (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

Age (years) 10.02 (0.64) 9.89 (0.62) 9.98 (0.55) 10.01 (0.66) 9.99 (0.63) 3, 315 0.67
Reading fluency (Z ) −1.41 (0.68) −1.56 (0.73) −1.60 (0.70) 0.16a (0.69) −0.69 (1.09) 3, 317 156**
Parental education (1–7) 4.86 (1.16) 4.84 (1.16) 4.60 (1.26) 5.28b (1.13) 5.02 (1.19) 3, 314 5.81**
Lessons:
Reading sum (per week) 5.87 (1.98) 5.92 (2.02) 6.09 (1.36) 2, 148 0.203
Literacy (per week) 4.28 (0.80) 4.12 (0.91) 4.58 (0.60)
Special educ. (per week) 0.34 (0.62) 0.45 (0.82) 0.83 (1.05)

Note. ** p < .001. Each 45-minute period was counted as one reading lesson (i.e., 1 RT session = 2 lessons, 2 mini-lessons = 1
lesson). On average, the Control group received 1.35 mini-lessons in a week (SD = 0.93).

aSignificantly different from all the other groups.
bSignificantly different from the Control group.

Figure 1. Estimated marginal means of (a) oral reading speed and (b) errors.
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showed that reading errors reduced from T1 to T2, with the Control group making more errors, and
the Mainstream group fewer errors than the other groups.

Other Reading Skill Measures
There were no significant Time x Group interactions in the near-transfer measure of expressive
reading scale or in the far-transfer measures of sentence verification and cloze reading
comprehension.

Motivational Measures

In the subscale of reading enjoyment, there were significant effects of time, group, and Time x
Group interactions (Table 5). Planned contrasts showed that this was due to a reduction in reading
enjoyment in the Mainstream group: from T1 to T2, reading enjoyment decreased more in the
Mainstream group than in the Control group, and from T2 to T3, reading enjoyment in the Main-
stream group decreased more than in the Control and RT Practice groups. (Figure 2a). Concerning
the main effects, pairwise comparisons showed that reading enjoyment was higher in the Main-
stream group and that there was a reduction in reading enjoyment from T2 to T3.

Figure 2. Estimated marginal means of (a) reading enjoyment and (b) oral reading anxiety

Figure 3. Estimated marginal means of student engagement in reading instruction.
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In the subscale of anxiety for reading aloud, there were significant effects of time, group, and
Time x Group interactions (Table 5). Planned contrasts showed that this was due to a reduction
in anxiety in the RT Goal group relative to the Mainstream group from T1 to T2. All the groups
showed a similar increase in oral reading anxiety from T2 to T3. See Figure 2b for the pattern of
effects. Concerning the main effects, pairwise comparisons showed that oral reading anxiety was
lower in the Mainstream than the Control and RT Goal groups and higher in the Control than
the RT Practice group. Oral reading anxiety also increased from T2 to T3.

Table 4. Results of GLMER analyses of oral reading skills.

Effect

Speed (AIC = 6739) Errors (AIC = 939)

df F p es df F p es

Time 2, 296 153.72a <.001 1.019 2, 396 17.71c <.001 0.310
Group 3, 167 115.49b <.001 1.440 3, 289 77.34d <.001 0.896
Time × Group 6, 271 7.75 <.001 0.414 6, 355 3.043 .006 0.227
Planned contrast b SE t p b SE t p
From T1 to T2
RT Goal vs. Mainstream 3.631 1.272 2.855 .005 0.161 0.067 2.399 .017
RT Practice vs. Mainstream 6.271 1.365 4.596 <.001 −0.012 0.072 −0.169 .866
Control vs. Mainstream 7.226 1.354 5.338 <.001 −0.029 0.062 −0.474 .636
RT Goal vs. Control 3.595 1.585 2.267 .024 0.190 0.072 2.655 .008
RT Practice vs. Control 0.955 1.661 0.575 .566 0.017 0.076 0.224 .823
RT Goal vs. Practice 2.64 1.59 1.655 .099 −0.173 0.081 −2.15 .032
From T2 to T3
RT Goal vs. Mainstream 4.364 1.451 3.001 .003 −0.075 0.070 −1.060 .290
RT Practice vs. Mainstream 2.767 1.554 1.781 .076 0.120 0.070 1.706 .089
Control vs. Mainstream 4.453 1.440 3.092 .002 0.154 0.059 2.607 .010
RT Goal vs. Control 0.089 1.701 0.52 .958 0.229 0.073 3.118 .002
RT Practice vs. Control 1.690 1.791 0.942 .348 −0.034 0.073 −0.463 .643
RT Goal vs. Practice −1.598 1.800 −0.889 .375 −0.195 0.083 −2.35 .019
aT1 < T2 < T3.
bMainstream > Other groups.
cT1 > T2 & T3.
dControl > Other groups, Mainstream < Other groups.

Table 5. Results of GLMER analyses of motivational measures.

Effect

Reading enjoyment (AIC = 2105) Oral reading anxiety (AIC = 2235)

df F p es df F p es

Time 2, 270 30.29a <.001 0.474 2, 246 10.63c <.001 0.294
Group 3, 210 8.822b <.001 0.355 3, 298 6.94d <.001 0.264
Time × Group 6, 278 5.663 <.001 0.350 6, 261 2.50 .023 0.240
Planned contrast b SE t p b SE t p
From T1 to T2
RT Goal vs. Mainstream −0.143 0.147 −0.975 .331 0.352 0.161 2.187 .029
RT Practice vs. Mainstream −0.008 0.136 −0.062 .950 0.133 0.183 0.727 .468
Control vs. Mainstream −0.322 0.139 −2.313 .021 0.089 0.176 0.506 .614
RT Goal vs. Control 0.179 0.184 0.977 .330 0.263 0.221 1.193 .234
RT Practice vs. Control 0.314 0.175 1.789 .075 0.044 0.237 0.184 .854
RT Goal vs. Practice 0.134 0.181 0.742 .459 0.220 0.226 0.972 .332
From T2 to T3
RT Goal vs. Mainstream −0.161 0.146 −1.11 .272 0.131 0.161 0.815 .417
RT Practice vs. Mainstream −0.452 0.134 −3.382 <.001 0.219 0.164 1.34 1.81
Control vs. Mainstream −0.349 0.128 −2.723 .007 0.305 0.178 1.709 .090
RT Goal vs. Control 0.187 0.168 1.114 .268 0.173 0.219 0.790 .431
RT Practice vs. Control −0.104 0.158 −0.658 .511 −0.085 0.221 −0.386 .700
RT Goal vs. Practice 0.291 0.173 1.69 .094 −0.088 0.208 −0.424 .672
aT1 & T2 < T3.
bMainstream > Other groups.
cT1 & T2 < T3.
dControl > RT Practice, Mainstream < Control & RT Goal.
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Table 6. Results of GLMER analyses of engagement measures.

Effect

School, beh. (AIC = 509) RT, emot. (AIC = 447) RT, dis. (AIC = 481) RT, beh. (AIC = 360)

df F p es df F p es df F p es df F p es

Time 1, 120 2.094 .150 0.131 1, 37 0.000 .983 0 1, 58 0.011 .916 0.014 1, 57 1.696 .198 0.170
Group 2, 107 1.123 .329 0.145 1, 46 7.082 .011 0.365 1, 79 8.644 .004 0.314 1, 74 7.285 .009 0.299
Time × Group 2, 121 3.889 .023 0.254 1, 37 0.424 .519 0.106 1, 58 0.290 .592 0.071 1, 57 1.901 .173 0.180

Note: School = School’s reading lessons, RT = Reader’s theater, beh = behavioral, emot = emotional, dis = disaffection.
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There were no significant Time x Group interactions in other motivation subscales (reading
boredom, reading anxiety, or self-efficacy subscales).

Engagement
There was a significant Time Group interaction concerning behavioral engagement in the reading
lessons (Table 6). Planned contrasts indicated that engagement improved more in the RT Goal
group (Figure 3) than in the Control group (b =−0.282, SE = 0.114, t = 2.465, p = .15) and RT Prac-
tice group (b = .288, SE = 0.118, t = 2.437, p = .16). There were no differences in emotional engage-
ment in the schools’ reading instruction (M = 3.49, SE = 0.072) between the intervention groups.

Engagement in RT was high. There was a significant main effect of group on the disaffection,
emotional, and behavioral engagement scales. Planned contrasts showed that emotional engage-
ment was higher (b = 0.583, SE = 0.229, t = 2.55, p = .017) in the RT Goal group (M = 4.33, SE =
0.141) than in the RT Practice group (M = 3.80, SE = 0.166). Disaffection (b =−0.607, SE = 0.24,
t =−2.54, p = .014) was lower in the RT Goal group (M = 1.628, SE = 0.111) than in the RT Practice
group (M = 2.169, SE = 0.147), and behavioral engagement (b = 0.470, SE = .177, t = 2.63, p = .010)
was higher in the RT Goal group (M = 4.442, SE = 0.076) than in the RT Practice group (M = 4.091,
SE = 0.106). There were no significant differences between groups regarding anxiety toward RT (M
= 1.834, SE = 0.065). The effect of the measurement point was not significant in any of the subscales.

Discussion

The present study reports a randomized controlled trial on the effectiveness of two RT programs
(eight 90-minute weekly small group sessions) tailored for poor readers in Grades 3 and 4.

Regarding our first research question, RT appeared to be equally effective as traditional support
in improving oral reading speed but more effective than mainstream classroom instruction. This
result is in line with previous research, including studies on intensive RT programs of comparable
duration (Black, 2016; Jagger, 2008; Marshall, 2017; Millin & Rinehart, 1999; Smith, 2011). How-
ever, during the follow-up period, the intervention groups developed at a slower rate than the Main-
stream group. This result is also in line with previous reading intervention research, which typically
documents maintenance of acquired benefit during the follow-up period (see Wolff, 2016). Clearly,
continued practice of reading aloud is required for maintaining a high development rate in oral
reading speed among poor readers.

RT programs did not produce additional improvements in expressive reading. Expressive read-
ing skill was higher in the Mainstream group, in line with previous knowledge of RF being the main
determinant of reading prosody (Schwanenflugel et al., 2004). Previously, modest improvements in
expressive reading have been obtained when RT has been implemented over a school year and when
substantial improvements in oral reading speed have been achieved (Young & Rasinski, 2009,
2018). Thus, it seems that a sufficient level of RF and accuracy are prerequisites for learning expres-
sive reading skills (Rasinski, 2004). As suggested by Rinehart (2001), RT programs should focus on
expression only after students have learned to read text aloud with adequate fluency and confidence.
Finally, the current interventions did not result in additional improvements in the far-transfer
measures of silent sentence RF and reading comprehension, which is in line with previous findings
suggesting that RT needs to be tailored to achieve benefits in skills other than oral reading (Young
et al., 2019, 2020).

Concerning the second research question, the only general effect of the interventions on motiva-
tional variables was found in reading enjoyment. The RT groups and the Control group maintained
their level of reading enjoyment during the follow-up period, whereas there was a reduction in the
Mainstream group. Children’s reading motivation is known to deteriorate during elementary
grades (e.g., Lepper et al., 2005). The decrease in the Mainstream group could be indicative of
this phenomenon, whereas the provided reading support may have prevented or delayed this
decrease in the intervention groups.
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Regarding our third research question, from pretest to posttest, the RT Goal group showed less
development in the near-transfer measure of oral reading speed compared to the Control group but
a larger decrease in reading errors relative to the other groups during the intervention. The lack of
parallel improvement in the expressive reading scale again suggests that reading quality develops
first in accuracy rather than expression. In addition, the goal of performing temporarily decreased
anxiety toward oral reading. In other words, the students had more courage and a greater ability to
read aloud in public. This finding is of special importance because poor readers generally experi-
ence more anxiety, particularly toward oral reading (Novita, 2016). It is possible that role-play
and role protection helped the children feel positive about their performances (Heyward, 2010);
this should be researched further. The increase in reading errors and oral reading anxiety at fol-
low-up indicates that continued practice is required to maintain positive development.

The results of the engagement measures suggest that the RT Goal group was more emotionally
and behaviorally engaged in RT during the intervention, suggesting that preparation for a perform-
ance is an important aspect of RT (Rinehart, 2001) and that this is also the case for poor readers.
This is consistent with previous RT studies that have reported qualitative observations of struggling
readers’ eagerness to perform (Millin & Rinehart, 1999; Mraz et al., 2013). The RT Goal program
also increased students’ behavioral engagement in reading instruction. This is in line with previous
research suggesting that authentic student projects increase school engagement (Newmann et al.,
1992). Based on the present findings, RT has the potential to increase school engagement in general,
but this should be addressed by future studies.

Finally, the lack of benefits in self-efficacy seems to suggest that self-efficacy requires more expli-
cit support than what was provided by the RT programs (see Aro et al., 2018; Kim & Hodges, 2012).
Also, it should be noted that several of the small groups were unable to give their final performance
due to the Covid-19 pandemic and therefore did not get the mastery experience of performing the
practiced play. This may have limited the effects of RT on self-efficacy, particularly those related to
self-efficacy in performing for an audience.

Restrictions and Limitations

Several factors not addressed in the present study may influence the effectiveness of RT. First, pre-
vious studies have shown that strong effects of up to 30 wpm in 8–10 weeks can be obtained with
intensive RT, including daily sessions and oral reading programs (e.g., Keehn, 2003; Marshall, 2017;
Trainin & Andrzejczak, 2006; Young & Rasinski, 2018). In the present study (one 90-minute session
a week), the intervention groups developed their oral reading rate by 5–9 wpm from pre to posttest.
However, these numbers are not directly comparable because Finnish words are on average 1.5
times longer than English words (Liversedge et al., 2016).

It is also possible that better results would have been obtained if individual factors, such as stu-
dents’ collaborative skills, were considered when forming the groups and if the teachers had been
more experienced or familiar with the students. In addition, the national shift to distant learning
due to the Covid-19 pandemic caused RT programs to end prematurely at some schools. This
and a delay of a few weeks before the posttests could be administered may have caused a general
attenuation of the intervention effects. The pandemic year 2020 may also have generally affected
students’ learning and motivation, although it is still difficult to say if these effects are temporary
or lasting.

Practical Implications

The present results have shown that a once-a-week RT program is equally effective as traditional
reading aloud practice in promoting the oral RF of poor readers in a special education context.
Yet, previous studies suggest that even higher gains may be obtained if RT is implemented in
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multiple weekly sessions or supplemented with additional oral reading sessions in classrooms or
homes, possibly utilizing the same RT script.

The present study has shown that with proper preparation and supportive pedagogy, poor read-
ers can successfully perform for an audience. Facing this challenge seems to be significant enough to
support engagement and at least temporarily reduce anxiety related to reading aloud in public. To
maintain this positive development, poor readers could benefit from regular opportunities for RT-
like performance in supportive contexts, where one’s lines are carefully practiced and the self is pro-
tected by a role.

The present study is one of the few to demonstrate the promise of student projects in a special edu-
cation context (Johnson et al., 1997). Authentic goals may support the motivation to practice basic
scholastic skills (e.g., oral reading), which could otherwise be dull or laborious for many readers.
With the same logic, similar goal-driven student projects could be designed around other scholastic
skill training. For example, RT has been successfully applied to foreign language learning (Tsou, 2011).

A worrisome finding was that the gap between intervention and Mainstream groups’ reading
speed only shrunk during the intervention period, not during the follow-up, suggesting that the
standard educational methods may not provide adequate support for poor readers’ oral reading
skills in Finnish schools. Juntunen (2019) found that expressive reading is not explicitly taught
in Grades 3–6, according to teacher reports. She concludes that teaching oral reading skills with
diverse methods, such as by using drama, should be embraced in Finnish primary education.

Conclusion

RT is an effective and engaging method of promoting oral RF and the confidence of poor readers in
a special education context. The goal of performing seems to be a central motivating factor in RT.
However, depending on the frequency of the RT sessions, additional oral reading practice may be
needed. Also, continued support is required to maintain confidence in oral reading.
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Abstract 

This article presents research on a case study of the use of Readers Theatre (RT), a group 

reading aloud activity in which a text is divided into small segments, in a sixth grade English 

as a Foreign Language (EFL) class in Norway. A mixed ability class of 27 readers, divided 

into groups of five to six pupils, rehearsed and performed fairy tales adapted for RT. The aims 

were to find out how the teachers and pupils experienced RT and how it influenced the 

development of the pupils’ reading, motivation and confidence.  Data collection was through 

two teacher interviews, post-project pupil journals, lesson observations, and video recordings 

of the first rehearsals and performances of three of the groups. Gains were recorded in 

pupils’ pronunciation, word recognition and fluency, especially among the struggling 

learners in the class. Gains were also recorded in pupils’ motivation and confidence in 

reading aloud. Both the cognitive and affective gains support research on RT among young 

learners in first language contexts and add to the sparse research on RT among young 

foreign language learners.  

1. Introduction and aims

This article presents research on a case study of the use of Readers Theatre (RT) in a sixth 

grade English as a Foreign Language (EFL) class in Norway. RT is a method in which the 

individual members of a group take it in turns to read aloud a text divided into small segments 

that fit with the number of readers in the group. The text is thoroughly rehearsed before being 

read to an audience, for example to peers in a class. The first author followed the class of 27 

learners (aged approximately 12) and their two teachers through a cycle of rehearsing and 

performing fairy tales adapted for RT. Data were collected through two teacher interviews, 

post-project pupil journals, lesson observations and video recordings of the first rehearsals 

and performances of three of the groups of pupils working with an RT text. The aim of the 

research was to find out how the teachers and pupils experienced RT and how it influenced 

the development of the pupils’ reading, motivation and confidence in reading aloud.   



 
2016, 4 (1), 49-66  

 

 

50 

 

At the primary level, RT has mostly been practised and researched in first language 

(L1) classrooms, predominantly in the US (Casey & Chamberlain, 2006; Forsythe, 1995; 

Lengeling, Malarcher & Mills, 1996; Young & Rasinski, 2009). Its potential in foreign 

language contexts, especially with young learners, is relatively unexplored both in and outside 

of Norway. Although some research has been conducted on RT in EFL contexts with learners 

at the lower secondary level in Norway (e.g. Drew & Pedersen, 2010; Drew & Pedersen, 

2012), the authors are unfamiliar with any primary level EFL research on RT in Norway. 

Filling that gap is therefore one of the contributions of the present research. In addition, the 

authors are unfamiliar with the use of video recordings in previous research on RT, thereby 

strengthening the contribution the present study has made to the area of research. 

 RT is a method that integrates both oral and written language with an authentic 

communicative purpose (Rinehart, 1999). It trains pupils in the basic skills of reading and oral 

language and, in so doing, is in line with the priorities and competence aims in the English 

subject National Curriculum (LK06) in Norway. After Year 7, pupils are expected to be able 

to read and understand different types of texts of varying length, to be able to read children’s 

and youth literature, and to be able to use basic patterns for pronunciation and intonation. 

However, the LK06 curriculum refrains from proposing teaching methods, thus leaving 

teachers with the responsibility of making appropriate choices to help pupils reach the 

specified competence aims. RT offers one way of training pupils’ reading and oral skills. 

 The study addresses the following research questions: 

  

How did the teachers and pupils experience RT in the 6th grade EFL class?  

How did RT influence the development of the pupils’ reading accuracy and fluency? 

What, if any, were the affective gains from using RT in the class?    

 

 

2. The principles of Readers Theatre 

With origins dating back to the Classical times, when bards would recite the epic poems to 

audiences (Coger & White, 1967), RT is essentially a dramatic form of reading aloud a text in 

a group, either on stage as a form of drama or in a classroom as an educational method. RT 

can be used with a variety of text genres, for example narratives, fables, poems, speeches and 

factual texts. It can also be conducted in many forms and with different numbers of 

participants. The principle is to divide the text into small units, each read by one reader at a 

time. The readers alternate the reading until the whole text has been read.   

 Although there are many different models of RT, some with static and others with 

mobile readers, the two mostly commonly referred to are the traditional and the developed 

models (Shepard, 2004).  In the traditional model the readers are in fixed positions, for 

example sitting or standing in a semi-circle. One traditional variant, as shown in Figure 1, 

involves seven readers, with the Narrator as the central one:   
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    Narrator 

3 4 

2 5 

1 6 

Dramatisation 

Figure 1: Example of a traditional RT model, as shown in Drew and Pedersen (2010) 

The reading takes place in a fixed order: Narrator, 1, 6, 2, 5, 3, 4, Narrator, and so on. At any 

given time, for example while reading a story, the reading may stop and be complemented by 

a dramatised scene performed in front of the readers. The dramatised scene may depict part of 

the story, for example a dialogue between two or more characters represented in the story, and 

would be acted out by others not involved in the reading.  

In the developed model, in contrast, a clear distinction is made between those reading 

the parts of characters and those narrating the story (Shepard, 2004). The narrators are static, 

for example standing in the corners of a room, while those reading the roles of characters are 

free to move around while both reading and dramatising. In both models the scripts are visible 

to the audience. 

The following example shows the beginning of The three little pigs text, one of the 

fairy tales used in the present study, in the developed model form. 

 Narrator 1: There once was a fat, old sow with three little pigs. The old sow did not have 

enough food to feed the three little pigs. So she sent them off to find food and 

to make their own way in the world. The first little pig went off and met a man 

carrying a bundle of straw. 

Pig 1: Please, kind sir, please sell me that straw to build a house. 

Narrator 2: Which the man did, and the first little pig built a house of straw. The house of 

straw was drafty and dusty. But it was a fine home for the little pig.  

Pig 1: I build my house of straw, I do not have all day. I build my house of straw, so I 

can go and play. 

Narrator 1: The second little pig met a man with a bundle of sticks. 

Pig 2: Please, kind sir, sell me those sticks to build a house. 

Narrator 2: Which the man did, and the second little pig built his house out of sticks. The 

house of sticks was rickety and rackety. But it was a fine home for the little 

pig.  

Pig 2: I build my house of sticks, I do not have all day. I build my house of sticks, so 

I can go and play. 
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Narrator 1:  The third little pig met a man with a heavy load of bricks. 

Pig 3:   Please, kind sir, sell me those bricks to build a house…. 

 

3. Research on RT  

Research on RT has primarily been case studies of the use and effects of RT in L1 primary 

classrooms (e.g. Martinez, Roser & Strecker, 1999; Rinehart, 1999). It has shown that RT 

benefits both pupils’ cognitive skills and their motivation and confidence to read aloud. 

Similar research, but to a lesser extent, has been conducted in some foreign language 

classroom environments (e.g. Chan & Chan, 2009; Drew & Pedersen, 2010), largely 

supporting the findings of the L1 research on RT. 

 Research on the effects of RT on pupils’ cognitive skills has shown benefits in areas 

such as word recognition (Millin & Rinehart, 1999; Samuels, 1997), pronunciation 

(Trousedale & Harris, 1993), fluency (Martinez et al., 1999) and comprehension (McKay, 

2008; Rasinski, 2010). Struggling readers have especially increased their reading accuracy 

(Rinehart, 1999), and reading speed and fluency through RT (Peebles, 2007). 

In addition to the cognitive benefits of RT, a number of studies also demonstrate its 

affective benefits, especially increased motivation (Black & Stave, 2007; Casey & 

Chamberlain, 2006; Clementi, 2010; Millin & Rinehart, 1999; Peebles, 2007; Worthy & 

Prater, 2002). One motivating factor is the feeling of belonging to and contributing to a group 

performance. In this sense, RT very much adheres to a social-constructivist learning 

environment (Vygotsky, 1978), in which the participants collectively contribute to a 

meaningful and communicative language event. It also enables pupils to reach their zone of 

proximal development, i.e. advance their learning to the next level with the help of a more 

knowledgeable other (Vygotsky, 1978), e.g. a peer or teacher. Through collaboration and 

interaction while reading, even struggling readers feel a sense of belonging to and 

contributing to the group (Tyler & Chard, 2000). Another motivating factor is the gradual 

growth in confidence as readers become more familiar and comfortable with the text through 

rehearsals (Rinehart, 1999; Uthman, 2002). In the words of a second grade pupil in one study: 

“I never thought I could be a star, but I was the best reader today.” (Martinez et al., 1999, 

p.333).  

One of the few studies of RT at the primary level in a foreign language context is that 

of Chan and Chan (2009), whose subjects were a remedial class of 20 EFL fifth graders. Prior 

to the RT project, the pupils had been considered as passive and lacking in confidence. They 

were “reluctant to communicate in English and experienced difficulty in reading aloud texts 

fluently and pronouncing words correctly” (Chan & Chan, 2009, p.41).  However, the pupils 

worked seriously during rehearsals, paying special attention to clear and loud articulation 

when portraying characters and reading the story. Two shy girls started to project their voices 

and also sought help from their peers on how to pronounce difficult words. An overwhelming 
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majority of the pupils enjoyed RT and collaborating with their peers. They all claimed that 

they had become more confident in speaking English.  

Apart from the Chan and Chan (2009) study, most of the limited research on RT in 

foreign language contexts has focussed on teenagers and adults.  For example, Liu (2000), 

researching RT in the context of Asian EFL university students, discovered that RT helped to 

improve reading, linguistic competence, cultural awareness and confidence in target language 

communication. Two studies by Drew and Pedersen (2010; 2012) focussed on RT among 

lower secondary EFL learners in Norway. Drew and Pedersen (2010) investigated the use of 

RT with struggling eighth and ninth grade EFL readers. The pupils’ reading improved by 

working with a text in the traditional RT model. Conscious of the fact that they would be 

performing the text to an invited audience, the pupils asked the teacher for assistance with 

pronunciation and word stress.  The benefits of RT were especially noticeable in the form of 

increased motivation and confidence to read. In another study (Drew & Pedersen, 2012), 

lower secondary EFL pupils in two mainstream ninth grade classes experienced RT in three 

variants during an academic year: through ready-made texts, by adapting texts for RT, and 

finally, by making their own texts. The pupils thrived in their dual roles of performers and 

listeners. According to the teacher in the study, the pupils’ oral presentation skills became far 

more advanced as a result of RT than previous pupils he had taught at the same level.   

 

4. Method 

Data were collected through several methods, thereby increasing the study’s validity: two 

teacher interviews, post-project pupil journals, lesson observations and video recordings of 

rehearsals and performances in three groups. A mixed-ability sixth grade class of 27 pupils 

and their two teachers were followed through a one-week cycle of RT. Two of the pupils 

suffered from autism and four from dyslexia. The primary school (grades 1-7) consisted of 

approximately 350 pupils and was situated in an urban area. The school was approached 

through the first author’s contact network. Two teachers were assigned to the class in 

question. They taught the majority of the lessons together, although one of them would 

normally focus on the group with learning difficulties. The pupils and the teachers agreed to 

take part in the research, and parental consent was given. Permission was sought and granted 

by the Norwegian Social Science Data Services (NSD) to conduct and disseminate the 

research. The first author was a participant observer who played an active role in deciding 

how the RT cycle would be conducted and which texts would be used. 

  The texts, originally written for fourth grade L1 pupils, were fairy tales adapted by 

Gerard (2007). The selected fairy tales, which the pupils were already familiar with in 

Norwegian, were The ugly duckling, Three little pigs, Thumbelina, The king’s new clothes and 

Puss in boots. As the original English language of the scripts was considered too difficult, the 

first author simplified them by replacing difficult words and structures with simpler ones. The 

class was divided into five mixed ability groups and each group was assigned one of the texts. 

The RT cycle was completed during Tuesday to Friday of a school week. The pupils practised 
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reading their scripts on each day from Tuesday to Thursday (one day with a 45-minute session 

and two days with 90-minute sessions). The groups performed the texts on the Friday, each 

performance lasting about 10 minutes.  

 The first author attended all of the English classes during the RT cycle. The 

observations during practice focused on how the groups rehearsed and cooperated. During 

these observations the researcher took field notes. The observations during the performance 

focused on the quality of reading, such as pronunciation, the pupils’ confidence, the 

effectiveness of their reading as a communicative act, and the engagement of the listeners. 

Video recordings, considered by Dörnyei (2007) as an ideal way of gathering data in  

classroom research, enabled the researchers to study and compare in detail the rehearsals and 

performances of three randomly selected groups. The groups were mixed ability with two of 

them containing one struggling reader and the third containing two struggling readers. To the 

authors’ best knowledge, video recordings have not previously been employed in connection 

with RT to actually document reading progress. The recordings enabled the researchers to 

note and quantify mispronounced and wrongly recognised words. The ability to 

phonologically represent words and recognise them is essential for reading fluency in both 

mother tongue and foreign languages (Day & Bamford, 1998). Inter-rater reliability was 

ensured by two researchers analysing and agreeing on the interpretation of the recorded data.  

A ratio of the number of mispronounced words and wrongly recognised words was 

calculated as a percentage of the total number of different word types in each text. For 

example, although the The king’s new clothes text contains 1387 words, only 252 of these are 

different word types, including both grammatical and lexical words. Different forms of the 

same word, e.g. climb and climbing, were counted as separate word types, as pupils may have 

wrongly pronounced the one form but not the other. If the same word was mispronounced or 

wrongly recognised more than once, or by more than one member of the group, it was still 

only counted as one misrepresentation. It was possible to compare the pupils’ pronunciation 

and word recognition in the first rehearsals with that of the performances. In addition to the 

ratios of mispronounced words and wrongly recognised words to the total number of word 

types for each of the three texts analysed, a detailed overview of the actual words 

mispronounced and wrongly recognised in The king’s new clothes text, as well as the number 

of each recorded for the individual members of the group, is provided as an example. 

The video-recordings also enabled the researchers to study the pupils’ fluency by  

comparing the time taken to read through the texts in each of the three recorded group’s first 

rehearsal with the time spent on the reading during the group’s performance. In addition, 

when reading difficult words, the pupils often used interjections, such as eh, as pauses or 

“fillers”, which are common in speech but which nevertheless make language disfluent 

(Bortfeld et al. 2001, p.124). Examples are provided of the number of interjections (fillers) 

used by the pupils reading the King’s new clothes text in the first rehearsal compared to the 

performance.  
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  Another source of data was two semi-structured interviews with one of the teachers, 

Elisabeth. She was first interviewed before the project started, focussing on her experiences of 

EFL teaching, especially reading, and her expectations for the RT project. The interview 

lasted about 45 minutes and was audio-recorded in addition to notes being taken. It was 

conducted at the school and in Norwegian to enable Elisabeth to express herself freely in her 

L1.   

 Journals, considered as an appropriate medium for reflection (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen & 

Walker, 2010), were used to collect data from the pupils. After the RT cycle, the pupils were 

asked to write in Norwegian how they had experienced RT. They were asked to write whether 

they would like to read the fairy tales that had been performed, what they had learned, and 

how much they had understood from listening to the other groups reading. 

 

5. Results 

 

5.1 Pre-project teacher interview 

Elisabeth had a three-year Bachelor of Education degree with specialisation in English and 

had been teaching English at the primary level since 1985. Elisabeth was initially interviewed 

before the start of the RT project. She stated that there was a large gap between the struggling 

and proficient readers in the class. However, the struggling readers were accepted as fully-

fledged members of the class and were not embarrassed or afraid to read aloud to the others. 

Pupils would practise reading at different times:  during a 45-minute period set aside for 

reading each week, during spare time after they had finished other work, or when visiting the 

school library once a week. Reading aloud normally took place in groups or pairs, thus 

enabling the teacher to monitor each pupil’s reading progress and provide corrective feedback 

where appropriate. However, many of the pupils disliked reading aloud. 

 Elisabeth was totally unfamiliar with RT. However, she was enthusiastic about 

participating in the project, with high expectations of experiencing something new:  

 

I like to get new impulses when it comes to teaching, in this case towards teaching 

English. When it comes to teaching English I have not received any “professional 

updating” since I studied. So I am hoping to learn something that I can apply in my 

teaching.  

 

Elisabeth expected RT to engage her pupils actively, provide them with the opportunity for a 

good deal of oral language practice, while also being enjoyable and motivating. She was 

aware that many of the pupils were looking forward to the project, although some were 

sceptical. The pupils had been informed that RT had been frequently practised in the UK and 

US. They were also informed that they would be given a script which they would practise 
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reading in groups and then perform, and that they would hopefully benefit from participating 

in the RT project, thus raising their expectations.  

 

 

5.2 The RT project 

The pupils were divided into five mixed ability groups of five to six pupils. Each group was 

given a script, which included a summary of the story, a list of unfamiliar vocabulary with 

Norwegian translations, and a list of characters. The groups spent the first part of the first 

lesson reading the summary, discussing the story, and deciding on the roles. Each group chose 

a leader, who ensured that everyone agreed on how to perform the text.   

 The groups consisted of both proficient and struggling learners, with the former able to 

help the latter. For example, a boy in one group helped his peers from the start when they 

encountered problems with pronunciation. Pupils were highly preoccupied with improving 

their reading and were not embarrassed about making mistakes. The following interaction 

demonstrates the way this pupil helped his peers: 

 

R1: Good afternoon, your Majesty. We are weavers. 

 R3: The best weavers in the entry world. 

 Boy: Entire. 

 R3: Oh, OK. The best weavers in the entire world. 

 

During the first day, many of the pupils were clearly excited about this new form of 

reading, some even choosing to practise during breaks. At the end of the first day, the groups 

had read through their texts and divided the roles. The positive engagement with RT lasted 

throughout the week. The pupils practised both at home and at school and looked forward to 

the RT lessons.  

During the rehearsal phase of the project Elisabeth would spend time with each group. 

Her primary focus was on helping the pupils with pronunciation and comprehension. She 

helped with pronunciation by giving pupils feedback on mispronounced words during their 

readings. She helped with comprehension by providing the pupils with explanations of words 

and sentences.  

After three rehearsal sessions and about eight readings of each text, the pupils 

performed their texts on the fourth day. Some groups adopted a traditional RT approach by 

standing in a row and taking steps forward to read. Others employed a developed approach, 

with narrators in fixed positions and characters dramatising.  

The groups reading The king’s new clothes, The ugly duckling and The three little pigs 

were video-recorded during the first rehearsal and the performance. Table 1 shows the pupils’ 

improvement in pronunciation and word recognition in these groups from the first rehearsal to 

performance. 
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Table 1: Words mispronounced or wrongly recognised during the first rehearsal and 

performance of The king’s new clothes, The ugly duckling and The three little pigs (as ratios 

of the number of different word types). 

Text Total words Word types Rehearsal  Performance 

The king’s new 

clothes 

1387 252 76 (30.2%) 23 (9.1%) 

The ugly 

duckling 

1540 252 34 (13.5%) 10 (4%) 

The three little 

pigs 

1395 253 40 (15.8%) 12 (4.7%) 

 

The figures show a marked improvement from the first rehearsal to performance in all three 

groups, but especially in The king’s new clothes text, in which roughly every three out of ten 

words (30.2%) were mispronounced or misread in the first rehearsal, but which saw the 

number reduced to one out of ten words (9.1%) in the performance. The group reading The 

king’s new clothes was the one in which there were two struggling readers, as opposed to one 

in the other two groups, thereby supporting the research that shows that RT benefits the 

reading accuracy of especially struggling readers (Rinehart, 1999). 

 Table 2 shows the number of mispronounced and wrongly recognised words for each 

member of the group reading The king’s new clothes text in the first rehearsal compared to the 

performance.   

 

Table 2: Individual pupils’ mispronounced and misread words in The king’s new clothes 

 

Reader Mispronounced 

words first 

rehearsal 

Mispronounced 

words 

performance 

Misread 

Words first 

rehearsal 

Misread 

words 

performance 

1 18 8 7 2 

2 27 9 9 1 

3 9 3 4 0 

4 1 0 0 0 

5 1 0 0 0 

Total 56 20 20 3 

 

There was a noticeable difference between the levels within the group, and the progress of 

individual pupils from the rehearsal to the performance. The two readers who had struggled 

most with mispronounced and misread words in the first rehearsal, improved these aspects of 

their reading considerably during the performance. At the other end of the scale, two pupils 
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whose only error was the mispronunciation of one word during rehearsals, in both cases 

pronounced the word correctly in the performance.  A similar pattern was found in the other 

groups. 

A detailed overview of mispronounced words (56) and wrongly recognised words (20) 

is provided for the group reading The king’s new clothes. Table 3 illustrates mispronounced 

words during the first rehearsal of this group.  

 

Table 3: Mispronounced words during the first rehearsal of The king’s new clothes  

Word 

mispronounced 

Pronounced 

during rehearsal 

Word 

mispronounced 

Pronounced during 

rehearsal 

admired /ədmiːred/ marvellously /mɑːrweluːsli/ 

approval /əpɒruːvl/ mirror /mɪroʊ/ 

burned /braʊn/ nobles  /noʊbl̩es/  

busy /bʌsi/ nobody /nuːbədi/ 

came /kəm/ pattern /pætrən/ 

candles / klænts/ pleased /pliːsed/ 

castle /kæstel/ putting  /pʊtɪŋ/ 

clever / levər/ seemed /siːmed/ 

clothes  /klaʊðes//klaʊðe/ sew /suː/ 

could /koʊl/, /koʊld/ suit  /suːiːt/ 

crooks  /krɒks/ stayed /steɪed/ 

dressed /dresed/ talked /tɔːked/ 

fit /faɪt/ their /dər/ 

fits /faɪts/ thought /θɜːd/ 

foolish /fɔːlɪʃ/  thread /tred/ 

group /ɡroʊp/ through  /tɝːr/, /truː/ 

held /hoʊld/ undressed  /ʌndresed/ 

honest /hoʊnəst/ unfit /ʌnfaɪt/ 

imaginable /ɪnɪmædʒɪnəbəʊ/ upon /epɒn/ 

including /ɪnkluːdeɪʃn/ wanted  /woʊntəd/ 

indeed /ɪnded/ wearing /wiːrɪŋ/ 

job  /jɒb/ weave /weɪv/ 

king’s /kɪŋ/ weavers /weɪvərz/  

lived /lɪv/ whatsoever /wʌtsoʊvər/ 

looked  /lɒked/ while /wɪl/ 

looms  /lʌms/  whole /wʊl/ 

magnificent / mægɪnɪfəsənt/, 

/ mægɪfəsənt/, 

/ mægnɪfənt/ 

worked /wɝːrked/ 

majesty  /mæjəsti/,/meɪəsti/ would /wɒl/ 
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Table 3 shows that 56 words were mispronounced while rehearsing The king’s new clothes 

the first time. These included both lexical words, e.g. clothes (pronounced /klaʊðes/ or 

/klaʊðe/), grammatical words, e.g. upon (pronounced /epɒn/), and past tense –ed verb 

endings, e.g. talked (pronounced /tɔːked/). There was also evidence of Norwegian negative 

interference, e.g. the verb marched pronounced as /mɑːrʃɝːred/, which is similar to the 

Norwegian past tense marsjerte, a verb with the same meaning as English marched.    

Table 4 shows words wrongly recognised by the pupils during the first rehearsal of The king’s 

new clothes text. 

Table 4: Words wrongly recognised in The king’s new clothes first rehearsal  

Word in the text Read during first 

rehearsal  

Word in the text Read during first 

rehearsal 

admit admin he I have 

amazing magazine his this, the 

anyone anybody how  who 

assist assistant imagine image 

are  is is are 

beauty beautiful pretended  presented 

but buy the this, he 

could would, cloud these they 

doesn’t don’t this that, the, there 

entire entry who so 

 

As Table 4 illustrates, 20 words, especially grammatical ones such as the definite article the 

and the pronouns he, his, this and these, were wrongly recognised in the first rehearsal of The 

king’s new clothes, usually as another grammatical word. In contrast, although lexical words 

were often mispronounced (see Table 3), fewer of these (e.g. imagine instead of image) 

seemed to be confused with other words.  

Table 5 shows which words were still mispronounced or misread in the performance 

of The King’s new clothes. 

 

Table 5: Mispronounced and wrongly recognised words in The king’s new clothes 

performance 

Word in the text Read during 

performance 
Word in the text  Read during 

performance 
amazing /eɪmeɪzɪŋ/ majesty /meɪʃesti/ 

/mæʃəsti/ 
approval /æpruːvæl/ marched /mɑːrʃɝːred/ 
are Is marvellously /mɑːrʃɑːwel/ 
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cloth /kləʊð/ pattern /pæteren/ 
crooks /krɒks/ pleased /pliːsed/ 
foolish /fɔːlɪʃ/ riches /raɪsɪs/ 
group /ɡroʊp/ suit /siːt/ 
honest /hoʊnəst/ sew /siːə/ 
how Who stayed /steɪed/ 
imagine image weavers /weɪvərz/  
imaginable /ɪmədʒiːbel/ working /vɝːrkɪŋ/ 
magnificent /mægɪfəsənt/   

It was interesting to note that the steepest learning curve was among the struggling 

readers. Two of the readers in the The king’s new clothes group clearly struggled with 

pronunciation and reading fluency during the first rehearsals, but showed considerable 

improvement in these respects during the performance. The same applied to a girl reading the 

part of one of the narrators in The three little pigs. 

Table 6 shows how reading speed was reduced from the first rehearsals to the 

performances in the three video-recorded groups.  

 

Table 6: Comparison of reading speed in the first rehearsals and performances of The king’s 

new clothes, The ugly duckling and The three little pigs 

 

Text First rehearsal time 

(minutes and 

seconds) 

Performance time  

(minutes and 

seconds) 

Time difference 

The three little pigs 11.40 10.18 1.22 

The ugly duckling 14.18 12.06 2.12 

The king’s new 

clothes 

16.33 9.42 6.5 

 

 

The performance readings took less time in all three groups, with the greatest difference 

occurring in the reading of The king’s new clothes, which was read 6.5 minutes faster in the 

performance than in the first rehearsal. 

Finally, Table 7 shows the number of fillers used by the pupils reading The king’s new 

clothes text in the first rehearsal compared to the performance.  

 

Table 7: Number of fillers in the first rehearsal and performance of The king’s new clothes 

 

Reader Fillers first rehearsal Fillers performance 

1 70 4 

2 53 10 

3 12 4 
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4 3 1 

5 4 1 

 

All of the readers in the The king’s new clothes group reduced the number of fillers 

from the first rehearsal to the performance, especially Readers 1 and 2. The most marked 

example was Reader 1, who used 70 fillers in the first reading. This high number of fillers 

was a likely consequence of his uncertainty over the pronunciation or meaning of a number of 

words in the text, for example: “Good afternoon, eh… your Majesty. We are eh… weavers.” 

Repeated readings of the text helped this pupil to reduce the number of fillers from 70 to four, 

thereby improving his reading fluency considerably. The same trend, although to a lesser 

extent, applied to the other readers in the group and to the readers in the other groups, for 

example a struggling reader in the The three little pigs group, whose reduction of fillers was 

from 67 to 11. 

 

5.3 The pupil journals 

In their post-project journal, roughly 22 of the pupils stated that they would like  to read one 

or more of the fairy tales and 23 responded that they had learned new words and how to 

pronounce them. One of the pupils had discovered that one could learn a good deal by 

cooperating with other pupils. Another, the boy who had helped his peers with pronunciation 

throughout the first week, discovered that he was better at speaking English than he realised. 

One pupil wrote: “It was lots of fun and I learned a lot at the same time. I was really looking 

forward to the Friday, when we were going to perform. I also enjoyed watching the other 

groups.”  

As an audience, the majority of the pupils had understood parts or most of the 

performances. However, the groups that had used a developed model of RT had been easier to 

understand than those using a traditional model. One pupil wrote: “I understood most of it, but 

it was easier to understand the groups who were acting.” Although some of the struggling 

pupils had problems understanding the other performances, they all wrote that it had been fun 

both performing and watching the other groups. The process of practising had been the most 

important aspect of RT for them. 

 

5.4 The second teacher interview 

When asked about how she had experienced RT, Elisabeth replied:  

Before the project started I was excited to see how the pupils would respond to RT, 

and how such a heterogeneous group of pupils would react to this kind of activity... 

For me as a teacher it was nice to move from group to group and see how much fun 

the pupils had...There has been more life and energy in the groups than I had 

expected...My main concern was to help them with pronunciation.  
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Elisabeth commented that the quantity of English in the RT texts was far greater than they 

were normally used to, especially considering that the pupils were at different levels: “RT 

showed that they are able to read more text than what we think. We have a tendency to be 

afraid of giving them too long or too difficult texts.”  

   Elisabeth reflected that one of the major benefits of RT was how it had actively 

engaged the pupils in an activity that combined the written and oral modes in English. She 

added: “It is a fun way to learn how to pronounce new words because the activity itself and 

the texts are enjoyable.” The atmosphere in the class had been positive and mistakes were not 

laughed at. All the pupils felt at ease reading to the others, including the four dyslexic pupils.   

 All in all, Elisabeth felt that RT had been a positive experience for the pupils. They 

had become more confident when reading aloud, had read with more passion, and had 

improved their pronunciation. Elisabeth would recommend RT to other teachers: “I want to 

present RT for the other teachers, explaining how this project was and what we did, and also 

how I am thinking about using RT later. I feel that I have acquired a new method for 

teaching.” She added: “The excitement and enthusiasm the pupils showed throughout the 

week, and especially during the performances, and also the response the audience gave after 

the performances, shows that RT is without a doubt something we must do again.” 

  

6. Discussion 

For the pupils, RT had largely been a new, positive and enjoyable experience in their roles as 

both readers and listeners. The largely positive reactions to RT confirmed similar findings 

among young L1 learners (e.g. Martinez et al., 1999; Millin & Rinehart, 1999), and the 

foreign language learners in the study by Chan and Chan (2009). RT had given the pupils a 

good deal of autonomy, while at the same necessitating a contribution from each one and the 

need for each one to collaborate. It thus became a shared learning and communicative 

experience, very much in accordance with Vygotsky’s (1978) socio-constructivist principles. 

Some of the pupils adopted the role of helpers, while others needed help. Again, these roles 

conformed to the knowledgeable one, or mentor, helping the less knowledgeable one(s) in the 

sense of Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development. For many, the rehearsals had been the 

most important aspect as it was here that they clearly saw development in their reading. The 

rehearsals had provided a legitimate reason for several re-readings of the text, i.e. as 

preparation for the performances. Improvement depended on these re-readings. 

The RT project seemed to fulfil the teachers’ expectations. For example, Elisabeth 

found it to be an activity that fostered engagement, enthusiasm and commitment among the 

pupils. It opened her eyes to what pupils of that age were potentially capable of in English in 

terms of reading longer texts, realising that she had perhaps previously underestimated their 

abilities. One of the strengths of RT is that it had included all the pupils in the class (cf. Drew 

& Pedersen 2010; 2012; Peebles, 2007), showing its suitability and effectiveness in mixed-

ability classes. It is an activity that Elisabeth was keen to repeat. However, Elisabeth had been 



 
2016, 4 (1), 49-66  

 

 

63 

 

positive to the project from the outset, had been in the favourable position of having the 

preparation of the texts done by the first author and also of having a second teacher in the 

classroom. This situation had reduced the workload that a single teacher with no other help 

would have experienced and also made it possible for the pupils to receive more support than 

in a class of the same size with just one teacher. Such practical considerations need to be 

taken into account when implementing and assessing an RT project.  

 The observations and analysis of video recordings showed how the pupils’ 

pronunciation, word recognition and fluency improved during the RT cycle, especially among 

the struggling readers, thereby supporting previous research on the cognitive gains of RT (e.g. 

Samuels, 1997; Trousdale & Harris, 1993). This progress may be explained in several ways. 

Firstly, the pupils were given time and the opportunity to practise thoroughly, thereby 

supporting the old adage that practice makes perfect. Secondly, the pupils themselves were 

preoccupied with improvement as they knew they would be performing their text for others. 

Thirdly, they received corrective feedback from both peers and the teachers. However, the 

fact that so many words were mispronounced or incorrectly recognised by some of the pupils 

during the first readings may also be an indication that the vocabulary in the texts, in spite of 

the fact that a number of words had been simplified from the original, was still nevertheless 

too difficult. One of the challenges of RT is finding and/or adapting texts to suit the level of 

the readers, which is more difficult in a mixed ability class. At present, no RT texts that the 

authors are aware of have been especially written for young EFL learners. 

Although comprehension of texts was not studied per se, it is likely that the pupils also 

learnt the meaning of unfamiliar words during rehearsals of their text (since this was one of 

the aspects Elisabeth helped them with), in addition to improving the accuracy and fluency of 

their reading, especially since a list of these words had been provided with each text. What is 

less certain is how much of the texts the pupils had understood as listeners. Although most of 

the pupils wrote in their journals that they had understood parts or most of the texts, they may 

not have understood or been able to guess the meaning of a number of unfamiliar words in 

each text. What also appeared to be the case was that the groups using a developed RT model, 

where those reading the roles of characters dramatise while reading, were easier to understand 

since the use of body language and movement seem to have facilitated comprehension.  

 As for the affective aspect of RT, the observations clearly indicated strong motivation 

on the part of the members of each group to work with their texts, thus corroborating other 

research on affective gains of RT (e.g. Casey & Chamberlain, 2006; Clementi, 2010; Worthy 

& Prater, 2002). The experience also seemed to have a positive effect on motivation to read 

beyond the RT activity in that the majority of the pupils were motivated to read one or more 

of the fairy tales on their own. Elisabeth also noticed how the pupils’ confidence had 

increased (cf. Rhinehart, 1999). Increased motivation and confidence can be attributed to the 

group dynamics in RT, the fact that each reader only reads a small (and therefore manageable) 

segment at each time, that each reader understands that they are making a contribution to the 

whole, and that each reader realises that support can be provided from within the group and 
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from a teacher. In this way RT can be considered as an activity that includes all pupils, and 

can be especially beneficial for the motivation and confidence of struggling readers (Chan & 

Chan, 2009; Clementi, 2010). 

 As for limitations, the study was a small-scale one in a single class and the findings 

cannot therefore be generalised. Moreover, the study also took place in a relatively short and 

intensive period, during which more time was devoted to English lessons than in a normal 

week. However, it was not unusual for the pupils in the class to experience intensive teaching 

in a subject as the two authors are aware that the class experienced an intensive week of 

Norwegian teaching a month after the completion of the RT project. The outcome may also 

have been different if a single teacher had been alone with the responsibility of the project 

without the assistance of a second teacher and a researcher who had prepared the RT texts. 

 

7. Conclusion 

The study has shown how an RT project with sixth grade EFL learners in Norway has resulted 

in both cognitive and affective gains for the learners concerned. The study has added to the 

sparse research on RT with young foreign language learners, while largely supporting the 

findings of research on RT with young L1 learners. It has shown through the video-recordings 

comparing the first rehearsals with the performances that RT was able to develop the reading 

skills of a group of young EFL language learners by considerably reducing the number of 

their mispronounced and wrongly recognised words and by increasing their reading fluency. 

The observations and post-project teacher interview indicated that the pupils increased their 

motivation and confidence in reading aloud. The pupil journals showed how they had enjoyed 

both performing the texts and listening to others doing so, that RT had had a positive 

influence on their motivation to read on their own, and that the pupils had experienced growth 

in their vocabulary. In the post-project interview, the teacher had confirmed the cognitive and 

affective benefits of the RT project for her pupils. She had been impressed by the positive and 

constructive atmosphere in the class, by the volume of text the pupils had coped with, by the 

pupils’ active engagement and enthusiasm during the project, and by the way the pupils’ 

reading had developed.  

However, this has been a small-scale study conducted during an intense week of 

English classes. The fact that the teachers involved were positive from the outset and that the 

pupils knew that they would be video-recorded may have influenced the results, although the 

pupils gradually became much less conscious of the presence of the researcher and camera (it 

was hardly noticed during the performances, since by then it had become an integral part of 

the project lessons). It would nevertheless be advantageous to conduct more case studies of 

RT with primary EFL learners and learners of other foreign languages, since the use of RT 

with young foreign language researchers is an under-researched area. Possible studies could 

be to explore RT over a longer time scale than in the present study, the practice of RT with 

factual texts rather than fairy tales, or to study pupils who write and perform their own RT 
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texts. Such studies would contribute towards gaining a broader understanding of the use and 

effects of RT with young foreign language learners.  
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In 1989, the Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development issued a
wake-up call to the education community about the plight of ado-
lescent learners in this country. The Council asserted that middle
schools may be the ‘‘last best chance’’ for many students to acquire
the necessary skills needed for success in the future (Carnegie Council
on Adolescent Development, 1989). As a result of this call, sub-
sequent studies and assessments have raised deep concerns about
the disturbing number of middle school students who are still unable
to read critically and perform other higher level thinking tasks
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(e.g., Donahue, Daane, & Jinn, 2005), the negative attitudes middle
school students have developed toward reading (e.g., Worthy &
McKool, 1996), and their fading interest in reading (e.g., Anderson,
Wilson, & Fielding, 1988).

Ivey (1999) found that middle school readers’ inclination toward
reading and their reading performance to be a function of the instruc-
tional environment. Her study suggests that instructional approaches
in a responsive classroom context may have the potential to counter the
challenges of low performance and apathy toward reading. Given
the imperative for more studies on instructional approaches to meet
the needs of struggling adolescent readers, we examined the viability
of the instructional tool of Readers Theater for addressing both
reading achievement and motivation to practice reading. The research
base for this investigation includes current understanding of the
relationship between fluency and comprehension, vocabulary, and
comprehension, as well as the role of Readers Theater in fostering
fluency, overall reading achievement, and vocabulary acquisition.

REVIEW OF RELATED RESEARCH

Fluency

Fluency is a critical component of skilled reading. Children who do
not develop reading fluency continue to struggle to read (Allington,
1983; National Reading Panel, 2000). Indeed, the National Research
Council report concluded that ‘‘adequate progress in learning to
read. . .depends on sufficient practice in reading to achieve fluency
with different texts’’ (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998, p. 223). Fluent
reading is dependent upon strong word recognition skills, but such
skills do not inevitably lead to fluency (National Reading Panel,
2000). That is, skilled readers must move beyond simply identifying
words to making meaning of connected text. Although much of this
fluency has developed by third grade, research indicates that students
can continue to develop aspects of fluent reading beyond this point
(Stahl & Kuhn, 2002).

Historically, researchers who examined oral reading fluency did
not always agree on their definition of fluency. Some focused on rate
(e.g., Dahl & Samuels, 1974). Some included accuracy as well as rate
in their investigations of fluency (e.g., LaBerge & Samuels, 1974). Still
others focused on phrasing (e.g., Schreiber, 1980) or the use of pro-
sodic features such as pitch, pauses, and stress (e.g., Dowhower,
1987). More recently, researchers have proposed that fluency is a mul-
tidimensional construct (Strecker, Roser, & Martinez, 1998; Zutell &
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Rasinski, 1991). That is, fluent readers can read text at an appropriate
rate, with a high degree of accuracy, using phrasing of meaningful
word units and expressive intonation.

Fluency and Comprehension

Many fluency experts (e.g., Allington, 1983; Samuels, 1988) argue
that the most compelling reason to focus instructional efforts on
students becoming fluent readers is the strong correlation between
fluency and comprehension. Indeed, a current understanding of
fluency mandates that the definition of fluency encompass more than
just oral reading to include comprehension (Pikulski & Chard, 2005;
Samuels, 2002). Harris and Hodges’ The Literacy Dictionary (1995)
defines fluency as ‘‘freedom from word identification problems that
might hinder comprehension’’ (p. 85).

The relationship between fluency and reading comprehension is
well established (Anderson, Wilkinson & Mason, 1991; Bear, 1991;
Clay & Imlach, 1971; Kleiman, Winograd, & Humphrey, 1979;
Sindelar, Monda, & O’Shea; 1990; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998).
An analysis of scores on the National Assessment of Education
Progress (NAEP) also underscores the close relationship between
fluency and reading comprehension (Pinnell, Pikulski, Wixson,
Campbell, Gough, & Beatty, 1995). Hudson, Lane, and Pullen (2005)
explain fluency’s role in comprehension thusly:

Each aspect of fluency has a clear connection to text comprehension.

Without accurate word reading, the reader will have no access to the

author’s intended meaning, and inaccurate word reading can lead to

misinterpretations of the text. Poor automaticity in word reading, or

slow, laborious movement through the text taxes the reader’s capacity

to construct an ongoing interpretation of the text. Poor prosody can
lead to confusion through inappropriate or meaningless groupings

of words or through inappropriate applications of expression. (p. 703)

Typically, students who engage in laborious, choppy reading have
difficulty understanding what they read. For the nonfluent reader,
poor word recognition slows down the reading process and takes
up valuable cognitive resources necessary for meaning-making.
Reading becomes a tedious process of figuring out the words, which
results in poor understanding of what has been read. Fluency seems
to be a contributor to comprehension by freeing cognitive resources
for interpretation (Samuels, 1979), but fluency also seems to be an
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outcome of comprehension as effective oral reading involves prelimi-
nary interpretation and understanding (Briggs & Forbes, 2002;
Schreiber, 1980).

Vocabulary and Comprehension

Research has long supported the importance of vocabulary in pro-
moting reading comprehension. Multiple studies document the strong
positive relationship between knowledge of word meanings and com-
prehension (Anderson & Freebody, 1981; Baumann, 2005; Baumann
& Kame’enui, 1991; Davis, 1944; Nagy, 1988). That is, proficient
readers bring a wealth of word knowledge that enables them to con-
struct meaning across a variety of texts.

The developmental nature of vocabulary acquisition is evident in
the rapid growth of children’s reading vocabularies throughout their
elementary school years. Some children, however, do not experience
this growth. White, Graves, and Slater (1990) found disparities in the
reading vocabularies across socioeconomic levels, with children from
low socioeconomic backgrounds having reading vocabularies that
increased by only one-half to two-thirds of the reading vocabulary
increases of middle class children. Chall, Jacobs, and Baldwin
(1990) had similar findings in their studies of the reading abilities
of children from low socioeconomic environments. They reported a
deceleration in vocabulary in grade four and beyond; they attributed
this decline to an increase in more abstract and technical vocabulary
of content area textbooks, as well as an increase in more sophisticated
words in literary works.

To counter these tendencies, students from low socioeconomic
backgrounds need effective, intentional vocabulary instruction. Beck
and her associates (Beck, McKeown, & McCaslin, 1983; Beck,
McKeown, & Omanson, 1987; Beck, Perfetti, & McKeown, 1982)
document the positive effects of what they describe as ‘‘robust’’
vocabulary instruction on reading comprehension. These experts
assert that robust instruction moves beyond learning mere word defi-
nitions to providing opportunities for deeper processing of word
meanings. That is, students need to discuss words, understand the
relationships among words, and encounter the new words repeatedly
in meaningful contexts in order to internalize word meanings.

Readers Theater

Readers Theater is an instructional practice in which a story text is
converted to a script. Working in ‘‘repertory groups,’’ students
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repeatedly read the script, assuming the role of characters and
narrator, in preparation for a reading before an audience. Readers
Theater is a form of ‘‘performance reading’’ (Worthy, Broaddus, &
Ivey, 2001) in which the reader must attempt to take on the voice
of the character, as well as the character’s attitude and personality.

Readers Theater and fluency. Readers Theater involves oral reading
practice as students repeatedly read a text in preparation for a
performance. Thus, Readers Theater incorporates rereading, a well-
documented intervention shown to increase fluency (Dowhower,
1987; Herman, 1985; National Reading Panel, 2000; Samuels, 1979;
Samuels, Schermer, & Reinking, 1992).

Because the teacher actively ‘‘coaches’’ and provides direction for
expressiveness during rehearsals, Readers Theater also offers the
modeling that is important to fluency development. While students
practice reading in repertory groups, the teacher actively listens to
the oral reading and coaches students in expressiveness and phrasing.
This feedback is important to students’ fluency growth. Pany and
McCoy (1998) found that repeated reading with feedback and
guidance was superior to repeated reading alone.

Other researchers (e.g., Chard, Vaughn, & Tyler, 2002; Koskinen
& Blum, 1986; Kuhn & Stahl, 2000; Rasinski, 1989) also assert that
students who receive feedback to their oral reading are more likely
to develop reading fluency. Such feedback assists poor readers in
knowing how good reading sounds. The National Reading Panel
(2000) concluded that studies show that multiple oral readings with
immediate feedback are

effective in improving a variety of reading skills . . . . These procedures

help improve students’ reading ability, at least through grade 5, and

they help improve the reading of students with learning problems

much later than this. (p. 3–20)

Studies (Martinez, Roser, & Strecker, 1999; Millin & Rinehardt,
1999) affirm the potential of Readers Theater to promote students’
oral reading fluency. These researchers attribute the fluency growth
via Readers Theater to the value of the repeated reading within a
motivating context, as well as the ‘‘coaching’’ and modeling provided
by the teacher during Readers Theater rehearsals.

Readers Theater and overall reading achievement. A growing body of
research underscores the viability of Readers Theater as an instruc-
tional device for promoting overall reading growth. Martinez, Roser,
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and Strecker (1999) conducted an experimental study of Readers
Theater with second graders and found that students who partici-
pated in nine weeks of Readers Theater made significant gains in
both oral reading fluency and reading level when compared with
their peers. Keehn (2003) replicated those findings in a study of
Readers Theater students in second grade. Millin and Rinehardt
(1999) and Rinehardt (1999) conducted studies of Readers Theater
with elementary Title I students and documented its benefits on
students’ oral reading ability, comprehension, and attitude toward
reading. Roser and colleagues (2003) investigated Readers Theater
among fourth-grade students learning English as a second language.
They found that students made measurable gains in both rate and
overall reading level.

Thus, research has shown Readers Theater to be a powerful inter-
vention to promote fluency development in the grades one through
four. Moreover, Readers Theater appears to promote overall growth
in reading level, especially among struggling readers.

Readers Theater and vocabulary. While reading, students must
be able to retrieve word meanings quickly and efficiently to keep
comprehension intact. To develop this rapid cognitive process of
accessing and retrieving word meanings, students need frequent
experiences with new words. Hence, a necessary component of effec-
tive vocabulary instruction involves creating opportunities for mul-
tiple exposures to the words in meaningful contexts (Baumann &
Kame’enui, 1991; Beck & McKeown, 1991; Stahl & Fairbanks,
1986). As discussed earlier, studies indicate that many encounters
with the words are needed to refine and internalize word meanings
and positively impact comprehension (McKeown, Beck, Omanson,
& Pople, 1985; Stahl & Fairbanks, 1986). Readers Theater, as an
instructional tool, has the potential to impact vocabulary growth
because the repeated reading of the scripts affords multiple expo-
sures to new words. Readers Theater may promote vocabulary
acquisition by offering repeated exposures to words, repetition that
is important to vocabulary acquisition (Stahl & Fairbanks, 1986).
This study investigates the effect of Readers Theater on vocabulary
learning.

Thus, research studies demonstrate that

. fluency can be developed, especially through incorporation of
rereading,

. feedback to students about how to improve their oral reading
promotes fluency growth,
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. fostering fluency has positive effect upon comprehension, and

. repeated exposure to new words in meaningful contexts pro-
motes vocabulary learning.

PURPOSE OF STUDY

This study investigated the use of Readers Theater among middle
school students, the majority of whom were struggling readers, as a
means for sustaining oral reading practice, offering feedback to stu-
dents regarding their oral reading, and providing motivation through
an authentic communication event. The study addressed the follow-
ing five research questions:

1. What effect did participation in Readers Theater have on the
reading level of eighth graders, many of whom were struggling
readers?

2. What effect did participation in Readers Theater have on the
prosodic aspects of fluency (phrasing, fluidity, expression) in
the oral reading of eighth graders?

3. What effect did participation in Readers Theater have on the
reading comprehension of eighth graders?

4. What effect did Readers Theater have on vocabulary learning?
5. How did eighth graders respond to Readers Theater?

METHODOLOGY

Participants

Participants in the six-week study included 36 eighth grade students
enrolled in two reading class sections taught by the same teacher.
The reading class is required of all students in eighth grade and meets
daily for 50 minutes. Located in a low socioeconomic neighborhood
in a large metropolitan area in South Texas, the middle school is a
designated Title I school. Students in each of the two targeted class-
rooms were approximately 60% Hispanic and 33% African American.
(Table 1 provides the ethnic make-up of the participants by class-
room.) Sixteen students of varying reading ability, nine students of
whom were identified as special education students, were enrolled
in the class that received the intervention of Readers Theater. Twenty
students were in the class that served as a comparison group. There
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were no students identified as special education students in the
control classroom. However, the comparison group included a num-
ber of students reading below grade level. Table 1 also compares
reading levels of students in the two classrooms at the start of the
study. Student reading levels were determined by district reading
assessments and by the leveled passages of the Ekwall=Shanker Read-
ing Inventory (Shanker & Ekwall, 2000). Table 1 shows that the
majority of students in both classrooms were reading below grade
level. To ensure the statistical equivalence of the experimental and
comparison groups, an analysis using Levene’s (1960) test of equality
was conducted. This analysis determined that the intervention and
comparison groups were statistically equivalent in reading levels
at the beginning of the study. Students in both comparison and
intervention classrooms had no previous knowledge of or previous
experience with Readers Theater.

Teacher

The same eighth-grade Language Arts teacher taught the Readers
Theater class and the control class. She was in her eighth year as a
classroom teacher. She had participated in her district’s professional
development sequence for middle school reading teachers, and she
was pursuing a master’s degree with an emphasis in literacy education.

Instructional Materials

The researchers, in collaboration with the classroom teacher, selected
six short stories to use in the study. Selection of the short stories

Table 1. Comparison of students in intervention and

control classrooms

Experimental classroom Control classroom

Reading level

Grades 3–5 10 7

Grades 6–7 4 9

Grades 8–9 2 4

Ethnicity

Hispanic 10 12

African-American 5 7

White 1 0

Asian 0 1
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was based upon student interest, suitability for Readers Theater
format, and readability levels. The text levels represented a range
from fifth-grade to seventh-grade reading levels, based upon the
Fry (1977) readability formula. Because the majority of students
were reading below grade level, texts were chosen at readability levels
that would be manageable for most of the students. As the research-
ers created Readers Theater scripts for each short story, they main-
tained the integrity of the story by including narration sections for
one to three ‘‘narrators’’ and verbatim dialogues for respective char-
acters. Minimal changes to the text were made to fit the script format;
these changes did not impact the readability levels of the stories.
Vocabulary words targeted for instruction were italicized in the
scripts. Table 2 presents an example of a story adaptation to script
format.

Table 2. Story adaptation to RT script format

‘‘Charles’’ by Shirley Jackson

Original text

The day my son Laurie started kindergarten he renounced corduroy overalls with bibs and

began wearing blue jeans with a belt; I watched him go off the first morning with the older

girl next door, seeing clearly that an era of my life was ended, my sweet-voiced nursery-

school tot replaced by a long-trousered, swaggering character who forgot to stop at the

corner and wave good-bye to me.

He came home the same way, the front door slamming open, his cap on the floor, and the voice

suddenly become raucous shouting, ‘‘Isn’t anybody here?’’

At lunch he spoke insolently to his father, spilled his baby sister’s milk, and remarked that his

teacher said we were not to take the name of the Lord in vain.

‘‘How was school today?’’ I asked, elaborately casual.

Readers Theater script

Narrator 1: The day Laurie started kindergarten he renounced corduroy overalls with bibs and

began wearing blue jeans with a belt.

Laurie: That’s baby stuff ! I’m going to school now, and I want jeans.

Narrator 2: His mother watched him go off the first morning with the older girl next door,

seeing clearly that an era of her life was ended, her sweet-voiced nursery-school

tot replaced by a long-trousered, swaggering character who forgot to stop at the

corner and wave good-bye.

Narrator 3: Laurie came home the same way, the front door slamming open, his cap on the

floor.

Laurie [raucous, shouting]: Is anybody here?

Narrator 1: At lunch he spoke insolently to his father, spilled his baby sister’s milk, and

remarked that his teacher said we were not to take the name of the Lord in vain.

Mother: How was school today?
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Role of the Researchers

The two researchers, experienced in Readers Theater implementation,
discussed and initially demonstrated the modeling and coaching
behaviors needed to support Readers Theater. The classroom teacher
and the special education teacher, who came into the classroom daily
because nine of the students were identified as deserving special edu-
cation, rotated among different ‘‘repertory groups’’ each week to
ensure that all students received similar feedback and coaching over
the course of the intervention. At least one researcher was in the
classroom every day to ensure fidelity of the treatment. In addition,
the researchers observed regularly in the comparison classroom to
document the instruction taking place.

Description of Instruction for Readers Theater Group

In the intervention classroom, the teacher followed the weekly Read-
ers Theater plan as outlined in Table 3. A week was devoted to each
of the six short stories. On Monday, the teacher first administered the
vocabulary pretest. Then students responded to a journal prompt
related to the theme of the short story to be read. The teacher then
read the short story, using expression, as students followed along.

Table 3. Description of weekly Readers Theater intervention

Day 1 Teacher administers vocabulary pretest.

Students respond to a theme-related prompt about the short story in

writing journals.

Teacher models expressive reading of story and discusses vocabulary

words.

Students read personal copy of script independently or in pairs.

Teacher reviews meanings of targeted vocabulary words.

Day 2 Repertory group members practice script and exchange roles.

Teacher models, coaches, and monitors time-on-task.

Teacher elaborates on targeted word meanings.

Day 3 Repertory group members practice script and exchange roles.

Teacher models, coaches, and monitors time-on-task.

Final ten minutes: group members negotiate roles for final

performance.

Day 4 Repertory groups practice.

Students read only part assigned.

Teacher models, coaches, and monitors time-on-task.

Final ten minutes: students plan performance details.

Day 5 Teacher administers vocabulary post test.

Repertory groups perform reading before an audience.
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During this initial oral reading of the short story, the teacher paused
at each targeted vocabulary word to explain and elaborate its mean-
ing. Then students received a personal copy of the script based on the
short story. Students read the script independently or in pairs. On
Tuesday, the students gathered in repertory groups to practice.
‘‘Master scripts’’ were distributed, and each student read the part
highlighted in his=her script. Each group had an adult facilitator
(classroom teacher or special education teacher), who coached for
expressive reading, modeled phrasing and intonation, and kept the
students on task. To maintain student engagement, group leaders
continually exhorted reluctant readers to read with expression, con-
stantly modeling and coaching for expressive reading. Coaching com-
ments included the following:

. ‘‘How would you feel if . . . ? Now read like this is happening to
you.’’

. ‘‘Try that again. You are the character, and you’re scared.’’

. ‘‘Read that again and make your voice sound like you’re talking.’’

After each reading, students assumed new roles, and the script was
again read. This allowed students to consider different character per-
spectives and to interpret the text from a new stance. Wednesday’s
format replicated that of Tuesday. During the final minutes of Wed-
nesday’s practice, students negotiated for parts (roles) they were to
read for Friday’s performance. During repertory group meetings on
Thursdays, students practiced reading only the role they had been
assigned for the next day’s performance. The final minutes of Thurs-
day were devoted to details of the performance, such as how to intro-
duce the story and the readers. On Friday, each group performed
before an audience. Each week the audience varied—other class-
rooms, administrative staff, and librarians.

Description of Instruction for Comparison Group

In the comparison class section, the teacher employed instructional
procedures that included prereading vocabulary support, journal
writing, strategy instruction, shared reading, and discussion (see
Table 4). The comparison group devoted two days to each of the
six short stories. The students first completed the vocabulary pretest
for the short story. The teacher followed the pretest with a discussion
about the word meanings. She displayed the words on the board,
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wrote the definitions, and then had the students copy them in their
notebooks. She reminded students to listen for the words as they read
the short stories and to pay attention to how the author used the
words in context. For the next phase of the lesson, the students
responded in their writing journals to a pre-reading prompt that
addressed an issue related to the upcoming story. At this point, the
teacher explained a comprehension strategy, such as making predic-
tions or asking questions as they read. She then provided students
with a purpose for reading the short story, such as ‘‘pay attention
to the element of suspense in this story.’’

The teacher began by reading the opening portion of the story
orally to the students, modeling expressive reading. Then students
continued reading the story. The students had a choice of different
formats for the reading: shared reading, with the teacher reading
and the students following along; small group oral reading; and silent
individual reading. There was no teacher feedback concerning the
oral reading done during the small group sessions. At the close of
the first day, the teacher revisited the targeted word meanings in
the context of the story. The second day, students had an additional
opportunity to reread the story. They then participated in teacher-led
discussions and, in some instances, engaged in a related response
activity, such as illustrating key scenes in the story. The teacher
administered the vocabulary post-test the following day before begin-
ning the next short story. After the students completed all six short
stories, they spent the remaining time of the six-week investigation
participating in a novel class study, which included guided reading,
shared reading, and different combinations of silent reading and
group reading.

Table 4. Description of comparison group instruction

for each short story

Day 1 Vocabulary pretest

Discussion of targeted vocabulary words

Journal writing

Mini-lesson on a comprehension strategy

Identification of purpose for reading

Teacher reading orally

Reading silently or in small groups

Review of targeted vocabulary words

Day 2 Rereading of short story by students

Teacher-led discussion of story

Response activity related to story

Day 3 Vocabulary posttest
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Vocabulary Study

The researchers and classroom teacher identified five words in each
selection to use for the vocabulary intervention. Vocabulary selection
was based upon the level of student familiarity with the words, the
importance of the word for story comprehension, and the usefulness
of the words to the students’ language ability. A list of the words for
each Readers Theater script is provided in Table 5. Before either class
read the short story, the teacher administered a two-part vocabulary
pretest that measured prior knowledge of the words. One section
required students to write a definition of each word, and the other
section asked students to select one sentence from three possible
choices that contained the correct semantic and syntactic use of
the word (see Table 6 for an example of this assessment). Students
were required to write the definitions first so that the sentences from
the second section would not influence their responses.

The teacher began each short story lesson by introducing the
words, prompting students to share their existing knowledge of the

Table 5. Vocabulary words

Short stories Vocabulary words

‘‘The Dinner Party’’ Spirited, rafters, commotion, sober, verandah

‘‘Wrong Number’’ Disgusted, random, routine, hysterically, eerie

‘‘French Class’’ Propelled, scowl, lingered, bluff, sheepishly

‘‘Ice Maiden’’ Sculptures, scurried, agony, emerged, nasal

‘‘Charles’’ Renounced, insolently, deprived, haggard, unsettling

‘‘To Serve Man’’ Delegates, translator, stifled, shortages, farce

Table 6. Sample vocabulary assessment

‘‘Charles’’ by Shirley Jackson

Read each group of sentences. Put a check by the one in which the underlined word is used

correctly.

_______ He renounced all rights to the throne to marry the carpenter’s daughter.

_______ He renounced so many basketball games for the team that the league made him the

most valuable player for the season.

_______ The girls did not want her to go to their Halloween party because of her renounced

attitude.

_______ The boy was rewarded for his insolent behavior with a pizza and a movie.

_______ The teenage created an insolent in the front yard when he tried to turn the car around.

_______ Because the young girl yelled in an insolent manner at the teacher, she was sent to the

principal’s office.
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terms, and then providing brief explanations of the word meanings.
During the first day, the teacher also revisited the selected words in
the context of the story to explain and elaborate meaning. The tea-
cher followed this procedure in both the intervention and comparison
classrooms for the six short stories. Students in the Readers Theater
class received multiple exposures to the words as they repeatedly read
their scripts. Moreover, during successive practices with the scripts in
repertory groups, the teacher clarified the targeted vocabulary and
extended word meanings. Students in the intervention classroom
completed the vocabulary post-test for each short story immediately
before their Readers Theater performances each Friday. The vocabu-
lary pretests and posttests were the same.

Motivation

After the six-week intervention, students from the Readers Theater
group responded orally to questions about their participation in
Readers Theater. The open-ended questions were designed to uncover
student attitudes regarding their experience with Readers Theater, as
well as any insights or self-awareness they might have gained through
the experience. Students in the comparison group were not inter-
viewed with these questions because they had not experienced Readers
Theater. Interview questions included the following:

. What did you like about Readers Theater?

. What did you not like about Readers Theater?

. What did you learn about yourself as a reader from Readers
Theater?

The responses were taped and transcribed for analysis.

Data Sources and Analyses

Data sources came from five major assessment tools. To measure
reading growth and comprehension, the Ekwall=Shanker Reading
Inventory (Shanker & Ekwall, 2000) was administered to both groups.
The Reading Inventory involved each student’s reading of leveled pas-
sages followed by comprehension questions regarding the content of
those passages. The NAEP Fluency Rating Scale (Pinnell, Pikulski,
Wixson, Campbell, Gough, & Beatty, 1995) measured changes in
the student’s oral reading of the sixth-grade level passages of the
Reading Inventory. Because the NAEP Scale emphasizes reading in
‘‘syntactically meaningful phrases,’’ that is, the phrasing dimension
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of fluency, each student’s oral reading was also evaluated using the
fluidity and expression components of the Diagnostic Fluency Scale
(Martinez, Roser, & Strecker, 1999). (Appendices A and B present
these fluency scales.) The sixth-grade passages were used for pre-
and post-assessments of oral reading fluency because many of the
eighth-grade students were reading below grade level. For comparison
purposes, comprehension was also assessed on these sixth-grade pas-
sages. The pre- and post-tests for vocabulary assessment and the inter-
view questions regarding Readers Theater are described above.

The outcome variables were analyzed using one-way analysis of
variance (ANOVA). ANOVA was selected over independent t-tests
due to its robustness. Subsequent to any significant ANOVA find-
ings, the researchers conducted multiple Tukey-b tests to determine
the nature of significant differences between the two groups. To
insure the statistical equivalence of the experimental and comparison
groups at the beginning, an analysis using Leveneı́’s test of equality
was also conducted. It was determined that the intervention and com-
parison groups were statistically equivalent in reading levels at the
beginning of the study. The dependent variables were gain scores
on the following measures: Ekwall=Shanker Reading Inventory read-
ing levels and comprehension scores on the sixth-grade passage; the
NAEP fluency score; the fluidity, phrasing, and expression subscale
scores of the Diagnostic Fluency Scale; and a total vocabulary score.
The primary independent variable for this study was whether stu-
dents were in the intervention (Readers Theater) group or the com-
parison group. The predetermined level of significance used for the
study was p < .05.

To analyze the qualitative data from the interviews, the researchers
used a constant comparative method (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). They
coded each meaningful unit individually and then came together to
identify common categories. Researchers then collaboratively recate-
gorized each meaningful unit with 100% agreement.

Comments were then tallied by category. Some students offered
multiple responses to a single question. If the multiple responses all
addressed one category, then only a single tally was made for that
category. If the responses to one question varied, then a tally was
placed under the each appropriate category.

FINDINGS

Data analyses revealed major findings in regard to reading level,
fluency, comprehension, and vocabulary.
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Reading Ability

Readers Theater students outgained the comparison group students
by a statistically significant margin in growth in reading level as mea-
sured by the Ekwall=Shanker Reading Inventory. A comparison of the
reading improvement between the two groups of students produced a
statistically significant difference favoring the Readers Theater stu-
dents. An ANOVA produced F(1, 34) ¼ 10.68, p ¼ .002. The signifi-
cance of the statistical difference is further substantiated by the
moderate effect size produced (eta2 ¼ .239).

Fluency

The two groups were assessed on measures of fluency using record-
ings of their oral readings of the Ekwall=Shanker sixth grade pas-
sages. The results indicated that the Readers Theater students did
significantly better than the comparison groups students on both flu-
idity (F[1, 34] ¼ 5.353, p ¼ .027) and expression (F[1, 34] ¼ 12.855,
p ¼ .001). The corresponding effect sizes showed that Readers Thea-
ter students had a small advantage in fluidity (eta2 ¼ .136) and a
moderate advantage in expression (eta2 ¼ .274) over students in the
comparison group. There was no statistical significance between the
Readers Theater and comparison groups in phrasing as measured
by the NAEP Fluency Scale.

Comprehension

Readers Theater students demonstrated higher levels of comprehen-
sion than the comparison group as measured by the Ekwall=Shanker
Reading Inventory. While the mean gain score in comprehension for
Readers Theater students was almost double the gain score achieved
by the comparison group, the ANOVA produced an insignificant
result.

Vocabulary

Readers Theater students outperformed the comparison group stu-
dents in vocabulary learning by a statistically significant amount.
Students in the Readers Theater group did significantly better than
the comparison group (F[1, 34] ¼ 6.63, p ¼ 019). This result pro-
duced a moderate effect size (eta2 ¼ .269) indicating the difference
had some practical significance. Students in the Readers Theater class
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nearly doubled the vocabulary acquisition of words of their peers in
the comparison group. Table 7 summarizes all the results.

Motivation

Analyses of the 16 Readers Theater participants’ responses to the
interview questions resulted in the following findings:

Likes. Regarding what they liked about Readers Theater, students
offered three categories of responses: story, performance, and
engagement. The category of ‘‘story’’ represented responses that
referred directly to the story scripts. Eleven students mentioned
the stories as a positive aspect of Readers Theater. Some cited spe-
cific stories, while others, like Jonathan, made a general statement:
‘‘I liked the stories.’’ The ‘‘performance’’ category included stu-
dents’ statements directly related to the Readers Theater presenta-
tions before an audience. Ten students noted aspects of
performance that they enjoyed. Jackie said, ‘‘It’s fun ’cuz you get
to do it in front of people.’’ Brandi responded, ‘‘I liked doing the
accents. . .and yelling as loud as I want.’’ Finally, the ‘‘engagement’’
category represented positive affective responses to the experience.
Nine students noted some aspect of engagement, mentioning
the enjoyable aspects of Readers Theater and the social aspect of
working in a repertory group. For example, Jerome said, ‘‘We
had fun doing the plays.’’ Reggie commented, ‘‘It gave us some-
thing interesting to do together.’’

Table 7. Gain scores (posttest–pretest) for intervention and comparison

groups

Dependent variable

Readers

Theater

Comparison

group

M SD M SD F-score p value eta2

Reading level (Ekwall IRI measure) 1.75 1.23 .70 .66 10.68 .002� .239

Comprehension (percentage on

Ekwall IRI passage)

17.8 16.73 9.25 18.59 2.06 .160 .057

NAEP Score (four-point scale) .50 .83 .24 .51 1.265 .269 .039

Fluidity (five-point scale) 0.20 .36 (.48) .75 5.353 .027� .136

Expression (five-point scale) 1.13 .72 .25 .73 12.855 .001� .274

Total vocabulary (percentage points) 17.1 8.75 9.00 5.48 6.63 .019� .269

�indicates statistically significant difference between Readers Theater students and

comparison students.
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Dislikes. Student responses regarding dislikes about Readers
Theater fell into three categories: practice, performance, and story.
The ‘‘practice’’ category included comments regarding repeated
readings and the work required of repertory group members. Seven
students mentioned the constant practice of scripts as a negative.
Rosie said, ‘‘I didn’t like when we had to keep on reading it
and reading it.’’ Margie expressed her dislike this way, ‘‘I didn’t
like that we had to read all the time.’’ Five students mentioned
the performances before an audience as a negative aspect of Read-
ers Theater. Casey responded, ‘‘I didn’t like going up in front of
the class to read.’’ Only two participants responded negatively
about the stories. Both commented, ‘‘Some stories were too long.’’
Four students in the class could not identify any negative aspect
associated with their participation in Readers Theater. They
responded with the word ‘‘nothing’’ when asked what they did
not like about Readers Theater.

Self-awareness as a reader. When asked, What did you learn about
yourself as a reader from Readers Theater?, all 16 participants had
something to say about their own self-efficacy, their own sense of
accomplishment. Patterns of response to this question fell into three
major categories: confidence, expressive ability, and voice projection.
The students expressed growth in confidence as they learned that they
could perform successfully in Readers Theater. This success, in turn,
fostered an awareness of their ability as readers. For example,
Kenneth said, ‘‘I learned that I was a good reader as a character.’’
Jason said, ‘‘I learned how to read better,’’ and Reggie commented,
‘‘I learned that I do read pretty good.’’ Brandi said, ‘‘I learned I could
read in different selves and that people really liked some ways I
read.’’ Students specifically addressed their improvement in
expression and voice projection with comments, such as ‘‘I can read
as loud as when I’m talking to my friends in the hallway’’ and ‘‘I can
read louder and with expression.’’ One student, in particular, ident-
ified his awareness of immersion in the story with this comment:
‘‘As I got more into the plays, I would bring out the character in
myself.’’

DISCUSSION

This study responds to the need for effective literacy instructional
practices to use with middle school students who read below grade
level and who have little interest in reading. The findings suggest that
Readers Theater may be a promising technique to use with this
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student population. We discuss the findings as they relate to both the
cognitive aspects of the reading process in terms of growth in overall
reading ability, in fluency, and in vocabulary, as well as the affective
domain in terms of motivation.

Cognitive Aspects

Reading growth. Students who participated in Readers Theater
showed increases in their overall reading growth. Readers Theater
requires that students read accurately, as well as attend to the mean-
ing, as they assume roles for performance. The students’ willingness
to repeatedly read the same text and willingness to give a good effort
may be attributed to the motivational nature of preparation for pub-
lic performance. This effort, in turn, may have impacted student out-
comes. The positive findings in overall reading growth support existing
research regarding the relationship between student engagement=
motivation and student outcomes (Pintrich, Marx, & Boyle, 1993;
Pintrich & Schrauben, 1992).

Growth in the students’ reading levels may also be attributed to the
benefit of time-on-task (Allington, 2001; Fisher & Berliner, 1985).
There is clear evidence that the more time children spend reading con-
nected text, the higher their achievement (Berliner, 1981; Leinhardt,
Zigmond, & Cooley, 1981). Students in the intervention classroom
averaged 42 minutes of the 50 minutes of class time each day engaged
in oral reading of the scripts. At any given point during this 42-
minute time frame, students were reading orally, following the texts
as others read their parts, and listening to the teacher as she modeled
expressive oral reading. In contrast, students in the comparison group
averaged 17 minutes of 50 minutes of class time each day reading con-
nected text. The increases in reading growth may be a result of the
increased time devoted to the reading of connected text over the six
weeks of the study.

Fluency. As noted earlier, the measures of fluency were made on the
students’ reading of sixth-grade level passages. For the students in
both groups reading at grade levels 3–5, these passages were too dif-
ficult. Nevertheless, the students in the Readers Theater class made
significant growth in two aspects of fluency: fluidity (i.e., smoothness
of the reading) and expression (intonation and dramatic quality).
Such fluency growth is important for struggling readers: ‘‘[w]hile flu-
ency in and of itself is not sufficient to ensure high levels of reading
achievement, fluency is absolutely necessary for that achievement
because it depends upon . . . comprehension’’ (Pikulski & Chard,
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2005, p. 517). Students’ growth in fluency may be attributed to the
repeated readings, an intervention well-documented in research,
and to the modeling and coaching for fluent reading by the adult
facilitator.

The rubric for scoring fluidity (see Appendix B for descriptors)
emphasizes two elements: cadence and flow. That is, students who
hesitate to identify words, who stop to sound out words, or who
repeat portions of text are penalized in the resulting choppiness of
their oral reading. The improvement in fluidity among the Readers
Theater participants may be the result of constant coaching to ‘‘read
right along’’ and ‘‘read more smoothly.’’ As discussed above, the
increase in fluidity also may be the result of oral reading practice
via the repeated readings of the scripts.

Similarly, the significant growth in expression made by the Read-
ers Theater participants may be due to the weeks of attention to pros-
odic reading and the modeling of expressiveness by the adults. This
result replicates the findings of other studies of Readers Theater by
Keehn (2001) and Martinez, Roser, and Strecker (1999), in which
the modeling of expressiveness by the teacher and the ongoing
encouragement to add a dramatic quality to their oral reading result
in more expressive oral reading by students.

Vocabulary. Students in the Readers Theater group showed statisti-
cally significant gains in vocabulary during the six weeks of the study.
This growth may be attributed to several features of the intervention.
First, overall level of student engagement with each Readers Theater
script was high. Students had little off-task time during each class ses-
sion. Such engagement is a necessary component of effective vocabu-
lary instruction (Blachowicz & Fisher, 2000). Second, students had
multiple exposures to the words as they practiced their parts, listened
to others rehearse various roles, and participated in facilitator-led dis-
cussions about the authors’ use of the words in context. Multiple
exposures to words in meaningful contexts are essential to learning
of word meanings (Stahl & Fairbanks, 1986). It is important to note
that students in the Readers Theater group dealt with the targeted
words over five days, while students in the ‘‘control classroom’’ dealt
with the targeted words over two days. The additional class days
devoted to the words also contributed to the ‘‘multiple exposures.’’
Third, through their performances of various character and narrator
roles, students had to understand the meanings of words in order to
provide an accurate interpretation of those roles. Such performance
practice allows students to process word meanings at a high cognitive
level because they must use the meanings of words rather than just
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associate a word with its definition. With this deeper level of word
processing, students are more likely to remember word meanings
(Nagy, 1988; Nagy, Herman, & Anderson, 1985). It appears that
Readers Theater may be an appropriate instructional venue for pro-
viding the multiple exposures and deep processing needed to acquire
new vocabulary.

Affective Aspects

Readers Theater appears to have nurtured students’ motivation to
practice oral reading and may have fostered feelings of success as
a reader via the public performances. Given the negative attitudes
that many struggling middle school students have about reading
(Baker, 2002; Ivey & Broaddus, 1999), the positive responses of
the students in the intervention group to Readers Theater attest
to its potential for engagement and also mirror previous findings
about the motivating effects of Readers Theater (Martinez, Roser,
& Strecker, 1999).

The lively coaching and encouragement of the adults working with
each repertory group constantly spurred students to give a best effort.
Moreover, the positive accolades that followed each public perform-
ance provided many students with an awareness that they could read
well, when prepared. The resulting sense of pride and flush of success
were reflected in the many favorable comments the students offered
about performances. However, a few students never were comfort-
able with public performance, as reflected in their negative comments
about performance.

The stories themselves were chosen for their potential to interest
middle school readers and included fantasy, humor, and life situa-
tions relevant to young adolescents. The fact that the students them-
selves specifically mentioned the stories as a positive aspect of the
Readers Theater experience attests to the engaging qualities of the
stories. The two negative comments regarding the stories did not deal
with story content, but with story length. Moreover, because students
negotiated their parts for each performance, they had some control
over the character they performed. This may also have contributed
to ‘‘ownership’’ or ‘‘buy-in’’ of these readers.

Less-skilled readers often find themselves reading texts that are too
difficult for them (Allington, 1977, 2001; Gambrell, Wilson, & Gantt,
1981). Although the readability of the scripts exceeded the level of the
less-skilled members of the repertory groups, these students were able
to be successful. The presence of an adult to scaffold the reading of
these less-skilled readers, coupled with the positive effects of repeated
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readings, made the texts manageable for even the weakest readers
within the repertory groups. However, the negative comments regard-
ing the amount of reading and the tedious nature of repeatedly read-
ing the same story indicate that the some students resisted making the
effort to read lengthier portions and to read aloud often.

The students’ comments regarding their changed perceptions of
themselves as readers resulting from their participation in the rep-
ertory groups attest to the potential of Readers Theater to foster
feelings of success among poor readers. Reading success is crucial
to motivating students for whom reading is a struggle, because
motivated students actually read more and, in turn, become better
readers (Allington, 2001; Anderson, Wilson, & Fielding, 1988;
Baker & Wigfield, 1999). Thus, Readers Theater may offer the
potential to ensure success and fuel the confidence needed to con-
tinue reading.

Limitations

There are several limitations involved in this study. First, the use of a
passage at sixth-grade readability to access fluency may not have
offered the best information regarding each student’s oral reading
fluency. The passage was too difficult for some students and quite
easy for others. Second, the study may have been constrained by
the fluency assessment instruments themselves (i.e., NAEP fluency
scale and Diagnostic Fluency Assessment subscales). Although there
is consensus (Hudson, Lane, & Pullen, 2005; Rasinski, 2003) that
assessment of fluency in all its dimensions must include subscales that
attend to the reader’s phrase boundaries, inflection, and expression,
there is ‘‘little [empirical] research available to guide the assessment
of fluency’’ (Pikulski & Chard, 2005, p. 518). Additionally, the use
of gains scores may have an inherent limitation. Cronbach and Furby
(1970) have dismissed pre-=post-testing as a valid gauge of effective-
ness on the grounds that change scores are unreliable. Rogosa and
Willett (1983, 1985), however, assert that gain scores can accurately
reflect the group score. Finally, the fact that the researchers initially
delivered part of the ‘‘treatment,’’ serving as coaches to repertory
groups to model for the classroom teacher and the special education
teacher, may have biased the results.

CONCLUSION

In the search for literacy interventions to support adolescent readers,
Readers Theater may be a promising practice. As the Commission on

356 S. Keehn et al.



Adolescent Literacy (Moore, Bean, Birdyshaw & Rycik, 1999) points
out, ‘‘adolescents deserve instruction that builds both the skill and
desire to read increasingly complex materials.’’ Struggling adolescent
readers are in special need of instructional interventions that not only
improve their reading development, but also maintain their interest
and motivation (Ivey, 1999). Readers Theater may hold promise as
instruction to counter low reading performance and disinterest—
instruction that all struggling adolescent readers need and deserve.

REFERENCES

Allington, R. L. (1977). If they don’t read much, how they ever gonna get good?

Journal of Reading, 21, 57–61.

Allington, R. L. (1983). Fluency: The neglected goal. The Reading Teacher, 36,

556–561.

Allington, R. L. (2001). What really matters for struggling readers: Designing research-

based program. New York: Longman=Addison-Wesley.

Anderson, R. C. & Freebody, P. (1981). Vocabulary knowledge. In J. T. Guthrie

(Ed.), Comprehension and teaching: Research reviews (pp. 77–117). Newark,

Del.: International Reading Association.

Anderson, R. C., Wilkinson, I. A. G., & Mason, J. A. (1991). A microanalysis of

small-group, guided reading lesson: Effects of an emphasis on global story mean-

ing. Reading Research Quarterly, 23, 285–303.

Anderson, R. C., Wilson, P., & Fielding, L. (1988). Growth in reading and how

children spend their time outside of school. Reading Research Quarterly, 23,

285–303.

Baker, L. & Wigfield, A. (1999). Dimensions of children’s motivation for reading

and their relationship to reading activity and reading achievement. Reading

Research Quarterly, 34, 452–477.

Baker, M. (2002). Reading resistance in middle school: What can be done. Journal of

Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 45, 364–366.

Baumann, J. F. (2005). Vocabulary-comprehension relationships. In B. Maloch,

J. V. Hoffman, D. L. Schallert, C. M. Fairbanks, & J. Worthy (Eds.), 54th year-

book of the national reading conference (pp. 117–131). Oak Creek, Wis.: National

Reading Conference.

Baumann, J. F. & Kame’enui, E. J. (1991). Research on vocabulary instruction: Ode

to Voltaire. In J. Flood, J. M. Jensen, D. Lapp, & J. R. Squire (Eds.), Handbook

on teaching the english language arts (pp. 602–632). New York: Macmillan.

Bear, D. R. (1991). ‘‘Learning to fasten the seat of my union suit without looking

around’’: The synchrony of literacy development. Theory into Practice, 30,

145–157.

Beck, I. L., Perfetti, C. A., & McKeown, M. G. (1982). Effects of long-term vocabu-

lary instruction on lexical access and reading comprehension. Journal of

Educational Psychology, 74, 506–521.

Readers Theater in Eighth Grade 357



Beck, I. L. & McKeown, M. G. (1991). Conditions of vocabulary acquisition. In R.

Barr, M. L. Kamil, P. B. Mosenthal, & P. D. Pearson (Eds.), Handbook of reading

research (vol. 2, pp. 789–814). New York: Longman.

Beck, I. L., McKeown, M. G., & McCaslin, E. S. (1983). Vocabulary development:

All contexts are not created equal. The Elementary School Journal, 83, 177–181.

Beck, I. L., McKeown, M. G., & Omanson, R. C. (1987). The effects and uses

of diverse vocabulary instructional techniques. In M. G. McKeown & M. E.

Curtis (Eds.), The nature of vocabulary acquisition (pp. 147–163). Hillsdale, NJ:

Erlbaum.

Berliner, D. C. (1981). Academic learning time and reading achievement. In J. T.

Guthrie (Ed.), Comprehension and teaching: Research reviews (pp. 203–226).

Newark, Del.: International Reading Association.

Blachowicz, C. L. Z. & Fisher, P. (2000). Vocabulary instruction. In M. L. Kamil,

P. B. Mosenthal, P. D. Pearson, & R. Barr (Eds.), Handbook of reading research

(vol. 3, pp. 503–523). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc.

Briggs, C. & Forbes, S. (2002). Phrasing in fluency reading: Process and product.

Journal of Reading Recovery, Spring 2002, 1–9.

Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development. (1989). Turning points: Preparing

youth for the 21st century. Washington, DC: CCAD.

Chall, J. S., Jacobs, V. A., & Baldwin, L. E. (1990). The reading crisis: Why poor

children fall behind. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press.

Chard, D., Vaughn, S., & Tyler, B. J. (2002). A synthesis of research on effective

interventions for building fluency with elementary students with learning disabil-

ities. Journal of Learning Disabilities, 35, 386–406.

Clay, M. M. & Imlach, R. H. (1971). Juncture, pitch, and stress as reading behavior

variables. Journal of Verbal Learning and Verbal Behavior, 10, 133–139.

Cronbach, L. & Furby, L. (1970). How we should measure ‘‘change’’—or should we?

Psychological Bulletin, 74, 68–80.

Dahl, P. R. & Samuels, S. J. (1974). A mastery base experimental program for teaching

poor readers high speed word recognition skills. Unpublished manuscript.

University of Minneapolis.

Davis, F. B. (1944). Fundamental factors in reading comprehension. Psychometrika,

9, 185–197.

Donahue, P. L., Daane, M. C., & Jin, Y. (2005). The nation’s report card: Reading

2003. Washington, DC: National Center for Educational Staistics.

Dowhower, S. L. (1987). Effects of repeated reading on second grade transitional

readers’ fluency and comprehension. Reading Research Quarterly, 22, 389–406.

Fisher, C. W. & Berliner, D. C. (1985). Perspectives on instructional time. New York:

Longman.

Fry, E. (1977). Fry’s readability graph: Clarifications, validity, and extensions to

level 17. Journal of Reading, 21, 242–252.

Gambrell, L. B., Wilson, R. M., & Gantt, W. N. (1981). Classroom observations of

task-attending behaviors of good and poor readers. Journal of Educational

Research, 74, 400–404.

Harris, T. L. & Hodges, R. E. (1995). The literacy dictionary: The vocabulary of

reading and writing. Newark, Del.: International Reading Association.

358 S. Keehn et al.



Herman, P. A. (1985). The effect of repeated readings on reading rate, speech

pauses, and word recognition accuracy. Reading Research Quarterly, 20,

553–564.

Hudson, R. F., Lane, H. B., & Pullen, P. C. (2005). Reading fluency assessment and

instruction: What, why and how? The Reading Teacher, 58, 702–714.

Ivey, G. (1999). A multicase study in the middle school: Complexities among young

adolescent readers. Reading Research Quarterly, 34, 172–193.

Ivey, G. & Broaddus, K. (2000). Tailoring the fit: Reading instruction and middle

school readers. The Reading Teacher, 54, 68–78.

Keehn, S. (2003). The effect of instruction and practice through Readers Theater on

young readers’ oral reading. Reading Research and Instruction, 42, 40–61.

Kleiman, G. M., Winograd, P. N., & Humphrey, M. H. (1979) Prosody and children’s

parsing of sentences (Tech. Rep. 123). Urbana, Ill.: University of Illinois, Center

for the Study of Reading.

Koskinen, P. A. & Blum, I. H. (1986). Paired repeated reading: A classroom strategy

for developing fluent reading. The Reading Teacher, 40, 70–75.

Kuhn, M. R. & Stahl, S. (2000). Fluency: A review of developmental and remedial

practices. Ann Arbor, Mich.: Center for the Improvement of Early Reading

Achievement.

LaBerge, D. & Samuels, S. J. (1974). Toward a theory of automatic information

processing in reading. Cognitive Psychology, 6, 293–323.

Leinhardt, G., Zigmond, N., & Cooley, W. (1981). Reading instruction and its

effects. American Education Research Journal, 18, 343–361.

Martinez, M. G., Roser, N. L., & Strecker, S. K. (1999). ‘‘I never thought I

could be a star’’: A readers theater ticket to fluency. The Reading Teacher,

52, 326–344.

McKeown, M. G., Beck, I. L., Omanson, R. C., & Pople, M. T. (1985). Some effects

of the nature and frequency of vocabulary instruction on the knowledge and use

of words. Reading Research Quarterly, 20, 522–535.

Millin, S. K. & Rinehardt, S. D. (1999). Some of the benefits of Readers Theater

participation for second-grade Title I students. Reading Research and Instruction,

39, 71–88.

Moore, D. W., Bean, T. W., Birdyshaw, D., & Rycik, J. A. (1999). Adolescent literacy:

A position statement for the commission on adolescent literacy of the international

reading association. Newark, Del.: International Reading Association.

Nagy, W. (1988). Teaching vocabulary to improve comprehension. Urbana, Ill.:

National Council of Teachers of English.

Nagy, W. E., Herman, P. A., & Anderson, R. C. (1985). Learning words from

context. Reading Research Quarterly, 20, 233–253.

National Institute of Standards and Technology. (1960). Levene’s test of equality of

variances. In I. Olkin, G. Ghurye, W. Hoeffding, W. Madow, & H. B. Manns

(Eds.), Contributions to probability and statistics: Essays in honor of Harold Hotelling

(pp. 278–292). Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.

National Reading Panel. (2000). Teaching children to read: An evidence-based assess-

ment of the scientific research literature on reading and its implications for reading

instruction. Washington, DC: National Institutes of Health.

Readers Theater in Eighth Grade 359



Pany, D. & McCoy, K. M. (1998). Effects of corrective feedback on word accuracy

and reading comprehension of readers with learning disabilities. Journal of

Learning Disabilities, 21, 546–550.

Pikulski, J. J. & Chard, D. J. (2005). Fluency: Bridge between decoding and reading

comprehension. The Reading Teacher, 58, 510–519.

Pinnell, G. S., Pikulski, J. J., Wixson, K. K., Campbell, J. R., Gough, P. B., &

Beatty, A. S. (1995). Listening to children read aloud: Oral fluency. Washington,

DC: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Educational Statistics.

Pintrich, P. R., Marx, R. W., & Boyle, R. A. (1993). Beyond cold conceptual change:

The role of motivational beliefs and classroom contextual factors in the process

of conceptual change. Review of Educational Research, 63, 167–199.

Pintrich, P. R. & Schrauben, B. (1992). Students’ motivational beliefs and their cog-

nitive engagement in classroom academic tasks. In D. H. Schunk & J. L. Meese

(Eds.), Student perceptions in the classroom (pp. 149–184). Hillsdale, NJ:

Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Rasinski, T. V. (1989). Fluency for everyone: incorporating fluency instruction in the

classroom. The Reading Teacher, 42, 690–693.

Rasinski, T. V. (2003). The fluent reader. New York: Scholastic.

Rinehardt, S. D. (1999). Don’t think for a minute that I’m getting up there: Oppor-

tunities for readers’ theatre in a tutorial for children with reading problems.

Journal of Reading Psychology, 20, 71–89.

Rogosa, D. R. & Willett, J. B. (1983). Demonstrating the reliability of the difference

score in the measurement of change. Journal of Educational Measurement, 20,

335–343.

Rogosa, D. R. & Willett, J. B. (1985). Understanding correlates of change by model-

ing individual difference in growth. Psychometrika, 50, 203–228.

Roser, N. L., May, L., Martinez, M. G., Keehn, S., Harmon, J., & O’Neal, S. (2003).

Stepping into character(s) with culturally relevant texts: Using Readers Theater

with bilingual fourth graders. In J. Paratore & R. McCormack (Eds.), After early

intervention, then what? Teaching struggling readers in the middle grades (pp. 40–60).

Newark, Del.: International Reading Association.

Samuels, S. J. (1979). The method of repeated reading. The Reading Teacher, 32,

403–408.

Samuels, S. J. (1988). Decoding and automaticity: Helping poor readers become

automatic at word recognition. The Reading Teacher, 41, 756–760.

Samuels, S. J. (2002). Reading fluency: Its development and assessment. In A. E.

Farstrup & S. J. Samuels (Eds.), What research has to say about reading instruction

(3rd ed., pp. 166–184). Newark, Del.: International Reading Association.

Samuels, S. J., Schermer, N., & Reinking, D. (1992). Reading fluency: Techniques

for making decoding automatic. In S. J. Samuels & A. Farstrup (Eds.), What

research has to say about reading instruction (pp. 124–144). Newark, Del.:

International Reading Association.

Schreiber, P. A. (1980). On the acquisition of reading fluency. Journal of Reading

Behavior, 12, 177–186.

Shanker, J. L. & Ekwall, E. E. (2000). Ekwall=Shanker reading inventory (4th ed.).

Boston, Mass.: Allyn and Bacon.

360 S. Keehn et al.



Sindelar, P. T., Monda, L. E., & O’Shea, L. U. (1990). Effects of repeated readings

on instructional- and mastery-level readers. Journal of Educational Research, 83,

220–226.

Snow, C., Burns, M. S., & Griffin, P. (Eds.). (1998). Preventing reading difficulties in

young children. Washington, DC: National Academy Press.

Stahl, S. & Fairbanks, M. (1986). The effects of vocabulary instruction: A model-

based meta-analysis. Review of Educational Research, 56, 72–110.

Stahl, S. & Kuhn, M. R. (2002). Making it sound like language: Developing fluency.

The Reading Teacher, 55, 582–584.

Strauss, A. & Corbin, J. (1990). Basics of qualitative research: Grounded theory and

procedures and techniques. Newbury Park, Calif.: Sage.

Strecker, S. K., Roser, N. L., & Martinez, M. G. (1998). Toward a definition of

fluency. In T. Shanahan and F. Rodriguez-Brown (Eds.), Forty-seventh yearbook

of the National Reading Conference (pp. 295–310). Chicago: National Reading

Conference.

White, T. G., Graves, M. F., & Slater, W. H. (1990). Growth of reading vocabulary in

diverse elementary schools: Decoding and word meaning. Journal of Educational

Psychology, 82, 281–290.

Worthy, J., Broaddus, K., & Ivey, G. (2001). Pathways to independence: Reading

writing, and learning in grades 3–8. New York: Guilford Press.

Worthy, J. & McCool, S. (1996). Students who say they hate to read: The impor-

tance of opportunity, choice, and access. In D. Leu, C. Kinzer, & K. Hinchman

(Eds.), Literacies for the 21st century (pp. 245–256). Chicago: National Reading

Conference.

Zutell, J. & Rasinski, T. V. (1991). Training teachers to attend to their students’ oral

reading fluency. Theory into Practice, 30, 211–215.

APPENDIX A: NAEP’S ORAL READING FLUENCY SCALE

Level 4 Reads primarily in larger, meaningful phrase groups. Although some regressions,

repetitions, and deviations from text may be present, these don not detract from

the overll structure of the story. Preservation of the author’s syntax is consistent.

Some or most of the sory is read with expressive interpretation.

Level 3 Reads primarily in three- or four-word groups. Some small groupings may be

present. However, the majority of the phrasing seems appropriate and preserves

the syntax of the author. Little or no expressive interpretation is present.

Level 2 Reads primarily in two-word phrases with some three- or four-word groupings. Some

word-by-word reading may be present. Word groupings may seem awkward and

unrelated to larger context of sentence or passage.

Level 1 Reads primarily word-by-word. Occasional two-word or three-word phrases may

occur—but these are infrequent and=or they do not preserve meaningful syntax.

Source. U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. Listening to

children read aloud, 15. Washington, D.C.: 1995.
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APPENDIX B: DIAGNOSTIC FLUENCY ASSESSMENT,
SUBMEASURES FOR FLUIDITY AND EXPRESSION

Fluidity (Smoothness of the Reading)

. Hesitations in every line of print with may false starts; frequent
prompting; frequent repetitions; no rhythm or cadence

. Several extended pauses, hesitations, and=or repetitions that are
disruptive to the reading; occasional prompting; impression of
choppiness

. Occasional inappropriate pauses; only occasional hesitaion or
repetition; rare prompting; only occasional choppiness

. Smooth readiun overall with few pauses, hesitations, or repeti-
tions; word or structural difficulties are quickly self-corrected;
no choppiness

. Smooth, connected reading with no inapproapriate pauses or
hesitations; rare false start is immediately self-corrected; appro-
priate varied rhythm and cadence

Expressiveness

. Reads with equal stress to each word; reads in a monotone with
no expression; fails to mark end of sentences or dialogue with
rise=fall of voice

. Uses minimal expression; reads with inappropriate stress; uses
intonation that fails to mark end of sentences and clauses

. Uses some appropriate expressions; reads with reasonable stress;
uses intonation, which marks end of sentences and clauses

. Generally uses appropriate stress and intonation with adequate
attention to expression, including voice change at dialogue and
appropriate rise and fall of voice

. Consistently attends to appropriate stress, intonation, and
expression including consistent voice changes for dialogue;
demonstrates sensitivity to mood and tone; alters rate as need
for dramatic effect

Source. Martinez, M.G., Roser, N.L., & Strecker, S.K. (1999).
Diagnostic Fluency Assessment. Unpublished assessment. University
of Texas, Austin.
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ABSTRACT

Merritt, Janice E., Using readers' theater to improve reading fluency in students with 
dyslexia. Doctor o f Education (Literacy), December. 2015, Sam Houston State 
University, Huntsville, Texas.

The purpose of the study was to investigate the effect o f participating in readers' 

theater as an intervention for students identified as having dyslexia, explore the 

relationship between an engaging form of repeated reading known as readers' theater, and 

subsequent measures o f fluency o f students identified as having dyslexia. The study also 

looks at students' self-perceptions of their reading skills. The population o f the study was 

second through fourth-grade students in a Title I urban school district in Southeast Texas 

who were developing readers as well as identified as having dyslexia. The methodology 

used was a mixed-methods study incorporating an embedded design. This is a procedure 

for collecting, analyzing, and "mixing" both quantitative and qualitative data at some 

stage o f the research process within a single study, to understand a research problem 

more completely (Creswell, 2002). Data were collected from students completing a 

reading fluency pre-and posttest and from a researcher-constructed survey to determine 

students' self-perceptions o f their reading skills. A mixed analysis o f variance and an 

independent / test was used to analyze the data. Findings from the study show that 

students that participated in their regular direct dyslexia services along with readers' 

theater increased their oral reading fluency greater than the students that received only 

direct dyslexia services. Readers' theater is a viable tool to increase oral reading fluency 

in students identified as developing readers as well as students identified as having 

dyslexia. The research showed that the participants' self-perceptions did change from 

prior to participating in readers' theater and direct dyslexia instruction to after their



participation in both. The results are consistent with current research on the topic of 

readers' theater. It contributes to the literature in that the data confirms that reading 

fluency, accuracy and speed all increase with the use of this method. This type o f practice 

is something that would be very easy to implement in the regular classroom environment. 

The use o f readers’ theater is a successful strategy to improve reading fluency and help to 

create a positive self-perception in the oral reading skills o f developing readers and 

students identified as having dyslexia.

KEY WORDS: Reading Fluency, Dyslexia, Readers' Theater, Self-Perceptions, Reading 
Self-Perceptions
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction

The future success o f children in society lies in the ability to read fluently and 

understand what is read. Studies show that at least one out o f five students has significant 

difficulty in reading acquisition (Therrien, 2004). According to a recent report from the 

National Assessment o f Educational Progress (National Center for Educational Statistics, 

2013), approximately 33% of our 4th grade students read at a level considered “below 

basic.5' Moreover, over the past twenty years, the percentage o f fourth graders identified 

as “below basic55 has remained over 30%. Statistics, from the National Center for 

Education Statistics (2001), show that 37% of fourth-grade children in school cannot read 

well enough to accomplish grade-level work effectively. There are many o f our students 

struggling in reading and they fail to find reading enjoyable or worthwhile (Meisinger, 

Bloom, & Hynd, 2010; “Supportive Fluency Instruction,” n.d). At least 20% of 

elementary students do not read fluently enough to enjoy reading (Moats, 1999). Several 

longitudinal studies conducted concluded that children who are poor readers at the end of 

first grade almost never acquire average-level reading skills by the end o f elementary 

school (Francis, Shaywitz, Stuebing, Shaywitz, & Fletcher, 1996; Juel, 1988; Torgensen 

& Burgess, 1998). There must be different ways of delivering effective reading 

instruction for struggling readers.

In many elementary schools around the country, helping students improve their 

reading fluency has been a targeted focus. In the school where the researcher is currently 

employed, this has been the focus for the past several years. Teachers are having more 

and more emphasis placed on them to make the improvement of reading fluency an



integral part of their weekly instructional practices. Progress monitoring, reading charts, 

reading graphs, small group instruction, and other reading and intervention strategies 

have become the customary practices in many of the elementary schools.

Most people would likely agree that reading is one of the most important skills a 

student can learn during their first few years in school (Krashen. 2004). A student's 

academic success, as well as overall lifetime success, has been connected to his or her 

success as a reader (Huang, Nelson, & Nelson, 2008). Becoming a fluent reader is an 

important step in becoming a successful student (Wang, Porfeli, & Algozzine, 2008). An 

important ingredient for helping students become successful, as readers is reading fluency 

(Begeny & Silber, 2006). Oral reading fluency is critical for elementary students' success 

(Algozzine, Marr, Kavel, & Dugan, 2009).

Reading is a process. It involves a series o f written symbols from which meaning 

is derived. This enables us to interact and understand the world around us. Reading also 

helps us to explain our ideas and opinions to others. Successful readers are those who 

comprehend texts through reading fluently (Samuels, 2002). Hudson, Lane, and Pullen 

(2005) and Davidson (2006) suggest that fluency is critical to reading comprehension and 

skilled reading.

Background of the Study

Fluency is an important component of reading. The National Reading Panel 

Report (National Institute o f Child Health and Human Development [NICHD], 2000) 

summarized several decades of scientific research, which clearly shows effective reading 

instruction addresses five critical areas: phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, 

vocabulary, and comprehension. These five areas were incorporated into the No Child
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Left Behind Act (2001) and the Reading First initiative as essential components of 

effective reading instruction (“A Closer Look at the Five," n.d.). The NICHD report 

includes an extensive focus on fluency. Clearly, fluency is the foundation o f proficient 

reading (Hiebert & Fisher, 2005).

Components of Reading

According to Hiebert & Fisher, "Once decoding becomes automatic, readers can 

devote their attention to comprehending text" (2005. p. 444). Once automaticity in 

decoding is developed by students, they are able to read words quickly which decreases 

their cognitive load and allow them to think about the text they are reading. Another 

important aspect o f fluency is its role in the six stages o f reading ability (Stahl & 

Heubach, 2005). The fluency stages range begins with pre-reading and continues on to 

the advanced reading typical of graduate students. The stages are emergent literacy, 

decoding, confirmation and fluency, learning the new (single viewpoint), multiple 

viewpoints, and a world view. Decoding o f words fluently and accurately by students 

begin in the third stage. Students begin the use o f syntactic and semantic information in 

text to confirm word recognition (Stahl & Heubach, 2005). The first and most important 

cue that every good reader depends upon to decode words in running text is semantics. 

Students, when reading, encounter some words that make sense in the context of the text 

and other words that do not. Good readers make use o f contextual information to “guess” 

or “predict" each word in a passage o f running text. The definition o f syntactic is of, 

relating to, or according to the rules o f syntax (www.Merriam-Webster.com). Syntactic, 

as defined by Webster, consists o f morphemes that are combined in the same order, as 

they would be if they were separate words in a corresponding construction

http://www.Merriam-Webster.com
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(www.Merriam-Webster.com). For example, the word blackberry, which consists o f an 

adjective followed by a noun, is a syntactic compound (dictionary.reference.com). 

Reading Fluency

Fluency is a critical component to reading development. If a reader misses either 

one o f the steps in the reading process (decoding, comprehension, and attention to 

decoding and comprehension), they fall behind (Samuels, 2002). Successful readers read 

with fluency. In order to gain fluency, the reader must practice. If a reader has to 

constantly stop to decode unknown words, most likely the meaning of what has been read 

will be disrupted and the process o f reading will become protracted and laborious. Fluent 

reading is believed to not only boost a student's confidence in his or her reading ability, 

but also helps the students to achieve better comprehension which is the main goal of 

reading instruction. Reading fluency, as defined by Hudson, Mercer, and Lane (2000) and 

Hudson, Lane, and Pullen (2005), is comprised o f three key elements: (a) accurate 

reading of connected text, (b) at a conversational rate, (c) with prosody. Each element has 

a clear connection to reading comprehension. Connected text, which is the first element 

of accurate reading, is important because without it, the reader would have no access to 

the author's intended meaning. When students are reading words inaccurately, it can lead 

to misinterpretations o f the text. The element of conversational rate is important because 

when students are reading the text slow and laboriously, it places a strain on the readers' 

capacity to construct an understanding and interpretation o f the passage. Most 

importantly, the element o f prosody is important because its absence can lead to 

confusion through meaningless groupings o f words or through inappropriate applications 

of expressions (Hudson, Lane, & Pullen, 2005). A fluent reader can maintain these three

http://www.Merriam-Webster.com
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reading components for extended periods, retain the skills after a prolonged period with 

no practice, and are able to generalize across texts.

Fluent readers are not easily distracted. They can read effortless and in a flowing 

manner. When reading is effortless, readers do not struggle to recognize words. Fluent 

readers automatically read when they are exposed to text; however, reading fluency is 

interrupted when one struggles to decode at the single word level. When students cannot 

obtain fluency, they are at risk of never acquiring the necessary stages of reading. These 

stages are where students learn by reading, grow as individuals through their knowledge, 

and are able to apply what they have learned to read to the world.

Statement of the Problem/Rationale

According to the National Reading Panel (2000), 17% to 20% of the U.S. 

population has a reading disability. Many students are considered natural readers with 

good fluency while struggling students often show poor fluency in their oral reading. 

Many o f the students with a reading disability have a specific learning disability called 

dyslexia (Wadlington, Elliot, & Kirylo, 2008). Despite intervention services and special 

dyslexia classes, these students are oftentimes still not being very successful. Dyslexia is 

one o f the most researched learning disabilities in education (Lyon, Shaywitz, & 

Shaywitz, 2003), yet there is much confusion about the definition, identification, and 

treatment throughout the education field (Fletcher, Coulter, Reschly, & Vaughn, 2004). A 

study conducted by Lo, Cooke, and Starling (2011) and research conducted by Therrien 

(2004) supports the use o f repeated oral readings to improve fluency rates in developing 

readers. The study by Lo, Cooke, and Starling (2011) was conducted at a Title I 

elementary school in an urban school district in the southeast region of the United States.
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using three second-grade students. The researchers used a multiple probe across 

participants design. The students in the treatment group were given reading passages 

from the Dynamic Indicators o f Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS) Oral Reading 

Fluency subtest (Roehrig. et al.. 2008). The reading probes were conducted weekly 

followed by at least three consecutive daily probes. The students received individual 

repeated reading sessions for 15-20 minutes each session. Their progress was measured 

on a weekly basis. The students showed significant reading rate growth after receiving 

the repeated reading intervention (Therrien, 2004). Researchers at the Florida Center for 

Reading, investigated using repeated readings to check the reading fluency of second 

grade students at two different elementary schools. These schools were in a large 

ethnically diverse school district. The students repeatedly read poems, rhymes, and 

narrative passages for 15- minutes daily. These readings usually began at the start o f each 

day beginning in November to mid-May. Students showed significant reading rate growth 

after receiving the repeated reading intervention when compared to the non-treatment 

group. In order to get students to reread a text so many times, they need a specific 

purpose. Repeated readings naturally occur when students rehearse readers’ theater. 

Repeated reading is the model for readers’ theater.

The purpose o f this research is to determine to what extent, if any, the 

intervention o f readers' theater would have on the oral reading fluency o f children 

identified as having dyslexia. Once the intervention of readers’ theater has been 

implemented with students identified as having dyslexia, to what extent would their 

perceptions o f reading change after being involved in the intervention. Even though there 

is research that supports the positive effects o f readers' theater on the reading
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development of children, there still appears to be a gap in the research as to the effects of 

the process on students identified specifically as dyslexic. Research is needed to find 

answers in understanding the relationship between reading fluency, reading rate, word 

accuracy, automaticity. prosody, and comprehension.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this mixed research study was to investigate to what extent would, 

participating in readers' theater as an intervention have on students identified as having 

dyslexia. The study also explored the relationship between an engaging form of repeated 

reading, and subsequent measures o f fluency of second through fourth graders readers 

with dyslexia. In readers’ theater, students "perform" by reading leveled scripts. Students 

reread the scripts multiple times and often present a public performance o f the script in 

front of their peers (Tyler & Chard, 2000). Since scripts are not memorized and minimal 

props are used, this methodology is simple and easy to use with 2nd-4 th-grade students. 

After implementing readers' theater as an added intervention strategy, will students' level 

of reading fluency increase as compared to students receiving regular dyslexia 

interventions alone? The researcher investigated how students felt about reading after 

their participation in the readers' theater intervention.

Research Hypotheses

Literature on reading instruction supports instruction in fluency and details 

several strategies for increasing fluency. The purpose o f this study was to determine the 

effect o f readers' theater on the oral reading fluency o f 2nd-4,h-grade students identified as 

having dyslexia. The study addressed the following research questions: To what extent 

does readers' theater help to improve the oral reading fluency o f students identified as
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having dyslexia? To what extent does readers' theater help to improve students' self

perceptions and attitudes towards reading?

Hypotheses

Null Hypotheses. The research question introduced in the previous section of the 

study is the basis for the following null hypothesis: There is no statistically significant 

effect o f readers' theater on the oral reading fluency of students identified as having 

dyslexia. In addition, there is no statistically effect o f readers' theater on students' self

perceptions and attitudes towards reading.

Directional Research Hypotheses. In a review o f literature for reading fluency, 

conducted by Kuhn and Stahl (2003), they concluded that fluency instruction should be 

used more often due to the benefits provided to reading. One way to increase reading 

fluency is the use of repeated reading. Repeated reading is an educational strategy where 

students reread a passage until they reach the level o f criterion established. Research 

shows that repeated reading can help students to make significant growth in reading 

fluency (National Reading Panel, 2000; Therrien, 2004). The most well researched and 

widely accepted reasons for using readers' theater is because of its success with the 

development o f literacy skills. Readers' theater is both text and performance based 

(Moran, 2006). A combination of text and performance, using readers' theater, greatly 

enhances its potential for developing fluency (National Center for Education Statistics, 

2001).

Being able to read with proficiency is one way to bring self-confidence to readers. 

When students become confident in themselves, they become fluent readers. When 

students struggle with word recognition their self-perception as readers diminishes. In his
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research, Rasinski (2003) believes that "oral reading fluency builds confidence" (p. 23). 

While he was supervising a group of teachers working with struggling readers, he noticed 

that when the students were asked to read aloud, their lack o f confidence showed in their 

body language with hunched bodies and bowed heads. It also showed in their voices as 

they were barely audible. An intervention was administered to four students using 

repeated reading. The results showed that the students felt as though they were reading 

better. Students enjoy seeing their improvement, however small it may be, in reading.

This results in an improvement in self-confidence or self-efficacy. According to Quirk 

(2008), regardless of the student's ability to read, self-perception of their reading abilities 

influence their motivation to read. Quirk (2008) also states, "self-efficacy can 

significantly impact fluency development" (p. 77). There has been little research 

conducted to prove or disprove the ability o f fluency improvements that have a positive 

affect on readers' self-perception and motivation to read.

In the spring of 2014, the researcher conducted a pilot student examining the 

effects o f readers' theater on students' oral reading fluency and self-perceptions using 222 

3rd and 4th-grade students in a Title I school. In order to study the attitudes and self

perceptions of students about reading, a questionnaire was developed by the researcher 

with 20 close-ended statements. Each statement was intended to measure students' 

attitudes and self-perceptions using a five-point Likert Scale. The scale, rating each 

response with strongly disagrees, disagree, neither agree nor disagree, agree, and strongly 

agree, was used. The researcher selected 12 students to participate in the intervention 

using readers' theater. The students were chosen specifically due the responses to specific 

questions in the survey. All of the students selected struggled with reading and had low
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self-perceptions of themselves as readers. None of the students had any previous 

experience with readers' theater. After participating in an 8-week intervention program of 

readers' theater, the data showed a positive increase in the students’ attitudes about their 

reading. Readers' Theater created a great deal of enthusiasm from the students. As the 

students progressed, they became more confident in their reading abilities and their self

perceptions as readers had a positive change. Overall, the students found this to be a very 

positive experience.

The research and literature suggests that there is a positive relationship between 

reading fluency and this study will test the following directional research hypotheses: 

There is a statistically positive effect o f readers' theater on the oral reading fluency of 

students identified as having dyslexia. In addition, there is a statistically positive effect on 

the students' self-perceptions as readers.

Significance of the Study

In order for educators to facilitate students' reading abilities and promote reading 

fluency, effective instructional approaches are required. Readers' theater and repeated 

reading have been proven successful in increasing reading fluency (Armbruster, 2010). 

Practice helps readers become more fluent. With fluency, they are better able to 

comprehend what they are reading. Less energy is spent on word recognition and they are 

better able to focus on comprehension. Readers' theater is the performance o f a written 

script, which demands repeated and assisted readings. Since there are no props, acting, 

costumes, or scenery in readers' theater, the readers must use their voices to convey the 

meaning (Rasinski, 2006). Research supports the use o f readers' theater as an 

instructional approach to literacy (Farris, Fuhler, & Walther, 2004; Rasinski, 2004, 2009;
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Rasinski & Hoffman, 2003). Researchers postulate that the goal o f this type o f fluency 

instruction is aimed at improving prosody and meaning (Kuhn, 2005; Rasinski, 2004, 

2006; Rasinski, Rikli, & Johnson, 2009). When students are involved in rehearsing 

(repeated and assisted practice) their readings, accuracy and automaticity in word 

recognition will improve. A carefully conducted readers' theater program can increase 

students' performance in both fluency and comprehension (Griffith & Rasinski, 2004; 

Hasbrouck, 2006; Kuhn & Stahl, 2002; Trainin & Andrzejczak, 2006). This study also 

sought to improve student perceptions concerning their reading skills. The results o f this 

study could possibly have significant impact on the selection o f future instructional 

practices that could be used in the classroom for dyslexia students in helping to promote 

reading fluency. Students who believe they are good readers often enjoy a rich history of 

engagement with text and exhibit a strong likelihood of continued positive interactions 

with text (Paris & Carpenter, 2004). This study could also promote future research on this 

topic.

Key Terms and Definitions

The Texas Education Code (TEC) §38.003 (TEA, 2010a) defines dyslexia as a 

disorder o f constitutional origin manifested by a difficulty in learning to read, write, or 

spell, despite conventional instruction, adequate intelligence, and sociocultural 

opportunity. Related disorders include disorders similar to or related to dyslexia, such as 

developmental auditory imperceptions, dysphasia, specific developmental dyslexia, 

developmental dysgraphia, and developmental spelling disability.

The definition of dyslexia adopted by the International Dyslexia Association 

(IDA) Board o f Directors in November. 2002 says:
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Dyslexia is a specific learning disability that is neurological in origin. It is 

characterized by difficulties with accurate and/or fluent word recognition and by 

poor spelling and decoding abilities. These difficulties typically result from a 

deficit in the phonological component o f language that is often unexpected in 

relation to other cognitive abilities and the provision o f effective classroom 

instruction. Secondary consequences may include problems in reading 

comprehension and reduced reading experience that can impede growth of 

vocabulary and background knowledge (TEA, 2010a, p. 8).

Reading fluency, as defined by Hudson, Mercer, and Lane (2000) and Rasinski 

(2004), is comprised o f three key elements: (1) accurate reading of connected text, (2) at 

a conversational rate, (3) with appropriate prosody. A fluent reader can maintain these 

three reading components for extended periods, retain the skills after going for a long 

time with no practice, and are able to generalize across texts. Fluent readers are not easily 

distracted. They can read effortless and in a flowing manner.

Readers' theater, as defined by Rasinski (2008), is an authentic and entertaining 

activity that helps students improve their word recognition, fluency, and comprehension. 

When performing readers' theater, no props, costumes, or scenery is required unless the 

teacher and students want to include them. Reader's Theater, an oral activity, requires 

students to read scripts or stories. The students practice reading their particular part and 

seek assistance as necessary with vocabulary, phrasing, expressiveness, etc.

Theoretical Framework

Many different theories o f how people learn are very prevalent. The researcher, 

for this study, draws upon three different theories to support the basis for this study.
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Information from the behaviorist theory, the constructivism theory, and the social 

learning theory form the theoretical framework for this study.

The behavioral view often associates itself with a term known as "learning 

theory". The behavioral approach focuses on how the environment influences overt 

behavior. The behavioral theory has benefitted from the early works o f B. F., Skinner, 

Pavlov, and Thorndike (Williams & Beyers, 2001). The outcome of learning focuses on 

observable behaviors. The Behaviorist Theory believes that all behaviors can be 

unlearned and new behaviors can replace them. Observable behaviors are what are 

important. The changes in behaviors are influenced and controlled by the external 

environment. The Behaviorist Theory, by Skinner (2014) found that learning was 

affected by stimuli presented after a particular act was performed. He labeled these 

stimuli as a "reinforcer". Skinner's influence in the area o f "reinforcers" has helped to 

control and motivate student behavior. Students become more motivated by the passing 

grade they receive on a test or a paper or when they see that, a failing grade on their 

report card has increased to a passing grade. According to Kearsley (1994), there are 

three fundamental principles common in behaviorist learning: positive reinforcement will 

most likely prompt the same behavior; learning should be conducted in small manageable 

blocks, and stimulus generalization o f learning can produce secondary conditioning. 

Secondary conditioning refers to a situation where a stimulus reinforces the behavior 

after it has been associated with something that occurs naturally and does not have to be 

learned. Ultimately, a change in the learner’s behavior to a more “specific desired 

behavior” is the goal. A behaviorist might say that learning has occurred when observable 

changes in oral reading fluency are noted as a result o f reading instruction (Tracey &
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Morrow, 2012). Reading interventions that are explored through the applied behavior 

analysis principles can be implemented by practitioners and have valuable consequences 

for students (Klinger, et al., 2005; 2010). As students repeatedly practice their oral 

reading skills, the desired outcome of fluent reading is achieved. The learner is believed 

to be successful when he or she can repeat what has been taught. They are often rewarded 

for accomplishing and completing their learning block.

Constructivism Theory postulates that learning is a process, which allows students 

to experience an event first-hand. They receive reliable, trustworthy knowledge, which 

requires them to act in order to both acquire and test their new knowledge. According to 

Glaserfeld (1989), John Dewey believed that education must engage with and expand 

experiences of the learner. The methods used to educate the student must provide for 

exploration, freethinking, and reflection. Interaction with the environment is necessary 

for learning. Dewey advocated for experiential learning through real life experiences in 

order to construct and knowledge (knowledge connected and organized around important 

concepts). This identifies the learner as a self-directed, creative, and innovative type of 

learner. Researchers have determined that readers are considered fluent readers when 

they are able to use their prior knowledge, along with their features, simultaneously and 

interactively (Tompkins, 2003). The learning goal, the highest order o f learning, has been 

related to a number o f adaptive outcomes including higher levels o f efficacy, task value, 

learning strategies, and better performance (Pintrich, 2000). The responsibility for 

learning must always reside with the learner. Constructivist researchers have suggested 

that different children construct reading in different ways by using alternative 

developmental pathways (Fischer et al., 1993). As teachers continually demonstrate their
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knowledge and show awareness of the complexity in reading development through the 

use o f multicomponent diagnostic reading tests, acceptance o f using alternative 

developmental pathways is rapidly gaining. These diagnostic reading tests are devised 

with the assumption that a student may perform simultaneously at a high and low level on 

different aspects of reading (Salvia & Ysseldyke, 1988; Sattler, 1988). Social 

constructivism places emphasis on the importance o f the learner being actively involved 

in the learning process. Strongly influenced by Vygotsky's work, social constructivism 

views learning as an active process (Liu & Matthews, 2005). Vygotsky's zone o f 

proximal development refers to the gap between students' actual developmental level and 

their potential development (Vygotsky, 1978). Vygotsky (1978) suggests that students are 

more successful with difficult things or tasks when they collaborate with someone who is 

more advanced. Student are able to learn to discover principles, concepts, and facts for 

themselves. The need for collaboration among the learners and teachers is at a high 

demand. As the students learn, teachers gradually withdraw their support so that 

eventually the students perform the task independently (Vygotsky, 1978). Language is a 

key component when children are seeking knowledge. Children’s knowledge is increased 

most effectively when adults scaffold the lessons, or support children’s development at 

the appropriate levels (Lilly & Green, 2004). There is a part o f social constructivist that 

places emphasis on the importance of the learner’s culture and the context in 

understanding what occurs in their society. There is also a constructing o f knowledge 

based on this understanding (McMahon, 1997). McMahon (1997) stated that meaningful 

learning occurs when individuals are engaged in social activities. Social constructivism, 

based on specific assumptions about reality, knowledge, and learning are noted as social
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processes (Kukla, 2000). “Social constructivist approaches can include reciprocal 

teaching, peer collaboration, cognitive apprenticeships, problem-based instruction, 

webquest, anchored instruction and other methods that involve learning with others” 

(Schunk, 2000). All o f these learning theories can be applied to other parts o f learning 

possibilities. Students have structure for their independent thinking through interactive 

activities. The researcher's thoughts would be to incorporate theories that complement 

each other.

Bandura, a psychologist, developed another theory that closely related to 

Vygotsky's theory on learning. Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (also known as the 

Social Cognitive Theory) argues that people learn from one another by way of 

observation, imitation, and modeling (McLeod, 2011). This theory has often been 

referred to as the bridge between behaviorists and cognitive learning theories because it 

includes attention, memory, and motivation (Sims Jr. & Manz, 1982). Bandura believed 

that students learn more from observing their peers than they could possibly learn from 

having the actual experience themselves. He developed four stages to observational 

learning: attention, retention, motor reproduction, and motivation (Brewer & Wann,

1998). If students wish to be successful in modeling the behavior o f someone else, they 

are required to pay attention to the model. They must be able to remember the behavior 

that they observed. It is important for the observer to be able to replicate the action 

demonstrated. The final ingredient necessary for modeling to occur is motivation in that 

the learner must want to demonstrate what they have learned (Brewer & Wann, 1998; 

Archila-Suerte, Zevin, Bunta, & Hernandez, 2012).
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Another component o f the Social Cognitive Theory is Self-efficacy. Self-efficacy 

different from self-esteem because it measures one's perception of his capabilities rather 

than his perception of his feelings or emotions. Self-efficacy is fixed firmly and deeply in 

a theory of human agency (Bandura, 1986, 2000). The events over which self-influence is 

exercised vary widely and provide the foundation for human motivation, well-being, and 

personal accomplishment (Bandura 1995, 2000; Maddux, 1995). Bandura believed that 

personal efficacy shapes the course our lives take by influencing the types o f activities 

and environments people choose. People cultivate different competencies, interests, and 

social networks that determine their courses based on the choices they make (Bandura,

1994). When readers are engaged, they interact with the text in an attempt to understand 

what is being read. As students enjoy reading, they can become engaged in text, soaking 

in every word (Grace & Kelly, 2009). Teachers who know their students typically know 

what motivates their students to read (Coddington & Guthrie, 2009). The social learning 

theory o f Bandura is very useful in its application to daily life.

Reading fluency, an indicator o f automaticity, is using the reading skills to read 

words with little effort increasing the processing capacity used for comprehension 

processes (Rasinski & Hoffman, 2003). According to research, there is strong tie that 

links reading fluency and comprehension (Fuchs et al., 2001). There are studies of 

fluency that shows that the focus is usually on accuracy, rate, or a combination o f the 

two. While these are important, an important component that separates the "word callers" 

from self-monitoring expressive oral readers is intonation and rhythm of a reader’s voice 

or prosody. The current emphasis on fluency points to the works o f Samuels (1979) and 

Dahl (1979) who studied the effects o f repeated readings and their impact on struggling
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readers. Rasinski and Hoffman (2003) placed significant value on repeated readings and 

their impact on oral reading fluency rates. They make a strong argument for expanding 

reading fluency as part o f the regular reading instruction.

There are eight conditions necessary for learning as described in research 

conducted by Camboume (1988,1995, 1999. & 2001). They are immersion, 

demonstration, expectations, responsibility, employment, approximations, response, and 

engagement. He was able to observe children learning and applying complex knowledge 

and was able to use these conditions for literacy learning to develop a theory o f learning. 

Camboume’s conditions for learning align with aspects of readers’ theater to illustrate 

sound pedagogical theoretical underpinnings that contribute to the success o f readers’ 

theater (McKay, 2008). McKay (2008) believed that these essential learning conditions 

are inherent in its planning, preparation, and presentation.

The research on readers' theater by Kuhn (2003) indicates that there are three 

possible benefits to fluency instruction. One benefit o f readers' theater is that it is 

motivational. When the students are involved in repeated practice, the activity is 

interactive and all of the participants are engaged. A second aspect is the creation of 

meaningful text. The rote activity becomes purposeful and fun. Readers' theater places a 

strong emphasis on the use of prosody in oral reading. The text provides many 

opportunities to highlight intonation, phrasing, and attention to punctuation. Finally, 

working on group performances helps the growth of student engagement with the text. 

This practice enhances comprehension of the specific text through familiarity and 

discussion.
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Research Questions

The research questions guiding this mixed methods study are:

1. To what extent does readers' theater help improve the oral reading fluency o f students 

identified as having dyslexia?

2. To what extent does readers’ theater help to improve students' self-perceptions and 

attitudes towards reading?

Literature on reading instruction was reviewed and it was found that it supports 

instruction in fluency. Several methods o f increasing fluency were found. After 

completing a review o f the literature in the areas o f reading fluency, dyslexia, and 

readers' theater, the researcher hypothesize that reading fluency in students with dyslexia 

can be increased using readers' theater as an intervention. The students in both the 

experimental group and control group received multisensory lessons each day. 

Limitations

The elementary school, in which the study took place, is a Title I school. The 

study utilized students identified as having dyslexia. The readers’ theater intervention 

was conducted in the dyslexia classroom. External validity is the extent to which results 

o f a study can be generalized to and across populations of persons, settings, times, 

outcomes, and treatment variations (Campbell & Stanley, 1966; Shadish, Cook, & 

Campbell, 2002).

Purposive sampling was used in this research study because the participants had 

to meet the criteria as outlined in the Texas Dyslexia Handbook (TEA, 2010a) to be 

assessed as a possible student with dyslexia. This may limit the ability to generalize the 

results to other populations from this single sample population. The results o f the study
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may not be able to be generalized to other school settings outside of a small urban school. 

Another possible limitation to this study is the small number o f participants involved. The 

study lasted for 12 weeks. A longer period o f time may be needed for the study.

This study was limited to one small Title I school in southeast Texas. Only 2nd-  

4th' grade students identified as having dyslexia were examined for this study. The main 

objective was to focus on students identified as having dyslexia, their development of 

reading fluency, and their self-perceptions o f their reading skills.

Organization of Remaining Chapters

This study is presented in five chapters. Chapter 1 establishes the foundation of 

the study with background information, a statement of the problem and purpose, 

significance of the study, as well as introduces the research questions and theoretical 

framework. Chapter II o f this study is an analysis o f the literature on dyslexia and its 

relationship to reading fluency and comprehension in developing readers. The literature 

review is a thorough review of research from different disciplines including contributions 

from education, psychologist, neuroscience, and experts in the field o f dyslexia. The 

methodology of this study is explained in Chapter III. This chapter justifies why a mixed 

methods approach was the most appropriate way to determine the students' perceptions 

concerning reading before and their perceptions after the intervention has been carried 

out. The study design, participants, and instruments are also included in this chapter. 

Chapter IV provides the findings for the research questions. Each research question is 

addressed individually with supporting data. Chapter V is the final chapter of this study 

and it includes sections for discussion, implications, and recommendations for future 

research. The study concludes with a bibliography/references and appendices.
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CHAPTER II 

Review of Literature

In order to understand dyslexia, reading fluency, and self-perceptions, a thorough 

review o f previous peer-reviewed literature published in the field is needed (Boote & 

Beile, 2005; Creswell, 2013). The literature review included articles that had been 

published from 1977 to 2013. Each contained full text that was accessible.

Reading fluency has a strong link to reading comprehension and students 

identified as having dyslexia. There is an abundance o f research concerning all three 

areas. In order to find sources, the search criterion was very broad. All articles 

containing the words reading, reading fluency, dyslexia, interventions, and 

comprehension were considered. The researcher narrowed the search to focus on studies 

that contained the words reading fluency, dyslexia, and interventions. Studies that did 

not address reading fluency and interventions were not included. Studies were 

considered for inclusion for review if: (a) they used English language literature, (b) peer- 

reviewed literature, and (c) original research reports (reviews, meta-analyses). The 

researcher searched for several articles that were specifically mentioned by name and by 

other authors referred to in other literature being read.

The first step used in conducting the literature search involved using various 

search engines to perform the word search of key phrases. The researcher utilized the 

EBSCO Host Academic Search Complete, JSTOR, ERIC, and Google Scholar databases. 

The search of these databases yielded between 1442 and 149,000 matches that included 

the keywords reading fluency. A second search of each database was conducted using



either keywords reading fluency and dyslexia, dyslexia and interventions, or reading 

fluency and interventions.

The Importance of Reading Fluency

Reading fluency is defined as the “ability to read text quickly and accurately, with 

proper expression'5 (National Institute of Child Health and Human Development, 2000, p. 

3-5; Samuels, 2006). A student's academic success, as well as overall lifetime success, 

has been connected to his or her success as a reader (Huang, Nelson, & Nelson, 2008). 

Becoming a fluent reader is an important step in becoming a successful student (Wang, 

Porfeli, & Algozzine, 2008). An important component of helping students become 

successful as readers is improving reading fluency (Begeny & Silber, 2006). Oral reading 

fluency is critical for elementary student success (Algozzine, Marr, Kavel, & Duncan,

2009).

One of the key dimensions o f reading instruction is reading fluency (Ardoin, 

Williams, Klubnik, & McCall, 2009). Fluency is an important component o f literacy and 

can only be attained when students are given an adequate amount o f explicit fluency 

instruction, which is customized to their individual needs. According to the findings o f 

the National Reading Panel (2000), there was a concern that children were not achieving 

fluency, and if they were low in fluency, they may have difficulty getting the meaning o f 

what they read. Faver (2008) agrees that reading fluency is important and it is a skill that 

must be precisely and clearly taught. When a reader is reading effortlessly, they do not 

struggle to recognize words. As a result, they are able to focus more on comprehension. 

Using appropriate phrasing may help the reader remember and comprehend information. 

Faver (2008) suggests that reading fluency can be defined as reading with a normal
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speaking voice, at a normal pace, while understanding what one is reading. Huang, 

Nelson, & Nelson (2008), also suggest that fluent readers can read fluidly, expressively, 

and build meaning from what is read. The four components of reading fluency, according 

to Therrien and Hughes (2008), include (a) reading at the proper speed, (b) reading 

accurately, and (c) reading expressively, while (d) understanding what is read.

Perhaps more important reasons to develop reading fluency are the aesthetic and 

motivational aspects that come along with fluency improvement. According to Oakley 

(2005), "fluent readers tend to enjoy reading more, have more positive attitudes toward 

reading, and a more positive concept o f themselves as readers than do less fluent readers" 

(p. 15). Stanovich (1986) suggests that in order to understand the influences of initial 

reading levels on later reading achievement, the term the "Matthew Effect" should be 

considered. The label Matthew Effects (after the Gospel according to St. Matthew) is 

used by Stanovich (1986) to describe how, in reading, the rich get richer and the poor get 

poorer. There is a gap between good and poor readers. The students that have the skills 

and acquired knowledge to read (good readers) leave the students, who fail to acquire the 

necessary skills for learning to read, further and further behind in school. This leads to 

more of the less skilled reading students dropping out at a higher rate than their peers.

The gap between good and poor readers widens over time. The Matthew Effect describes 

that, without intervention, some students rapidly develop and build upon strong literacy 

foundations, while other students languish behind their more fortunate peers. Students 

considered to be better readers have a more developed vocabulary. As stated by Oakley 

(2005), when fluency is attained, reading becomes an entertaining pastime, which leads 

to more time spent reading, which results in additional growth in fluency. When children
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have inadequate vocabulary, they tend to read slowly and without enjoyment. This causes 

them to read less, and as a result have slower development o f vocabulary knowledge, 

which inhibits further growth in reading ability (Stanovich, 1986). This tells us that early 

intervention is much more effective than later intervention.

Fluency affects students with various disabilities, particularly students with 

dyslexia. Reading fluency in students with dyslexia is especially elusive because they 

have not developed proficient visual processing of the printed text (Ehri, 2002; 

Vidyasagar & Pammer. 2010a). Naming speed is a skill required for fluent reading. 

Students with dyslexia are not able to process multiple letters simultaneously, therefore 

creating less fluent readers. There are many components to well-designed and 

implemented reading instructions for students with dyslexia. In the context of daily 

instruction, fluency practice with guided oral repeated reading is productive in 

developing this essential aspect of reading.

Reading Fluency and Dyslexia

The Texas Education Code (TEC) §38.003 (TEA, 2010a) defines dyslexia as a 

disorder of constitutional origin manifested by a difficulty in learning to read, write, or 

spell, despite conventional instruction, adequate intelligence, and sociocultural 

opportunity. The current definition from the International Dyslexia Association (IDA) 

Board o f Directors in November, 2002, states:

Dyslexia is a specific learning disability that is neurological in origin. It is 

characterized by difficulties with accurate and/or fluent word recognition and by 

poor spelling and decoding abilities. These difficulties typically result from a 

deficit in the phonological component o f language that is often unexpected in
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relation to other cognitive abilities and the provision o f effective classroom 

instruction. Secondary consequences may include problems in reading 

comprehension and reduced reading experience that can impede growth of 

vocabulary and background knowledge (p. 8).

Dyslexia is a neuro-developmental disorder characterized by difficulties in 

learning to read despite conventional instruction, adequate intelligence and a balanced 

sociocultural background (Wajuihian & Naidoo. 2012). Dyslexia is the most common 

type o f learning disorder and negatively affects students' academic achievement 

(Shaywitz & Shaywitz, 2005). Reading difficulties affect a child's academic 

achievement. According to Shaywitz and Shaywitz (2005), in dyslexia, a deficit at the 

phonologic module level impairs the ability of the student to segment the spoken word 

into its underlying phonologic elements and then link each letter(s) to its corresponding 

sound. As a result, the reader experiences difficulty, not only in decoding the word but 

also in identifying it (Shaywitz & Shaywitz, 2005).

Dyslexia can be conceived as a continuum ranging from mild to severe and has 

characteristics unique to each person. The following are difficulties that people with 

dyslexia experience:

• information processing

• displaying knowledge and comprehending written work

• learning by means of auditory information

• memory

• organization of information

• coordination
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• reading

• spelling

• word retrieval

(Fawcett, 2006; Mortimore, 2004; Peer, 2001; Peer, 2006a; Reid & Stmadova, 2008).

Dyslexia can be described as a different for some learners in the way that they 

process information. For students with dyslexia, reading accurately, and at speed can be 

difficult. This would include spelling accurately and writing in a structured manner as 

well. Students with dyslexia need short, precise directions. They can become confused 

when several instructions are given at the same time. Students with dyslexia usually have 

poor short-term memory, difficulty with directional orientation, such as telling right from 

left, and map reading. They may also have difficulty in finding a word finding needed in 

discussions and conversation. Words that sound or looks similar— such as ‘were’ and 

‘where’ and ‘there* and ‘their’ may be used inappropriately. The use o f syllables or 

putting words in the wrong order when writing or talking may also be troublesome for 

students with dyslexia. Research conducted by Reid and Strnadova (2008), states that the 

characteristics o f dyslexia can amount to a different way o f processing information—they 

usually have a visual, right brained global processing style but it is important to 

acknowledge the strengths in this styles, as well as considering the difficulties.

Dyslexia can be classified into two broad categories. According to Helveston 

(1987), dyslexia may be classified as primary (specific developmental dyslexia) and 

secondary (pathological changes in the central nervous system). Developmental dyslexia 

produces a significant impairment in reading abilities (Critchley, 1970; World Health 

Organization, 1993). The reading disorder may manifest at a time when the child learns
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to read or as a learning disorder. Children who are identified as having dyslexia suffer 

from low phonemic awareness (Frith, 1995). They fail to achieve normal reading 

performances and make the same types of errors such as visual confusion between similar 

letters, difficulty acquiring a phonological strategy, which allows them to recognize 

common words presented briefly. They have difficulty generalizing previously learned 

rules of grapheme to phoneme. Being able to transition from grapheme to phoneme 

conversion is a very critical stage in learning to read. Displaying this difficulty may be at 

the lead cause of dysfunction in dyslexia. According to Frith (1995), this stage combines 

the two main aspects o f neurological dysfunction evidenced in dyslexic children. This 

affects their visual perception and phonological processes. Research suggests that 

dyslexia is a language-based disorder characterized by difficulties in single-word 

decoding (Orton Society, 1995) and phonological processing (Snowling, 1995, 2000; 

Shankweiler et al., 1995) that prevented learning o f letter and phoneme associations 

(Castles &Coltheart, 2004).

There are three essential features o f developmental dyslexia which include 

inaccurate reading, poor spelling, and slow reading. Since there is no single test for 

dyslexia, any assessment o f reading ability should include tests o f single-word and non

word reading, spelling, and phonological awareness (Thambirajah, 2010).

In the past, difficulty with single word decoding has been the means by which 

dyslexia was assessed; however, difficulty with reading fluency continues to have an 

impact on reading disabilities (Meisinger, Bloom, & Hynd, 2010). Reading comprises 

two primary processes: decoding and comprehension. In research conducted by Shaywitz 

and Shaywitz (2005), they determined that dyslexia, a deficit at the phonologic module
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level, impairs the student’s ability to segment the written word into the necessary 

phonologic elements needed to decode words. As a result, the reader has a difficult time 

decoding and identifying the printed word (Shaywitz & Shaywitz, 2003). Students with 

dyslexia were recognized as being unable to read fluently (Meisinger, Bloom, & Hynd.

2010). Research conducted by Meisinger Bloom, & Hynd (2010), determined that rapid 

naming speed, phonological processing, and age played a big part in working with text 

and reading rate. Children with dyslexia have difficulty distinguishing phonemes so 

consequently they have a tendency to score poorly on tests when they are required to do 

rapid naming. The rapid naming task requires people to look at a grid of letters, numbers, 

and pictures and to name them as quickly as possible in sequential order. People with 

dyslexia perform these tasks much more slowly than do proficient readers (Bowers, 1996. 

2001; Wolf, 1996). The concept o f a general processing-speed deficit in people with 

dyslexia is at the core o f several findings coming out o f the brain-imaging and 

neuroscience communities by researchers such as psychologist Tallal (1980). In her 

research, she states that children with language-learning disabilities, which may lead to 

dyslexia, process sounds more slowly than the average child does, and that this 

diminishes their ability to distinguish phonemes (1980). This points to a global 

processing-speed deficit at the root of some, if  not all reading problems (Azar, 2000).

The theory o f how dyslexia affects reading and writing is known as the 

phonological processing impairment theory (Snowling, 2000). The phonological 

processing impairment theory, which is supported by the research literature, suggests that 

dyslexia affects a person’s ability to represent the smallest units of speech sounds, known 

as phonemes (Pennington, Van Orden, Smith, Green, & Haith, 1996). It is thought that
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people with dyslexia find phonological processing more difficult than do other people. 

Students with dyslexia develop reading difficulties that are due to problems in the ability 

to take fragmented spoken words and break them down into their phonemes. People with 

dyslexia are unable to develop association between letters and sound (Fisher & Francks, 

2006; Shaywitz, 2003; Shaywitz, & Shaywitz. 2008). Since most dyslexics show deficits 

in phoneme processing, the phonological deficit is the most significant, consistent marker 

o f dyslexia and remains the predominant theory (Habib, 2000; Shaywitz & Shaywitz, 

2003). Dyslexia has a negative impact on a child's education. They have trouble with 

reading even though they have the ability and have had opportunities to learn. Children 

with dyslexia who see their peers reading and making progress may feel "stupid" because 

o f the difficulty they have in keeping up (Politt, Pollock, & Waller, 2004). These children 

often avoid reading and, as a result, they miss valuable reading practice. Children with 

dyslexia may struggle in school and find it difficult. If ignored, children with dyslexia 

may end up as dropouts and delinquents due to frustration from difficulty with reading 

(Wajuihian & Naidoo, 2012).

Phonemic awareness and letter knowledge provide the foundations for learning to 

read (Bowey, 2005; Muter et al.. 2004; Share, 2008). Children with dyslexic difficulties 

demonstrate a weakness in alphabetic principle and decoding. Training in these areas 

should form the basis for reading interventions (Duff & Clark, 2011). A meta-analytical 

study by Chard, Vaughn, & Tyler (2002), revealed some o f the features o f successful 

fluency intervention. The study showed positive results from repeated, guided oral 

reading, practicing with progressively more difficult texts with feedback, and increased 

exposure to words.
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Reading Fluency and Comprehension

The important role of reading fluency (i.e., rate, accuracy, and automaticity) in 

comprehension and motivation o f readers is well documented (Samuels, 2002). The 

report o f the National Reading Panel (NICHD, 2000) included fluency as one o f the 

necessary elements of effective reading instruction. Fluency has been identified as an 

essential link between word analysis and comprehension of text and is considered a 

necessary tool for learning from reading (Chall, 1983). One o f the key dimensions o f 

reading instruction is fluency. Samuels (2006) defines reading fluency as comprehending 

the text when vocalizing. Vilger (2008) explains fluency as the reader reading at an 

appropriate speed and in an accurate manner with his/her natural voice. Fuchs, Fuchs, 

Hosp, and Jenkins (2009) added that fluency in reading is the indicator of all the other 

components of reading including comprehension. The National Reading Panel (NRP) 

reported that reading comprehension is a critical component o f children's educational and 

lifelong learning (NRP, 2000). According to Cain & Oakhill (2007), for children to 

achieve academic growth, they must be able to comprehend text and apply this 

knowledge in their lives. Comprehension is important because it improves word 

recognition, which is a necessary component o f fluency (Clark, Morrison, & Wilcox, 

2009; Tressoldi et al., 2007; Walczyk & Griffith-Ross, 2007). Comprehension of text is 

the ultimate goal of the reader, therefore, the difficulty in reading comprehension has 

severe consequences not just for school achievement but also affects the student's future 

educational and occupational opportunities (Cutting, Materek, Cole, Levine, & Mahone, 

2009). There are empirical studies concerning the relationships among reading skills that 

report up to a high positive correlations between measures of fluency and comprehension
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(Meyer & Felton, 1999; Rasinski, Padak, Linek, & Sturtevant 1994; Reutzel & 

Hollingsworth, 1993). Reading comprehension difficulties are closely related to 

language difficulties and may co-occur with dyslexia (Stothard & Hulme. 1995). In 

addition, comprehension is facilitated by attentional abilities. Research by Samuels 

(1983) found that in order for children to decode words rapidly and make use o f 

comprehension strategies as they read, they must have a sufficient amount and flow of 

mental energy. The longer or more complex a passage, the greater amount o f mental 

energy is required (Samuels. 1983). Children who struggle as they try to decode words do 

not have attention or the mental resources left to apply them to comprehension and this 

interferes with their enjoyment of reading. This means that they are not really reading, 

only word calling. According to Cain and Oakhill (2007). for children to achieve 

academic growth, they must be able to comprehend text and apply this knowledge in their 

lives. If children do not understand what they read, they will be less motivated to 

continue reading (NPR, 2000).

Developing Reading Fluency

There are many activities and strategies to develop reading fluency. In general, 

fluency is further advanced by reading and rereading decodable words in connected text. 

How should fluency be presented and what should fluency instruction look like?

Research over the past two decades has identified repeated reading as the key strategy for 

improving students' fluency skills (NICHD, 2000). Being able to comprehend what one 

reads facilitates one's enjoyment of reading. Children that do not understand what they 

read will be less motivated to continue reading (NPR, 2000).
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Repeated Reading

Repeated reading is an instructional technique designed to improve reading 

fluency in learners with reading disabilities. Repeated reading has been used on students, 

with and without disabilities. Not only has the technique of repeated reading benefitted 

fluency development, research has shown that it has improved accuracy of word 

recognition and reading speed, as well as comprehension in slow readers (Dowhower. 

1994; Kuhn & Stahl, 2000; LaBerge & Samuels, 1974; NICHD, 2000; Samuels, 1979). 

The structure o f repeated reading helps develop reading fluency because students read the 

same text several times to improve word recognition, speed, comprehension, and 

accuracy (Corcoran & Davis, 2005). Research has demonstrated that repeated reading 

can not only improve reading fluency but is also effective in improving other facets of 

reading success such as improvement in reading rate, accuracy, and comprehension 

(Therrien & Kubuina, 2006).

Essentially, repeated reading equals practice, which just as in other disciplines 

helps further skill development. Samuels, the originator o f the repeated reading method in 

1979, suggests that musicians that repeatedly practice a piece o f music become more 

skillful; therefore students, who repeatedly read a passage become more fluent at reading 

that passage and transfer those skills to new passages (Graves, Juel, Graves, & Dewitz 

2011).

A study that supported the use o f repeated readings was done by conducting 

interventions with a group of fifth-grade students who lived in various urban areas. 

Yurick, Robinson, Cartledge, Lo, and Evans (2006) wanted to see what the effects would 

yield if they used repeated readings, modeled by peers, on students' fluency and
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comprehension. During the interventions, using three sessions, the students read in pairs 

for 10 minutes. Their peers were given scripted materials to use for correction procedure 

when their partners made errors. The results of the study suggested that the use of 

repeated reading, modeled by their peers, helped to improve the students' oral reading 

rate, reading accuracy, as well as comprehension (Yurick et al., 2006).

Research conducted by Roundy & Roundy (2009) sought to determine if the 

reading strategy of repeated reading was still a viable strategy given today's diverse 

classrooms. These researchers found some resistance at the onset o f the study with one 

student remarking that the technique of repeated reading was "stupid" and questioning 

why he had to "read the same thing over and over" (2009, p. 56). At the end of the study, 

however, the students experienced success with each rereading of the text and it 

motivated them to continue. Roundy and Roundy (2009) found that, as fluency increased, 

there was evidence that comprehension was positively affected.

Numerous studies have been conducted by researchers on the effects o f repeated 

reading as an intervention for students with a variety of characteristics and disabilities. 

Several literature syntheses have been published in support of this practice (Chard, 

Vaughn, & Tyler, 2002; Meyer & Felton, 1999). Meta-analyses on repeated reading have 

found positive outcomes on students’ reading achievement as a result of using repeated 

reading (Therrien, 2004). Empirical research studies o f fluency instruction supports the 

benefits o f implementing instructional strategies, which focus on repeated readings. 

Repeated readings emphasize practice as a way of working on all areas o f reading 

fluency-accuracy, rate, and prosody. Repeated reading is one of the most-studied methods
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for increasing reading fluency (Kuhn & Stahl, 2002; Meyer & Felton. 1999; NICHD, 

2000; Rashotte & Torgesen, 1985).

Repeated reading is an intervention strategy that is widely held as an evidenced- 

based practice with documented effectiveness (Cook et al., 2009). However, there are 

questions being raised concerning repeated reading being an “evidenced-based” practice 

(Chard et al., 2009). These researchers believe that “the research on repeated reading has 

not been evaluated against the rigorous quality standards needed to justify the title of 

“evidenced-based”. The results of their study are based on the standards for rigorous 

research established by Homer et al. (2005) and Gersten et al. (2005).

Although it may seem that all students just need a quiet place to read and leveled 

books to practice reading in order to become fluent readers, this is not the case. Reading 

quickly may indicate a measure o f automaticity but it may not indicate that a reader is 

fluent. A fluent reader has control o f the reading process; their reading sounds natural and 

more like speaking. Students need to be shown or have modeled what a fluent reader 

sounds like. Research has determined that having students read aloud along with a model 

that uses well-paced, expressive reading, and giving the students specific feedback 

through systematic progress monitoring also helps improve their' fluency skills (NICHD, 

2000; Snow, Bums, & Griffins, 1998; Stahl & Kuhn, 2002).

Readers' Theater

Readers’ theater is an evidenced-based approach used to increase students’ 

reading fluency, oral language fluency, and expression (Rasinski, 2012). Readers' theater 

incorporates repeated reading while motivating students to read because o f the format the 

text offers. Readers' theater is an instructional strategy that has been shown to have many
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positive effects (Griffith & Rasinski, 2004; Hudson, Lane, & Pullen, 2005). These effects 

may include an increase in fluency and comprehension. Readers' theater can provide the 

"hook" that motivates students to read. Readers' theater does not use props, sets, or 

costumes, nor do the students memorize their parts. Instead, students read aloud from the 

script while using their voice, facial expressions, and body movement such as hand/arm 

signals to communicate with their audience. The technique incorporates creative 

dramatics and performance into the curriculum. Young and Rasinski (2009) stated that 

children “are more likely to practice or rehearse if  they know that they will be performing 

a reading for an audience” (p. 5). Reading with the intended purpose of performing for 

others helps to encourage students to practice not only on their accuracy and rate, but also 

on meaningful expression and phrasing. Students can easily determine the purpose for the 

activity because authentic activities make learning more engaging and active. 

Additionally, the authenticity o f performing for others motivates students to prepare for 

the performance (Young & Rasinski, 2009). As students practice and perform, their 

reading fluency continues to improve. The students can perform the script for their peers, 

other classrooms, the whole school, or even the principal and school staff. An audience 

helps create a purpose for the act of rereading text, which makes the act more meaningful 

and worthwhile. Asking students to read a text repeatedly lacks an explicit purpose and 

drive to read, but readers’ theater contains the motivating factor of authentic learning 

(Worthy & Prater, 2002).

Readers’ theater provides motivation and successful opportunities for students 

with disabilities to read repeatedly in order to improve fluency and desire to read. 

Readers’ theater is based on interest not on leveled reading, an aspect of readers’ theater
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that some students find motivating (Worthy, 2005). Clark, Morrison, and Wilcox's

(2009) research supports that readers' theater motivates all students, even those with 

disabilities, because they experience success. They found that students gain confidence 

in their reading due to the success they gain from readers’ theater, thus their desire to 

read increases (Clark, Morrison, & Wilcox, 2009; Keehn, 2003). Reading with the intent 

o f performing is a great motivator for students to improve their oral reading fluency 

(Bomer, 2006).

Teachers can implement readers’ theater in a variety o f ways and all o f them have 

shown success. During Corcoran and Davis's (2005) research, readers’ theater was used 

with pre-kindergarten children and was always done in the morning. Each script was 

practiced for two weeks and practice ranged from ten to thirty minutes (Corcoran & 

Davis, 2005). The result o f this study was an average o f 17 more words read correctly 

per minute. The increase for individuals ranged from 3 to 41 more words in an eight- 

week period. Obviously, the student that increased by 41 words responded well to the 

readers’ theater intervention. In the study, readers’ theater proved to increase positively 

the reading rate. In an eight-week period, reading rate can improve with the use o f 

readers' theater. Corcoran and Davis (2005) found positive results when they conducted 

readers’ theater with twelve second and third-grade students with learning disabilities. 

They found that the students read an average of 17 words per minute faster in the spring 

than in the previous fall. They also saw an increase in students’ interest in reading, 

confidence level, and positive reading attitudes after implementing readers’ theater with 

these students. In a study performed by Casey and Chamberlain (2006), the researchers 

found that after implementing readers’ theater with first and second-grade students, the
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students recognized the importance of practice in increasing their reading rate. After two 

months, the researchers noticed an increase in phrasing, stress, and intonation when the 

students read their readers’ theater scripts. More students began to carry the skills over to 

reading done during other times of the day. At the conclusion of the twelve-week study, 

68% of the students increased their reading rate as assessed by their words read correct 

per minute. On average, there was an increase o f 18 words read correct per minute when 

comparing their fall and spring scores. These results are comparable to the study 

conducted by Corcoran and Davis (2005).

The automaticity component of fluent reading is often assessed through reading 

rate (Rasinski 2006). The speed of reading is an indicator of the student's ability to read 

the words in the text at an automatic level. Although there are numerous studies that 

validate this method, it is not intended to be used to be an accurate indicator o f reading 

fluency. Using speed o f reading as an indicator may lead to a generation of readers who 

may be able to read quickly but have little understanding o f what they read and get little 

enjoyment or satisfaction from their reading (Allington, 1983; Young & Rasinski, 2009). 

Many students come to believe that fast reading is proficient reading. As a result, the 

notion o f fluency has been accumulating quite a bit o f criticism (Rasinski, 2006;

Samuels, 2007). According to research by Rasinski (2006) and Samuels (2007), the 

concept o f fluency has shifted from a focus on reading for a meaningful experience with 

text to reading for speed.

There are other presentations and arrangements of readers’ theater that have also 

produced successful results. Teachers, therefore, have several options with regard to 

implementing the readers’ theater strategy. For instance, in Garrett and O’Connor’s
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(2010) study, a kindergarten teacher used readers" theater as an enrichment activity and 

produced positive results as well. Practices did not occur regularly, but the act o f reading 

something repeatedly still motivated the students due to the nature o f readers' theater. In 

fact, emergent readers recognized 38 more letters by the end o f the year (Garrett & 

O’Connor, 2010). Overall, reading rates for students improved in each o f the studies 

performed. Whether used as an enrichment activity or incorporated into the daily 

instructional routines, readers’ theater has positively influenced student learning.

Additionally, prosody, or the ability to read with expression showed remarkable 

improvement after the use o f readers’ theater. To increase prosody, some teachers used 

echo reading along with readers’ theater. The use o f echo reading helps students develop 

emotion and inflection because they imitate how the teacher says the script (Corcoran, 

2005). An increase o f prosody helps students read more difficult texts with emotion as 

well. Students, therefore, can transfer their skills to more challenging material. In Young 

and Rasinski’s (2009) research, “a gain o f 0.8 in prosody represents a 20% overall 

improvement in students’ ability to read with expression that represents meaning” (p. 11). 

As a result, the ability to read with expression requires the student to construct meaning 

o f the words, which helps with comprehension as well. After repeated use of readers’ 

theater, students apply their skills to different reading situations. Ultimately, by 

developing reading fluency with readers’ theater, students can more easily obtain that 

ultimate goal o f good comprehension skills.

In order to develop the fluency of students with dyslexia, teachers must use a 

combination o f the repeated reading strategies along with an authentic performance. 

Research shows that performing a script motivates students to read more and promotes
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success (Prescott, 2003). When students are successful, they perform the act o f reading 

more readily and consequently improve their skills. Reading fluency increases readers’ 

success, which also helps develop other essential skills such as comprehension. Primary 

to upper elementary students can benefit from the use o f readers’ theater because the 

scripts can be altered to meet the needs o f each student. The motivational component of 

readers' theater has allowed it to successfully improve students’ fluency. The U. S. 

Department o f Education’s Put Reading First (2001) said, “Readers’ Theater provides 

readers with a legitimate reason to reread text and to practice fluency" (p. 29). Hudson, 

Lane, and Pullen (2005) claimed that readers’ theater is an instructional method of 

reading practice that contributes to the improvement o f a readers' prosody. Research has 

shown that readers’ theater has effectively motivated struggling readers, which have led 

them to be more successful readers (Young & Rasinski, 2009). An important benefit was 

the development o f positive attitudes about students’ own abilities and motivation to 

become proficient readers (Keehn, 2003). Consequently, students can continue to 

improve their literacy skills in a positive and successful manner.

Since the definitions o f fluency drive its measurement as well as its instruction, a 

unified definition is essential for progress in this field o f study. Fluency is made up o f 

many subparts, such as speed, accuracy, comprehension, and prosody. Determining 

which subparts are essential to fluency will shape the way the term is used by researchers 

and educators. Developing an operational definition for this construct is easy when speed 

of reading is used as a fluency measure. Based on the literature reviewed here, it is 

evident that repeated reading, automaticity, prosody, and measurement tools such as 

Curriculum-Based Measurement are being designed to address these questions.
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Curriculum-Based Measurement is a method used by teachers to find out how students 

are progressing in learning the content academically. As a way o f monitoring the success 

of the instruction the student is receiving, CBM is used. With CBM. students are tested 

each week with testing lasting anywhere from one to 5 minutes. The results from the 

CBM allow the teacher to see how the student's performance compares to the 

expectations given. CBM is a way for teachers, if a student is not meeting performance 

expectations, to change the type and amount o f instruction the student needs in order to 

make sufficient academic progress. Making sure that the field is unified is paramount to 

further successful research and instruction in fluency.

Self-Perceptions

Harter (see Carr, 2006; Elbaum & Vaughn, 2003; Harter, 2006) argues that the 

functions of self-knowledge, self-evaluation and self-regulation are the three main 

components o f the self-system. Self-knowledge refers to all that the child knows about 

himself but particularly to autobiographical memory. It also includes insights about how 

the child functions in his social world. Self-evaluation involves the way in which the 

child evaluates himself against others as well as against himself at other developmental 

stages. Global self-evaluations have generally been referred to as self-esteem, self-worth 

or general self-concept. Self-regulation refers to the capacity to persist in independent, 

focused, goal-directed behavior despite distractions posed by competing internal impulses 

or external stimuli. Harter (2006) uses the term self-concept primarily to evaluate 

characteristics like cognitive competence, social acceptance and physical appearance. We 

form self-perceptions based on evaluations or comparisons with other people, which 

again influences our global self-evaluations or self-concept.
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According to the reflected appraisal theory (Bouchey & Harter, 2005). self

perceptions are formed by internalizing others’ attitudes and communications. It suggests 

that we see ourselves as others see us. or as we think they see us, using a sort of 

“psychological radar’” to detect perceived reactions. A person's reading o f others' 

opinions is conditioned by self-evaluation and is not necessarily accurate. There is 

research to suggest that the extent to which this perception of an outside evaluation 

shapes our judgment of ourselves depends on how important to us the people are who are 

giving it. The reactions o f "significant others", people whose opinions make a difference 

to us, are particularly influential. Previous studies by Norwich and Jahoda (in Kelly & 

Norwich, 2004) indicate that adolescents with disabilities select and actively interpret the 

views o f others in order to form their own self-perceptions.

Much of the research on the self assumes that there are different dimensions to 

self-perceptions according to Harter (1999) and Marsh & Shavelson (1985), in an article 

written by Kelly & Norwich (2004). It also, especially from a psychological perspective, 

uses general constructs such as academic self-concept or self-perceptions, assuming that 

these constructs apply to all learners in similar ways. These constructs together with their 

constituent domains are used to design standard inventories. However, Kelly and 

Norwich (2004), found that these standard inventories do not allow learners to express 

how they think and feel about themselves in their own peculiar ways, because o f the 

inventories’ linear nature. In this research study, self-perceptions are regarded as an open 

term. This way o f thinking enables the research participants to give their own 

interpretations o f the concept, as they understand it, through their own experiences as 

someone with dyslexia.
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Reading Self-Perceptions

When looking at the impact the student’s definition of reading has upon their 

reading behavior and/or reading ability, there has been a limited amount o f research 

conducted. There has been research done by reading educators and researchers looking at 

students' attitudes toward reading and their perceptions of reading. This research was 

conducted to assist teachers in trying to promote a positive learning environment for 

students. There has been very little research that has focused on students' attitudes, 

values, opinions, ambitions, and motivation regarding reading and the influence that 

affective factors seem to have on reading performance (Henk & Melnick. 1995).

Simmons (1992) stated "although all students, including students with learning 

disabilities and dyslexia, are acknowledged to be different, it has been assumed that they 

learn to read using the same method" (p. 69). Enfield (1988) suggested that some students 

are inhibited from learning through a traditional reading approach due to intrinsic 

physiological differences. It is imperative that educators provide alternative instructional 

methods to teaching students with disabilities (Enfield, 1988). Theses alternative 

instructional methods include a variety o f reading approaches, integrated and 

multisensory reading approaches as well as an integrated curriculum approach.

Regardless o f a student's disability, the ultimate goal for all students is to be independent, 

self-monitoring, and to comprehend what they have read.

Several factors influence adolescents’ choices to read and their engagement in 

reading. This engagement includes their perceptions o f themselves and their identities as 

readers (Hall, 2012; Henk, Marinak, & Melnick, 2012; Pitcher et al., 2007). Many 

adolescents identify as non-readers or resistant readers (Lenters, 2006; Reeves, 2004).
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Given the importance o f learning to read and the influences on reading behaviors 

o f a child's self-system, it is not surprising that reading-related self-perceptions have 

been viewed as increasingly important (Chapman & Tunmer, 2003). Despite the 

widespread acceptance o f the role played by reading self-perceptions in reading 

achievement, Chapman and Tunmer (2003) pointed out that there is relatively little 

research on their development in young elementary school children. It was not until the 

mid-1990s that studies were available that examined relations between elements of the 

self-system and reading achievement. This study mostly included students who were 

beyond the Grade 1 level. Chapman and Tunmer (2003) reviewed research on the 

development o f the relationship between reading self-concept and experiences in learning 

to read. Their research concluded that reading self-concept may precede the development 

of academic concept which occurs between grades 3 and 5.

Student attitudes towards reading and self-perceptions o f their reading ability play 

a significant role in students' literacy outcomes (Wigfleld & Guthrie, 1997, 2000; Sen, 

Partelow & Miller, 2005). Bandura (1977, 1997) defines self-perceptions, as it relates to 

the broader concept o f self-efficacy, as a person's judgments o f his or her ability to 

perform an activity. He also looks at how this perception affects his or her participation in 

the activity. Reading tends to be a weakness among students with phonological 

processing disabilities (Scarborough, Fletcher- Campbell, Soler, & Reid, 2009). Children 

with negative academic self-concepts view themselves as less competent in reading, 

having more difficulty with reading, and liking reading less than children with positive or 

typical academic self-concepts (Chapman & Tunmer, 2003). Struggling readers, with 

repeated learning failures, develop negative self-perceptions o f ability. Because o f these
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negative self-perceptions, they do not try as hard as other students do. This is due to their 

low expectations of success and poor reading-related efficacy (Chapman & Tunmer,

2003; Chapman, Tunmer, & Prochnow, 2000).

In summary, the researcher has explored the literature on reading instruction and 

found that it supports instruction in comprehension as well as fluency. The use of readers' 

theater in the classroom has been found to improve student’s fluency and comprehension. 

Students are also motivated to read throughout the process of readers’ theater. There must 

be teacher guidance throughout this process, but with support and repeated practice, 

students can increase their reading comprehension, fluency, and internal motivation when 

the practice of readers’ theater is applied.

Although several interventions may be effective to increase oral reading fluency, 

in this study, the researcher, observed the implementation o f readers’ theater in the 

dyslexia classroom in order to determine whether it is an effective strategy. In 

conducting this research, it has led the researcher to wonder what impact readers' theater 

would have on the reading fluency of students with dyslexia. The researcher would also 

like to know what effect readers’ theater will have on student perceptions after having 

participated in the intervention.
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CHAPTER HI 

Methodology

Literacy is comprised o f many different components such as comprehension, 

phonics, decoding and fluency. Research has identified five early reading skills that are 

essential to learning (Shaywitz, 2002). The components are phonemic awareness, 

phonics, vocabulary, reading comprehension, and fluency. Teachers integrate these 

components on a daily basis during their instructional time in order to help students 

develop stronger reading skills. The main goal is for students to develop a positive 

attitude towards reading and about themselves as readers. However, skills such as reading 

fluency require repeated readings o f text in order for students to improve and often 

students who struggle with reading fluency are reluctant to engage in reading activities 

(Rasinski, 2009). Multiple studies show that using readers’ theater in the classroom will 

support students in making gains in reading fluency (Rasinski, 2009; Rinehart. 1999; 

Samuels, 2002).

In the spring o f 2014, the researcher conducted a study using third and fourth 

grade students in a Title I school to determine what were the attitudes and self

perceptions of these students toward oral reading. In addition, the researcher examined if 

the attitudes and self-perceptions, o f those students who answered negatively about their 

feelings toward reading, increased after implementing readers' theater as an intervention 

strategy. The results from the researcher's study were very much in line with the results 

o f studies conducted by Rasinski (2009), Rinehart (1999), and Samuels (2002).
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Purpose of the Study

The purpose o f this study was to examine to what extent readers' theater would 

help improve reading fluency for students identified as having dyslexia. The study also 

examined to what extent readers' theater would improve students’ self-perceptions and 

attitudes towards reading.

During readers’ theater sessions, students rehearse and perform form multiple 

scripts to practice their reading fluency. Readers’ theater is an authentic instructional 

approach that requires repeated readings in preparation for a live performance o f a 

written script. Repeated readings provide students the opportunity to become familiar 

with the text in order to focus on comprehension of the text. Readers’ theater promotes 

repeated readings to foster fluency, comprehension, and in turn, build students’ 

confidence as readers (Rasinski, 2009). Rasinski (2009) found readers’ theater to have a 

positive and motivational effect in addition to growth in reading skills.

The design of this mixed methods study incorporated an embedded design, which 

is a procedure for collecting, analyzing, and "mixing" both quantitative and qualitative 

data at some stage of the research process within a single study, to understand a research 

problem more completely (Creswell, 2002; Green, Caracelli, & Graham, 1989; Caracelli 

& Green, 1997; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). The embedded design is a mixed methods 

approach whereby the researcher combines the collection o f quantitative and qualitative 

data within a traditional quantitative research design or qualitative research design 

(Caracelli & Greene. 1993; Greene, 2007). In other words, the researcher embedded a 

qualitative strand within quantitative experiments to support aspects o f the experimental 

design (Creswell, Fetters, Plano Clark, & Morales, 2009). The rationale for using mixed
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methods was because neither quantitative nor qualitative methods were sufficient by 

themselves to cover the details of the study. When used together, quantitative and 

qualitative methods complement each other and allow for a more complete analysis 

(Green, Caracelli, & Graham, 1989; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998).

The research questions guiding this mixed methods study are:

1. To what extent does readers' theater help improve the oral reading fluency o f students 

identified as having dyslexia?

2. To what extent does readers’ theater help to improve students' self-perceptions and 

attitudes towards reading?

A pretest-posttest control/experimental group design was used to test the hypotheses.

This design was chosen because the study intended to develop a cause/effect relationship.

The pretest-posttest control/experimental group design is considered to be a 

powerful design because it has three important features: (a) random selection and analysis 

o f covariance (procedures intended to statistically equate the experimental and control 

groups so that posttest differences can be attributed to treatment, and not the initial 

differences between the two groups); (b) pretesting (allows the experimental and control 

groups to be equated so subsequent posttest differences can be attributed to the treatment, 

not the initial differences between the groups. The "equating" will be done statistically 

rather than through sampling); and (c) control group (a feature that allows posttest 

differences to be attributed to the treatment rather than other factors that might affect 

pretest-posttest differences).

In this study, the independent variable was the intervention in reading-readers' 

theater by way of expository and/or narrative text instruction. The dependent variables
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were reading fluency, student self-perceptions, and dyslexia. Reading fluency was 

measured by the 3-Minute Reading Assessments: Word Recognition, Fluency, and 

Comprehension: Grades 1-4 (Three-minute Reading Assessments) by Timothy Rasinski 

and Nancy Padak (2005). Information obtained from the school district's testing was used 

to measure dyslexia. Self-perceptions were measured using the researcher-constructed 

survey and information provided by the participants.

Guided Research Paradigm

The design of the research study began with the selection of a topic and a 

paradigm. A paradigm is essentially a worldview, a whole framework of basic beliefs, 

values and methods within the research where it takes place (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). 

There has been great emphasis on the use o f readers' theater for increasing reading 

fluency and motivating students to read more. Mixed-method studies have emerged from 

the paradigm wars between qualitative and quantitative research to become a widely use 

mode o f inquiry (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2004). Mixed-methods can provide an 

investigator with many design choices, which involve a range o f sequential and 

concurrent strategies (Creswell, 2013).

The term 'mixed methods' has come to be associated with reference to the use of 

two or more methods in a research project yielding both qualitative and quantitative data 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Greene, 2007; Teddlie & Tashakkori. 2009). The 

constructivist paradigm is the appropriate approach for the qualitative portion o f the 

present study (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2009). The learners are guided in constructing 

knowledge. They are provided a rich context for negotiation and meaning construction. 

Knowledge is constructed internally. Through constructivism, the researcher attempted to
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capture, examine, and value all perspectives through open-ended interviews, semi

structured interviews, and observations (Patton, 2002).

The researcher evaluated quantitative research paradigms and concluded that 

positivism would be appropriate for the quantitative portion of this study (Onwuegbuzie, 

et al„ 2009). Positivists hold the position that the goal of knowledge is simply to describe 

the phenomena that is experienced. Through positivism, the researcher attempted to use 

an objective lens to make a statistical generalization about collected data based upon 

descriptive and inferential statistics.

Population and Study Location

The target population in this study was 20 students identified as having dyslexia 

and participating in the dyslexia program in a Southeast Texas elementary school. The 

number o f participants included in the study was dependent on the number o f eligible 

students in the program and those that obtained permission to participate in the study.

The elementary school participating in the research was a Title I campus in southeast 

Houston. This school services students in Early Childhood-4th grade. Campus 

demographics for the 2014-2015 school year were retrieved from the Texas Education 

Agency website for Burbank Elementary School (pseudonym) (www.tea.state.tx.us). The 

researcher went to the Testing and Accountability site, clicked on AEIS, and selected the 

school to obtain the necessary data.

This Title I campus has a diverse population. There are 605 students enrolled in 

the school. The student body consists of 299 (49.50%) English speaking students, 268 

(44.21%) Spanish speaking, 29 (4.880%) Vietnamese, 2 (.33%) Chinese, 1 (.17%) 

Arabic, 4 (.66%) Igbo. and 2 (.33%) Undetermined. Approximately 81% of the students

http://www.tea.state.tx.us
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receive free and/or reduced lunch. There are 98 students in the second grade class (59 

girls and 39 boys), 121 students in the third grade class (59 girls and 62 boys), and 95 

students in the fourth grade class (50 girls and 45 boys). These numbers and percentages 

are referenced in Figure 1.

■ Hispanic/Latino

N Black o r African 
American 

=  Asian

W hite

■ Two or M ore Races

8* American Indian or 
Alaska Native

Figure 1. School student demographics.

The criteria for selection o f the participants included: a) students tested for and 

identified as having dyslexia; b) identified as developing readers; c) students who had 

returned the required permission forms. Random selection placed participants in either 

the control group or the experimental group. Each group had ten students in it based on 

the number o f 2"d-4 th grade students in the dyslexia program and the number o f returned 

participate consent forms.
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Sampling Frame and Selection Criteria

The sampling frame for this study was from students attending a public school 

located in the southeast portion of Pasadena, Texas. These students had been identified 

by their school district as having dyslexia through formal assessments and as determined 

by the definition from the Texas Education Agency. They were also students that had 

been identified as developing readers. The study focused on students who are in grades 

2-4.

Participants

For purposes o f this study, 20 students involved in the dyslexia intervention 

program were selected through a purposive sampling process, where participants were 

selected according to predetermined criteria relevant to the particular research objective 

(Patton, 2002). Each student had to meet the criteria o f qualifying for dyslexia services 

based on formal assessment data. These 20 students (13 boys and 7 girls) returned 

informed consent forms agreeing to participate. All o f the students participated in the 

dyslexia class receiving direct instruction 45 minutes daily. Students in 2nd- 4 th grade 

were selected based on their identification of having dyslexia and being identified as 

developing readers. Students were divided into two groups (10 in the experimental group 

and 10 in the control group). All o f the students were asked to participate in various 

dyslexia interventions and to incorporate different decoding strategies. The students in 

the experimental group incorporated readers’ theater into their intervention. According to 

The Dyslexia Handbook, Revised 2007, Updated 2010: Procedures Concerning Dyslexia 

and Related Disorders (TEA, 2010a, p. 8), these students have the characteristics of 

dyslexia, family history of dyslexia or poor performance in one or more areas o f reading,
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and/or the related area of spelling that is unexpected for the student's age or grade (TEA, 

2010). The students were given a pre-test to determine their beginning reading fluency 

levels.

Pre-Study Procedures

Prior to the study, administrative permission from the school district 

superintendent and campus principal was attained. Tentative plans for the proposed study 

were outlined and submitted to the superintendent and the principal. The researcher 

followed the Institutional Review Board (IRB) procedures concerning getting the 

necessary consents/assents and beginning the research.

Role of the Researcher

Creswell (2009) stated that the role of a researcher is that o f being the key 

instrument. Following Creswell’s suggestion, the researcher collected data through 

examining the results o f the pre- and post-tests, observing behavior, and interviewing 

participants. Creswell also noted that through the entire research process, the researcher 

should keep the focus on learning the beliefs that the participants held about the problem 

or issue. This was the primary role o f the researcher. On the quantitative side, the 

researcher's role was theoretically non-existent. The participants acted independently o f 

the researcher. My role in this study was that as an observer. The researcher observed the 

intervention and conducted interviews after the intervention had taken place with the 

participants. The researcher kept anecdotal records during the observation periods and 

utilized a teacher checklist. This checklist was implemented to monitor the dyslexia 

teacher's teaching o f the lesson. The teaching o f the lesson was rated on a scale from 1 to
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5. The researcher, at least three times a week, was in the classroom observing the 

procedures and instruction to ensure fidelity o f the treatment.

Entry into the Field

The researcher held discussions with the district administrators, building 

principal, and the dyslexia teacher about conducting this study. Having these discussions 

was done in order to establish entry into the research field. The dyslexia classroom was 

the targeted classroom. It had two entrances that could easily be accessed. I used the 

entrance/exit away from the students so as not to interfere with the lessons taking place. 

Because the researcher had been in and out o f the classroom as an observer on numerous 

occasions and continue to do so, the students were accustomed to the researcher's 

presence in the classroom. By establishing a routine early on o f being in the classroom, 

the researcher did not believe that their presence was a deterrent to the students. 

Qualifications of the Dyslexia Teacher

This study used the dyslexia teacher employed by the school district and assigned 

to the campus to coordinate and institute the readers' theater intervention. The dyslexia 

teacher is certified in Texas as a dyslexia teacher, has completed the Neuhaus Dyslexia 

Training, and has been trained by Timothy Rasinski in the use o f readers' theater. She 

was asked to complete a consent form to participate in the study.

Instrumentation

The dependent variables for this study were reading fluency, dyslexia, and student 

self-perceptions. Reading fluency was measured by the 3-Minute Reading Assessments: 

Word Recognition, Fluency, and Comprehension: Grades 1-4  (Three-minute Reading 

Assessments, 2005). Dyslexia was determined by the criteria as outlined in the Texas
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Dyslexia Handbook (TEA. 2010a). Student self-perceptions were determined based on 

the responses from the researcher-constructed survey and students’ answers to the 

interview questions.

The researcher incorporated a survey instrument she constructed which was 

administered to all o f the eligible participants. The survey focused on the students' 

attitudes and perceptions on reading, using an emoticon scale. Each emoticon was given 

a number value to depict how the students felt about each statement. A smiley face (I like 

it) = 3, a straight face (I don’t know) = 2, and a frown (I don’t like it at all) = 1. See 

Figure 2.

Figure 2. Scale o f "Smiley Faces".

The researcher focused on statements that pertained specifically to how students 

felt about their reading skills. The specific statements were: Reading is very easy for me;

I like to read; I like reading aloud; I like reading around other people; I think I am a good 

reader; Reading makes me feel good; I enjoy reading in school; Reading is fun.

As part o f the observation, a teacher observation checklist was used to monitor the 

research-based instruction used in the classroom. The researcher was able to identify the 

variances in the implementation and instructional practices used. The Observational 

Checklist (Appendix G) contained seven tasks the teacher implemented during the 

presentation o f the lesson. A rating scale ranging from 1 to 5 was used. The checklist was 

a way to determine what components of the readers' theater lessons were being taught. It
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was also a way to quantify the results of the observation. The quantitative portion o f the 

observational checklist was analyzed by calculating the percentages o f tasks implemented 

during the delivery of the lesson.

This survey provided quantitative estimates of important aspects of children’s 

attitudes towards reading. It helped measure student attitudes towards reading because it had 

a student friendly response format as well as had a natural appeal for children. Another 

benefit was that it was easy to administer and score.

The researcher administered the 3-Minute Reading Assessments: Word 

Recognition, Fluency, and Comprehension: Grades 1-4  (Three-minute Reading 

Assessments, 2005) as a pre- and post-test instrument. It has three leveled reading 

passages for each grade level with ready to use assessment pages that allows teachers to 

screen students quickly for reading problems, such as low word recognition and poor 

fluency rate (Rasinski & Padak, 2005). The researcher utilized form A for the pretest and 

Form B for the posttest based on each o f the participants' grade level. The administering 

o f the 3-Minute Reading Assessments: Word Recognition, Fluency, and Comprehension: 

Grades 1-4  (Three-minute Reading Assessments, 2005) fulfilled three purposes: 

intervention, diagnosis, and research.

This action research occurred during the spring o f 2015. Consent forms were sent 

home, after meeting with parents, beginning in December. The survey was administered 

in January. Students' fluency was assessed in late January and into the first week of 

February.

Readers* Theater Script Design

The dyslexia teacher, based on the various reading levels of the students 

participating in the study, chose the scripts. Students were assigned reading levels based
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on their results from the reading assessments. The dyslexia teacher selected leveled 

readers* theater scripts, based on the various reading levels o f the students. Readers' 

theater scripts were chosen from Fluency Practice Read-Aloud Plays: Grades 1-2 

(Hollenbeck, 2006). Other sources for scripts that were utilized in the study were found 

on various websites such as Reader's Theater Scripts-Reading 1 -2 at 

https://www.readinga-z.com/fluency/readers-theater-scripts/, Reader's Theater Scripts & 

Plays for the Classroom at http://www.teachingheart.net/readerstheater.htm, Vermilion 

Parish Reader's Theater at

http://www.vrml.kl2.la.us/curriculum/reader_theatre/home.htm, and Mrs. Roberts- 

Reader's Theater at

http://www.harnett.kl 2.nc.us/education/components/docmgr/default.php?sectiondetailid= 

43 596&catfilter= 1968

The dyslexia teacher followed a basic lesson plan cycle that was modeled after the 

lesson plan created by Timothy Rasinski as outlined in The Fluent Reader (2003). The 

criteria established for script selections were: 1) selections must be narrative and/or 

expository in nature, and 2) aligned with the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills 

(TEKS) for the appropriate grade levels. The dyslexia teacher made necessary 

modifications to the scripts prior to the implementation o f the lessons.

Intervention

Pretests were administered prior to the intervention. The 3-Minute Reading 

Assessments: Word Recognition, Fluency, and Comprehension: Grades 1-4  (Three- 

minute Reading Assessments, 2005) were administered to all o f the students in the

https://www.readinga-z.com/fluency/readers-theater-scripts/
http://www.teachingheart.net/readerstheater.htm
http://www.vrml.kl2.la.us/curriculum/reader_theatre/home.htm
http://www.harnett.kl
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experimental group and control group, who had parental permission and who had agreed 

to participate in the study.

The intervention took place over a twelve-week period, during the second 

semester o f the 2014-2015 school year. Thirty minutes a day, five days a week were 

devoted to instruction and practice o f readers' theater with the experimental group. The 

tenth day was designated for a short practice/run-through of the script and followed by a 

performance.

On the first day, the dyslexia teacher read the script fluently and expressively. She 

evaluated the students' prior knowledge of the content and discussed relevant information 

necessary to build a foundation o f what they were reading. She discussed the vocabulary 

connected to the text. Students were asked to highlight the words in their scripts as a 

point o f reference. Before assigning roles, students participated in a shared reading with 

the teacher, following along in their scripts while the teacher read the text aloud. 

Participating in the shared reading gave the teacher the opportunity to model correct word 

pronunciation, fluency, diction, and prosody before the students began to practice their 

parts.

On the second day, the parts were assigned. The students were given the first 15 

minutes to highlight their part in their scripts before whisper reading to themselves. Key 

to this study was providing students 15-20 minutes daily to practice reading their role 

aloud. For days three, four and five, the students spent time reading aloud individually. 

The teacher moved about the room listening to individual students read, correcting 

mispronunciations and diction as necessary. On days six and seven, the students were 

placed in groups and practiced reading together. Days 8 and 9 were treated as “dress
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rehearsal’" days. The students practiced the play several times from start to finish. Special 

emphasis was given to articulation, volume, as well as components o f  body language 

such as facing the audience, using gestures, and making eye contact. On day 10. the 

students performed their readers' theater. See schedule in Table 1.

Table 1

Practice Schedule fo r  Readers' Theater

Day 1 Day 2 Days 3-5 Days 6-7 Days 8-9 Day 10

Background Assigned
Parts

Individual
Practice

Group
Practice

Whole
Group

Practice
Performance

Vocabulary
Building

Individual
Practice

Shared
Reading

Data Collection

Data were collected for two or more distinct periods during this study. The data 

collected allowed the researcher to look at changes that occurred over time. Armbruster 

(2010) noted that students who read and reread passages orally as they receive guidance 

and feedback become better readers. The researcher, in doing this study, sought to 

determine what the cause-and effect relationship between reading and fluency would be. 

Because o f the longitudinal nature of the relationship between reading and fluency, the 

study was designed to last twelve weeks. Data were collected during the 12-week 

intervention period and study. Data collected included pre- and post-test reading fluency
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scores by the participants, fluency charts, a student reading attitude survey, students' 

comments about participation in readers' theater and reactions to repeating reading 

experiences, student interviews, anecdotal records, and observational data from the 

researcher. The observations were a way to insure that fidelity o f treatment existed.

In order to determine the effectiveness of the readers’ theater intervention, the 

researcher administered a pre- and post-assessment for reading rate with each student 

using leveled reading passages. There were assessment pages to help quickly screen 

students for reading problems. Rubrics and grade-level norms made interpreting the data 

simple and provided record-keeping forms to document and monitor student performance 

(Rasinski & Padak, 2005). The researcher assessed each student using a researcher- 

constructed Reading Attitude Survey. The fifteen question survey related to the students’ 

feelings about reading. The same materials were implemented at the end o f the study to 

determine if the instruction was effective in increasing reading fluency rates.

Procedures

In order to collect data, the following procedures were followed:

1. Approval from District Superintendent and Campus Principal.

2. Approval by the Committee for the Protection o f Human Subjects at the institutional 

level (IRB).

3. Approval from parents/guardians for students to participate in the study by the 

researcher.

4. Assent from the students to participate in the study by the researcher.

5. Identification o f the participants to be studied by the researcher.
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6. Dyslexia teacher administered the pretest prior to the intervention. The results were 

submitted to the researcher after they were administered and scored.

7. Pretest data were entered using (SPSS 20.2013) by the researcher.

8. The researcher conducted unannounced visits/observations of the experimental and 

control groups during the allotted time for the study.

9. Dyslexia teacher administered the posttest after the intervention.

10. Posttest data were entered into a data base using (SPSS 20, 2013) by the researcher.

11. The researcher collected attendance records from the dyslexia teacher for the time 

period of the study.

Student attendance records and lesson plans were used to verify that students in 

both the experimental and control groups were in attendance for at least ninety-five 

percent o f the reading instruction sessions conducted during the period o f the study. 

Records noted that students in the experimental group received readers' theater through 

expository/narrative text instruction. The records also noted that the students in the 

control group did not receive readers' theater via expository/narrative text instruction. At 

the conclusion o f the study, a researcher-constructed survey was administered to the 

participants to get their views and opinions o f the intervention.

Data Analysis

Qualitative content analysis is one o f numerous research methods used to analyze 

text data and goes beyond merely counting words (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). The process 

of qualitative data analysis often begins during the early stages o f data collection (Shirazi, 

M., et al., 2013; Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009). According to Creswell (2013), when 

engaging in qualitative research, multiple sources of data are necessary to triangulate the
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correct explanation for a phenomenon. The practice of data analysis is a process in which 

raw data are ordered in order to determine the useful information that can be extracted. 

Data from various sources were gathered, reviewed, and then analyzed to form tentative 

conclusions. In order to achieve triangulation, an outside observer was utilized to observe 

the students during the intervention process, take notes, and compare results with those of 

the researcher. Analysis of the data included the researcher’s observations of participants 

in the readers’ theater process. Anecdotal notes taken during the observation periods were 

also kept to document student absenteeism, student participation, and student reactions. 

Fluency rates were calculated by having the participants read aloud selected passages to 

the dyslexia teacher and the results were recorded. The information from the researcher- 

constructed Reading Survey was included. The students' pre- and post-test scores were 

then analyzed to determine if their fluency rates had improved. Data were run through the 

latest version of Statistical Package for the Social Sciences-20 (SPSS, 2013). SPSS-20 is 

a quantitative statistical application that is widely used by various disciplines. SPSS 

manages, analyzes, manipulates, and displays data. The researcher wanted to determine if 

the data would provide a significant difference in the students’ oral reading fluency 

scores based on the use and practice o f readers’ theater. The researcher was able to use a 

mixed analysis o f variance and a dependent Mest in the study. Data were broken into two 

categories: students using readers’ theater as an intervention and practice and students not 

participating in readers’ theater.

Fidelity of Treatment

Based on research conducted by Patton (2002), the credibility o f qualitative 

research depends on three distinct but related inquiry methods: inquiry, credibility o f the
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researcher, and philosophical belief. The first inquiry method is rigorous methods-doing 

fieldwork that yields high-quality data. The data must have a system to be analyzed with 

focused attention to issues of credibility. Secondly, the credibility o f the researcher must 

be considered. This is dependent on training, experience, record of accomplishment, 

status, and presentation o f self. According to Denzin (2011). the philosophical belief in 

the value o f qualitative inquiry is the fundamental appreciation of naturalistic inquiry, 

qualitative methods, inductive analysis, purposeful sampling, and holistic thinking. It was 

the responsibility of the researcher to present accurate descriptions and interpretations of 

the experiences that the participants share. This was also done as part o f the triangulation. 

The researcher solicited the aid o f a co-worker to observe the students as they 

participated in readers' theater and to take notes on what was viewed by them in the 

dyslexia classroom. To insure fidelity o f treatment, unannounced walkthroughs were 

conducted during the readers' theater times and utilized the Observational Checklist. The 

other observer should be able to recognize immediately their experience through the 

descriptions of the researcher. The researcher presented sufficient data to allow for 

comparisons to other situations and/or populations in order to address transferability. We 

were able to corroborate the findings based on observations done at different times as 

well as compared different views. During the study, it was very important that the 

researcher did not allow her background, perceptions, and interests to influence the 

research. Remaining objective was something that the researcher remained aware o f and 

reflected on while conducting this study. As part o f acquiring triangulation, the data 

collected from the co-worker and the researcher was assessed against one another. This 

was accomplished by using data collected from interviews, observations of the
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participants, information from the students' surveys, anecdotal notes, and information 

from the dyslexia teacher.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical researchers must protect the identities of study participants, protect the 

information collected, treat participants with respect, and accurately report findings 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). I carefully followed these guidelines while conducting, 

analyzing, and reporting this study. Ethical issues were addressed at each phase o f the 

study. In compliance with the regulations o f the Institutional Review Board (IRB), the 

permission for conducting the research was obtained (Institutional Review Board, 2001). 

Following information presented by Creswell (20013), the Request for Review Form was 

filed, providing information about the principal investigator, the project title and type, 

source of funding, type of review requested, number and type o f subjects. Application for 

research permission did contain the description o f the project and its significance, 

methods and procedures, participants, and research status.

An informed consent was developed. The form stated that the participants were 

guaranteed certain rights, agreed to be involved in the study, and acknowledged that their 

rights were protected. All participants were explicitly informed o f the purpose o f the 

study and understood that participation was voluntary.

All names o f the participants in the study were kept confidential in order to 

protect their identity. Using numerical coding for each returned questionnaire and 

keeping the responses confidential, the anonymity o f the participants was assiduously 

maintained. All study data, including the surveys, and notes were stored in a locked metal 

file cabinet in the researcher's classroom and are to be destroyed after the conclusion of
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the project. Participants were informed that summary data would be disseminated to the 

professional community, but in no way would it be possible to trace responses to a 

particular individual.

Timeline and Budget

The time line for the proposed study was approximately five months. The 

research began in January 2015 after receiving approval from both school district 

personnel and the Institutional Review Board (IRB). A parents' meeting was scheduled to 

discuss the particulars of the study and what was being required o f the child/children who 

are agreeing to participate. The consent and assent forms were distributed.

The study was expected to, and did, last approximately twelve weeks. There were 

specific times when the students were not able to participate. Students were not able to 

meet and participate due to Spring Break week, the four days allotted for the State o f 

Texas Assessments o f Academic Readiness (STAAR) tests, and for Good Friday.

Starting the timeline for research on February 2, 2015 was established based on 

the students and parents returning the required permission slip in a timely manner. Once 

the required permission slips were returned, the researcher scheduled a time to administer 

the survey with the principal and the dyslexia teacher. Students were identified who meet 

the sampling criteria of dyslexia and as struggling readers. Prior to beginning the 

research, the researcher and the dyslexia teacher met to establish a schedule and 

procedure for teaching the readers’ theater.

There was no cost to the students or parents participating in the study. Materials 

needed for the study included such things as assent/consent forms, a minimal amount of 

props, the pre- and post-assessments, student surveys, and highlighters. The researcher



65

provided these items. The readers' theater scripts used for the research were purchased by 

the school through the literacy budget, scripts online, and scripts that were currently on 

file at the school. There was not an anticipated need for travel since the study was 

conducted in the school where the researcher was present each day. No additional costs 

were predicted for the proposed study.

Limitations of the Study

The strengths and weaknesses o f mixed methods designs have been widely 

discussed in literature (Creswell, 2002; Creswell, Goodchild, & Turner, 1996; Green & 

Caracelli, 1997; Moghaddam, Walker, & Harre, 2003).

The limitations of this design include:

1. As a mixed methods design, it required an extensive amount o f time to complete.

2. It required a feasibility o f resources to collect and analyze both types o f  data.

3. Quantitative results may or may not show significant differences.

4. The results may not be able to be generalized to other school settings outside a small 

urban school district.

5. The ability to generalize the results to other populations.

6. The use o f purposive sampling.

7. Study lasting only 12 weeks.

Summary

This study described the effect o f an intervention using readers' theater via 

expository and/or narrative text and reading fluency o f 2nd-4 th grade elementary students. 

If the research supports growth in reading fluency and positive self-perceptions in 

students about their oral reading skills using readers' theater, this could be something that
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teachers could implement in their reading programs as an alternative way to deliver 

instruction.

Chapter One introduced the research questions and non-directional research 

hypotheses, as well as the need for conducting the study. Chapter Two reviewed the 

related literature on reading fluency and dyslexia. Chapter Three described the 

methodology that was used to conduct the study. Chapter Four will discuss the findings 

for the research questions presented in the study.
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CHAPTER IV 

Results

This mixed-methods study was designed to find if the use of readers’ theater as an 

intervention, with second through fourth grade students, would improve their oral reading 

fluency rates and students' self-perceptions and attitudes towards reading. This action 

research study was a 12-week repeated measure design. In the study, treatment was 

administered to 10 of the students in the experimental group. Scores o f pre- and post

assessments with intervention and without intervention were examined. The research 

questions were:

1. To what extent does readers' theater help improve the oral reading fluency o f students 

identified as having dyslexia?

2. To what extent does readers' theater help to improve students’ self-perceptions and 

attitudes towards reading?

Originally the questions were asked of all o f the 2nd-4 th-grade students in the 

dyslexia program. There were 20 students from the class who returned their permission 

slips to participate in the research. This created a small sample size. Based on the oral 

reading words per minute of the students, established by Fountas and Pinell’s 

Recommended Oral Reading Rates (words per minute) (2009), students in second grade 

should be reading 90-120 words per minute; third grade students should be reading 100— 

140 words per minute; and fourth grade students should be reading 120-160 words per 

minute. The data gathered from the pre-assessments indicated that 80 percent of the 

students were reading at or below the oral reading rate of correct words per minute for 

their specific grade levels. The data analyses focused on this small group o f ten dyslexia
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students to determine the effect o f readers' theater on the researcher's developing readers. 

The results of this study are discussed.

Quantitative Data Analysis

The purpose of this study was to analyze the correlations between students' oral 

reading fluency scores using readers’ theater as an intervention and regular dyslexia 

services. The sample used for this study consisted o f 20 students in the dyslexia program 

of a Title I elementary school in a suburban area. The rationale for this investigation was 

to determine whether using readers’ theater as an intervention increased oral reading 

fluency scores more than just receiving regular dyslexia intervention services. There were 

13 male students and 7 female students in the study with their ages ranging from 7-11. 

The study included students that were in the 2ncM ,h-grade.

Prior to the research beginning, all o f the students were given an oral reading 

fluency passage based on their grade level. The reading fluency passages were taken from 

the 3-Minute Reading Assessments. The 3-Minute Reading Assessments has three 

different reading passages for each grade level. The students were then randomly 

assigned to either the experimental group or the control group. The experimental group 

received their regular dyslexia services with readers’ theater added as an intervention 

strategy. The control group received their regular dyslexia services only. The students 

were given the same type o f reading passage at the completion o f the 12-week study. The 

reading passage was based on the students’ current grade level. The results from the oral 

reading passages scores are reported in Table 2.
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Table 2

Mean and Standard Deviations fo r  Pretest and Posttest o f  3-Minutes Reading 

Assessments

Group Time Mean Standard Deviation

Experimental Pretest 75.90 11.98
Posttest 94.10 94.10

Control Pretest 76.50 12.81
Posttest 82.60 12.74

An analysis of variance was used to determine whether there was a significant 

difference between the two groups. This was done to see if there was much a change 

from the pretest to the post test and if so, how much of a change occurred. This analysis 

o f variance had two variables-one between-subjects variable (Group-experimental versus 

control) and one within-subjects variable (Time-pretest versus posttest).

In the study, the assumption is made that the groups (experimental and control) do 

not differ in terms o f their reading fluency and their love for reading. In order to use the 

linear regression model, four assumptions had to be met. There needed to be a linear and 

additive relationship between the independent and dependent variables, no correlation 

between consecutive errors in the series o f data, a constant variance looking at time, 

predictions, and any independent variable, and have a normal distribution. The results of 

these assumptions are discussed.

In looking at the independence o f observations, all of the pretest scores were 

independent o f each other, as well as the posttest scores. The performance o f  the students 

did not influence each other.
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In testing for the normality o f assumption, there was an approximate normal 

distribution o f the scores. The normal assumption was analyzed by using the Shapiro- 

Wilk test of normality. A significant result indicated a deviation from normality. In all 

cases (control group pretest-.390, posttest-.355; experimental group pretest.726, posttest- 

.593), the statistic was not significant {p's>  .05). This indicates approximately normal 

distributions. This was confirmed by a visual inspection of the Q-Q Plots and the 

Histograms for these measures.

The test o f homogeneity of variances assumptions indicated that there statistically 

equivalent variances. This was analyzed with the Levene's test. A significant result 

indicated unequal variance. In both cases (pretest-,88 and posttest-.43), Levene’s test was 

not significant {p > .05). This indicated that there was homogeneous.

The assumption of compound symmetry indicated that all covariances within the 

covariance matrix were statistically equal. This is a special assumption o f ANOVA with 

repeated measures. This was tested with Box’s Test o f Equality o f Covariance Matrices.

A non-significant result indicated that the assumption is met. In the current study, Box’ M  

(the test statistic) was non-significant/(I)= 2.31 \p >  .05. This indicated compound 

symmetry.

The mixed analysis of variance examined whether there was a significant 

difference between the experimental and control groups in terms o f their growth in oral 

reading fluency from the pretest to the posttest. There was a significant interaction 

between the time (pretest versus posttest) and group (experimental versus control): / ( I ,

18) = 88.73, p  <.001.
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The significant finding was followed up with two paired t tests, examining the 

difference between the pretest and posttest means for the experimental group and the 

control group separately. In addition, the effect sizes, based on Cohen’s d, were 

calculated to determine the size o f the change from pretest to posttest. The control group 

improved significantly from the pretest to the posttest: t(9) = 5.82,p  < .001, d  = .53. 

There was an improvement in the control group by approximately one-half standard 

deviation, a small change by Cohen’s (1988) conventions. The experimental group 

improved significantly front the pretest to the posttest: f(9) = 24.52, p  < .001, d  = 1.63. 

The improvement in the experimental group was one and a half standard deviations. This 

is a large effect and over three times as large as the control group’s improvement. The 

results support the hypothesis that there would be an increase in the oral reading fluency 

scores o f the students receiving readers' theater as an intervention. Figure 3 illustrates the 

two groups’ relative improvement from pretest to posttest.
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Figure 3. Pretest and Posttest means for experimental and control groups.
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Qualitative Data Analysis

Students were randomly placed in the experimental and control groups after 

taking an oral reading fluency assessment and completing a researcher-constructed 

reading survey. Ten students were chosen to be in the experimental group and receive 

readers' theater as an intervention along with receiving regular dyslexia services. Another 

ten students were placed in the control group and received their regular dyslexia services. 

None of the students had any previous experience with Readers' Theater. All of the 

students participating in the study met the attendance requirements o f 95%.

Teacher Observation Checklist

In order to address the quality of lesson delivery provided by the dyslexia teacher, 

evaluations were conducted by an external evaluator and the researcher. The 

Observational Checklist (Appendix G) contained seven tasks the teacher implemented 

during the presentation o f the lesson. A rating scale ranging from 1 to 5 was used. The 

quantitative portion o f the observational checklist was analyzed by calculating the 

percentages of tasks implemented during the delivery o f the lesson. The average teacher 

score o f instructional quality in the experimental group ranged from 80% to 95%. The 

dyslexia teacher and students were observed twice a week during the twelve-week 

intervention. There were no scores less than three on any task listed on the Observation 

Checklist. Each task had a value of ten points. The average teacher score o f instructional 

quality ranged from 80% to 95%.

Fidelity of Observations

The external evaluator conducted approximately sixty-three percent (fifteen o f the 

twenty-four) o f the observations. Interrater reliability levels were calculated by



73

comparing observation forms from both the evaluator and the researcher observing the 

classroom simultaneously. For each of the seven tasks marked the same by both 

evaluators, ten points were given. The percentage was then calculated. Four observations 

were conducted to check interrater reliability. Interrater reliability for each o f the 

observations was 90.0%, 95.0%, 95.0%, and 90.0%, respectively.

Reading Attitude Survey

The researcher-created survey was implemented to measure students’ attitudes 

toward reading. The researcher read the survey statements to all of the students. The 

survey included smiley face emoticons to determine how the students felt about each 

statement. Table 3 and Table 4 present the groups’ responses to key survey items 

(expressed in percentages o f the total).
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Table 3

Experimental Group's Responses to Key Reading Enjoyment Survey Items (in 

Percentages)

Survey Item Time %3 %2 %1

Reading is very easy for me. Pretest .10 .70 .20
Posttest .40 .60 0

I like to read. Pretest 0 .50 .50
Posttest .90 .10 0

I like reading aloud. Pretest 0 .40 .60
Posttest 100 0 0

I like reading around other people. Pretest 0 .40 .60
Posttest 100 0 0

I think I am a good reader. Pretest .30 .50 .20
Posttest

100
0 0

Reading makes me feel good. Pretest 0 .80 .20

Posttest
.70 .30

0

I enjoy reading in school. Pretest 0 .80 .20
Posttest .90 .10 0

Reading is fun. Pretest 0 .50 .50
Posttest 100 0 0

Note: 3 = 1 like it; 2 = I don't know; 1 = I don't like it at all
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Table 4

Control Group's Responses to Key Reading Enjoyment Survey Items (in Percentages)

Survey Items Time %3 %2 %1

Reading is very easy for me. Pretest .70 .30 0
Posttest .70 .30 0

I like to read. Pretest .90 .10 0
Posttest .90 .10 0

I like reading aloud. Pretest .40 .20 .40
Posttest .40 .40 .20

I like reading around other people. Pretest .60 .20 .20
Posttest .60 .20 .20

I think I am a good reader. Pretest .70 .30 0
Posttest .80 .20 0

Reading makes me feel good. Pretest .70 .30 0
Posttest .70 .30 0

I enjoy reading in school. Pretest 100 0 0
Posttest 100 0 0

Reading is fun. Pretest 100 0 0
Posttest 100 0 0

Note: 3 = I like it; 2 = I don't know; 1 = I don't like it at all

The results o f the reading survey confirmed the benefits o f readers’ theater having 

a positive effect on the students’ attitudes about reading. Prior to the intervention of 

readers’ theater being used, the students in the experimental showed a definite dislike to 

reading. They did not like to read, read aloud, read around other people, nor liked reading 

in school. The students did not feel good about reading. Only one student in the group felt 

that reading was easy for them. None of the students in the experimental thought that 

reading was fun. The students in the control group had a different attitude about reading.
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The students in this group felt that reading was easy for them (70%). In fact, 90% o f the 

students answered that they liked to read. When answering the statements about enjoying 

reading in school and finding reading fun. all o f the students responded favorably 

( 100%).

At the completion of the 12-week intervention, both groups o f students were 

asked to complete the survey again. There was a remarkable difference in the responses 

o f the students in the experimental group. Their attitudes about reading changed 

considerably. When asked if they liked to read, 90% o f the students responded positively. 

Only one student was unsure about liking to read. The students all found that they 

enjoyed reading aloud and reading around other people (100%). These students 

responded that they enjoyed reading in school (90%). The greatest turn around were the 

students’ attitudes o f finding reading fun (100%). There was a positive change (0% to 

70%) in the students’ belief that reading made them “feel good”. There was a slight 

increase (10% to 40%) when answering that reading was easy for them. The responses in 

the control basically remained the same as the pretest responses. There was a slight 

increase to the responses of reading aloud from 20% on the pretest to 40% on the 

posttest. There was a 10% increase in the students that felt they were good readers (from 

70%-pretest to 80%-posttest).

In addition to comparing each group's responses at pretest versus posttest, an 

independent groups t test analysis examined whether the two groups differed in terms of 

their overall attitudes about their reading skills before the start of the intervention period. 

Fifteen pretest items were summed to give an attitude about reading score (Cronbach's 

alpha = .90; experimental group M  = 26.30, SD = 2.87; control group M -  39.10. SD  =
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4.07). A significant difference was found, favoring the control group: t( 18) -  8.13,/? <

.001. This indicates that the control group actually enjoyed reading more than the 

experimental group at the beginning of the study. This suggests that the greater 

involvement o f the experimental group in terms of fluency was not due to superior 

enjoyment o f reading in this group at the start of the study.

Anecdotal Records

Anecdotal records were recorded during the twelve-week intervention addressing 

the research question, “To what extent does readers’ theater instruction improve oral 

reading fluency in one group of students identified as having dyslexia?” Anecdotal 

records were based on observations related to all aspects o f participation in readers’ 

theater. The records were analyzed and coded. The dyslexia teacher asked the students 

each day to state the purpose o f the lesson. The students responded “to increase our 

reading fluency”. Prior to the intervention beginning, many o f the students could be heard 

saying things like: “I don’t want anyone to hear me read”, “I don’t want to read out 

loud”, “I don’t know if I’m going to like this”. There was very little interaction among 

the students. No one was comfortable enough with their reading skills to help a fellow 

student when they encountered a word that they could not pronounce. Each time that the 

researcher entered the room, there was a lot of chatter and laughing among the students. 

They were trying out different voices to read their parts and sharing with other students in 

the group. When students encountered words they could not pronounce, others began to 

assist them.

The students were very apprehensive about their first performance. Their first 

performance was for a Kindergarten class. The students read with very little expression
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and seemed very nervous. All o f the voices they had practiced were non-existent. The 

class was very receptive and cheered and clapped for them. The intervention students had 

a smile on their faces and seemed pleased with the response. Each time they performed, 

the reading became less choppy, the students had more expressiveness in their reading, 

the use of different voices o f the characters was present, and their confidence levels 

began to increase. The students wanted to perform for everyone! They were often heard 

asking, “Are we going to go on the stage so everyone can see and hear us”?

When given new readers’ theater scripts, students were eager to see what the story 

was going to be about, what their parts were going to be, to find, and practice their lines 

before the group read the script together. They began by trying to imitate the voice used 

by the teacher when she read the scripts to them. As they got comfortable, they began to 

develop their own voices for their characters. The students seemed to enjoy the scripts 

that were selected for them to read. When asked what they enjoyed the most about 

readers’ theater, they responded “performing for the classes”. Other statements included: 

being able to use different voices, reading fun stuff, and practicing with other students. 

One of the 2nd-grade students stated that they enjoyed “reading silly parts”. Many o f the 

students expressed that they were nervous when they first began readers’ theater. None of 

the students mentioned nervousness at the completion o f the intervention.

In answer to the research question, "To what extent does readers' theater help to 

improve students' self-perceptions and attitudes towards reading?", students were asked if 

they thought they were good readers. The overwhelming response was “At first I didn't 

think that I was but know I think that I am a good reader.” All of the students in the 

experimental group felt that readers’ theater helped with their reading skills. The one
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thing that the students enjoyed most about readers' theater was performing for others. All 

o f the students expressed a desire to participate in readers' theater again. When asked if 

there was one thing they could change about readers' theater the students responded. “We 

want to come all of the time” and “This needs to last longer” . Other students in the school 

heard about the readers' theater and came asking if they could join the group. 

Interestingly, all o f the students had positive feelings about readers' theater.

The dyslexia teacher was very pleased with the work of the students. She stated 

that she saw improvement in their reading fluency when they were working on their 

dyslexia interventions. She also stated that the students were eager to complete their 

dyslexia work so that they would have extra time to practice reading their scripts.

Students were reading more at home based on their reading logs. The dyslexia teacher 

believed that the readers’ theater program helped the students gain more confidence in 

their work. They began trying to read and work more on their own. She felt that the 

students were putting more effort into their work. She stated that the students seemed to 

be more “amped” when it came time to read. There seemed to be less intimidation to 

reading aloud. Her greatest joy came from hearing the students read with more expression 

and more fluidity, not only with the readers' theater scripts but with their other class 

readings. The dyslexia teacher stated that she saw readers’ theater as a very useful and 

viable instructional tool.

Summary

This chapter has presented an analysis o f all data collected for the purpose of 

measuring the effects o f readers’ theater instruction on oral reading fluency of 2nd-4 th- 

grade students identified as having dyslexia. It also presented an overall summary o f the
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findings using a mixed analysis o f variance, percentages o f the students’ attitudes about 

reading, students’ comments, and teacher observations. The next chapter offers 

conclusions o f the study, implications that can be drawn from the study, 

recommendations for further implementation and future research, as well as limitations 

imposed on the research.
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CHAPTER V 

Discussion, Implications, Recommendations

The purpose o f this study was to see. if after implementing readers' theater as an 

added intervention strategy, would students' level o f oral reading fluency increase as 

compared to students receiving regular dyslexia interventions alone. The study also 

examined how the participants' perceptions or thinking about their own fluent oral 

reading skills changed after receiving direct dyslexia instruction and participation in the 

readers' theater intervention. This chapter presents a summary of the findings and draws 

conclusions based upon the findings. Their implications for practice and change are 

discussed, and recommendations for teachers and future research are offered.

This research is important to me because I have many students who are slow 

readers, have inexpressive voices, are identified as having dyslexia, and are "word 

callers". Several of the students are developing readers, and do not find reading 

enjoyable. Many teachers are not aware o f cognitive strategies that students with dyslexia 

use to help them overcome difficulties they have learning to read (Moats, 2009; 

Torgensen et al., 2010). The goal o f this research was to find a viable way to increase the 

enthusiasm for reading as well as increase the oral reading fluency in developing readers.

The use readers' theater as an intervention to increase oral reading fluency matters 

to me. As the researcher, I saw it as a way to help students who were reluctant to read. 

Readers' theater helped students develop a desire to read more, increase their reading 

skills, and develop expressive reading. The data in this study are essential because, unlike 

much o f the research in this field, all o f the students who participated were struggling 

adolescent readers and were better readers at the end o f this study. This research may
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serve to initiate dialog about how to teach students who struggle with reading. It may also 

lead teachers to investigate how readers' theater may help students who display difficulty 

with reading. The participants were able to immerse themselves in the stories. They were 

very enthusiastic about reading their scripts repeatedly. Being actively engaged in the 

reading activity played an important part in increasing reading motivation in the students. 

The enthusiasm shown by the students while reading has convinced this researcher that 

readers’ theater is a viable instrument to be used in the classroom to teach developing 

readers.

When given the initial survey questions, many students stated that they did not 

enjoy reading. The students' response is an indication to us as educators that the 

traditional strategies we are using in the classroom are not increasing students' enjoyment 

of reading. This study found that providing alternatives to traditional text in the form of 

readers' theater scripts encouraged the below-level reading student to read.

Many students who were not involved in the study came seeking a way to 

participate based on the enthusiasm of the research participants. The participants were 

practicing and discussing their scripts with their peers. They were highly motivated to 

read; they gained confidence in themselves and used more expressions when they read. 

Reading became fun and less threatening for them. As their oral reading fluency 

increased, students who previously saw themselves as poor readers found success with 

readers' theater. At the conclusion o f the study, all o f the students indicated that they now 

liked reading!

Teachers can implement a successful readers' theater program with minimal work, 

and may find that this strategy leads to considerable gains in students’ oral reading skills.
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When applied in the classroom, readers' theater can change the whole class environment. 

This environmental change can be accomplished by promoting cooperation among 

students and improving the individual student’s grade-level reading.

Readers' Theater

Fluency is an important part of being a successful reader. The study o f readers' 

theater was used as a way to increase reading fluency skills in developing readers. The 

results from the practice (first reading of the passage) reading were examined against the 

results o f the final reading passage to determine the effects practice had on the students' 

words correct per minute. These results also showed an increase for all students when 

assessed during the posttest. The results were greater in the experimental group as 

compared to the control group. The findings o f this research support the positive effect o f 

repeated reading in the implementation o f readers' theater. The students receiving the 

readers' theater intervention along with their direct dyslexia services showed a greater 

improvement in their reading o f words per minute than the students only receiving direct 

dyslexia services.

In research by Tyler and Chard (2000), they discuss at great lengths as to how, 

through readers' theater, students have the opportunity to participate in repeated readings. 

For readers' theater, students do not just read through a script once, they have to read it 

several times before they are actually able to perform the skit for their audience. Through 

all of the repeated readings of the text, the students are becoming readers that are more 

fluent.

The results from this study are consistent with the current literature review. As 

stated previously, readers' theater is one way to help students become readers that are
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more fluent. As shown by the students' increase in words per minute read, the participants 

were reading more fluently after the twelve weeks o f direct dyslexia instruction and the 

participation in readers ' theater. Research by Shaywitz, Morris, and Shaywitz (2008) 

found that most fluency-focused interventions with dyslexia students required more 

practice in order for their reading to become more automatic and fluent. Kuhn and Stahl 

(2003) reports that repeated reading o f text produces gains in fluency and skills related to 

reading.

Reading Self-Perceptions

The research showed that the participants' perceptions did change from before 

they participated in readers' theater and direct dyslexia instruction to after their 

participation in both. The researcher was looking for this result. The hope was that the 

participants would be able to realize the changes that they were making in their fluent 

reading.

The results o f this study showed that reader self-perception significantly affected 

students' motivation to read. The students were able to experience positive feelings while 

reading. Experiencing success with reading will positively affect the students' desire to 

read. As indicated by Henk and Melnick (1995) and the findings of the present study, 

students who are motivated to read hold a favorable perception o f their present reading 

performance. Once the students completed the readers' theater intervention, they 

perceived themselves as capable readers.

One possible reason for the changes in the students' perceptions o f their fluent 

reading is that they were in fact able to practice the readings several times. Through



85

practicing their readers’ theater, the participants were able to relay what they had learned 

and practiced from one reading to the next.

Increased levels o f positive self-perception means increased motivation to read. In 

reading, self-perceptions can influence an individual's overall orientation toward the 

process itself. It is imperative that the same type o f emphasis be placed on building 

reading self-perception as is placed on building reading and other content-area skills 

across the curriculum.

Implications

As educators working with children, the results of this study provide information 

regarding an intervention to increase oral reading fluency in students identified as having 

dyslexia and to help change children’s self-perceptions o f their oral reading skills. 

Children with a learning disability tend to under estimate their cognitive abilities and 

have lower self-esteem. Showing students their successes will help encourage positive 

self-perceptions. Previous research indicated self-perceptions are correlated with reading 

achievement and was supported in the current study. This research illustrates that a 

student's motivation to read is directly correlated with his or her self-perception as a 

reader. Research conducted by Stanovich (1986) pointed out that the gap between 

developing readers and readers that are high achievers widens with each grade. He 

suggests that teachers pay special attention to the self-perceptions o f the 

struggling/developing readers and provide many opportunities for them to experience 

success. The use o f readers' theater gives these students a sense o f accomplishment. As 

they hear their improvement in prosody, they will practice more and more on oral reading 

fluency.
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Recommendations

Research indicates that readers' theater is a valuable tool to improve reading 

fluency. Readers’ theater is an effective instructional tool used for fluency instruction and 

practice. It is a form of repeated reading and a research supported method to help students 

develop reading fluency. The students enjoyed working together reading the scripts in a 

small group. One recommendation is that classroom teachers intentionally conduct 

intervention or small group instruction in fluency using readers' theater. The data 

confirms that reading fluency, accuracy and speed all increase with the use of this 

method. This type o f practice is something that would be very easy to implement in the 

regular classroom environment. The use o f readers' theater is a successful strategy to 

improve reading fluency and help to create a positive self-perception in developing 

readers and students identified as having dyslexia. Future studies on reader self

perception and motivation to read should consider using larger samples from each grade 

level to ensure that the findings are closely representative o f the targeted population.

Research has indicated that that there is a positive relationship between oral 

reading fluency and the use o f readers' theater. Research has also determined that oral 

reading fluency and student self-perceptions can be a positive result from the use of 

repeated reading and readers' theater. The use o f readers' theater did lead to student 

success.
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I ROM:

Janice Merritt j Faculty Sponsor: Dr. Debra Price] 
Sum Houston State University (SHSU) IRB

PROJECT TITLE:
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Using Readers' Theater to Improve Reading f luency and Self- 
Perceptions in Students with Dyslexia [TAT]
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REVIEW TYPE:
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REVIEW
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Thank you for your submission o f  your In itia l Review for this project. The Sam Houston State 
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This submission has received Full B oard  Review based on the applicable federal regulation.
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document.
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appropriate reporting forms for this procedure. All Department o f Health and Human Services 
and sponsor reporting requirements should also be followed.
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retained within Sam Houston State University IRB's records
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Parent Permission for Minor to Participate in Research

PARENT PERMISSION FOR MINOR TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH

Using Readers' Theater to Improve Reading Fluency and Self-Perceptions in Students
with Dyslexia

My name is Janice Merritt and I am a doctoral student. My advisor. Dr. Debra Price and 
I are from the Department of language, Literacy, and Special Populations at Sam 
Houston State University (SHSU). We are conducting a research study.

Your child was selected as a possible participant in this study based on responses 
recorded from the initial survey conducted about reading attitudes and perceptions. We 
would like to determine if using the intervention/reading activity of Readers’ Theater wHi 
help improve the oral reading fluency of students a s  well as their self-perceptions about 
reading. Readers' Theater is a story/stories read aloud expressively and dramatically for 
fun. It is a small group activity. Parte are read from scripts rather than memorizing them 
Guided instruction is provided by the teacher to help with the reading. Your child’s 
participation in this research study is voluntary.

Why la this study being done?

T his s tu d y  is b e in g  d o n e  to  d e te rm in e  if u sing  a  re p e a te d  read in g  in tervention  will he lp  
in c re a se  s tu d e n ts ' o ral re ad in g  fluency a s  well a s  the ir se lf-p e rcep tio n s  ab o u t read ing .

What will happen if my child takes part in this research study?

If you agree to allow your child to participate in this study, we would ask him/her to:

• Take an oral fluency assessm ent.
• Participate in the Readers' Theater activity.
• At the end of the reading activity, students will respond to the sam e questions from 

the previous survey about their feelings and perceptions about reading to determine 
If the intervention helped to change anything.

How long will my child be In the research study?

Participation w8l take a  total of approximately 12 weeks. Each session will be conducted 
for 30 minutes, five times per week.

Are there any potential risks or discomforts that my child can expect from this 
study?

• There are no anticipated risks or discomforts associated with this study.

Are there any potential benefits to my child if he or she participates?

Sam Houston State University, Huntsville. TX

Your child may benefit from the study indirectly due to: a  general feeling of rewaid for 
being able to help with this research; a general feeling of reward for being able to
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ex p ress your opinions about your reading interests, an increase  in oral reading fluency, 
and a  se n se  of accom plishm ent of participating in the  R ead e rs’ T heater program.

The results of the research  may help identify a  needed  and successful intervention that 
will help s tuden ts increase  their oral reading fluency a s  well a s  develop positive 
attitudes and self-perceptions toward reading.

Will my child be paid for participating?

• T here  a re  no costs  associated  with participating in this research . Your child will not 
receive any m onetary com pensation for participating in the research .

Will Information about my child’s  participation be kept confidential?

Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can identify your 
child will remain confidential. It will be disclosed only with your permission or a s  required 
by law. Confidentiality will be  m aintained by m ean s of not having s tuden ts put any 
identifying information on the  survey. Each survey will b e  num bered and studen ts will 
remain anonym ous. If any identifying information is inadvertently included, that 
particular survey form will be  immediately destroyed.

What are my and my child's rights If he or she takes part in this study?

•  You can  choose w hether or not you want your child to be in this study, and you m ay 
withdraw your perm ission and discontinue your child's participation a t any time.

•  W hatever decision you m ake, there  will be  no penalty to you or your child, and no 
loss of benefits to which you or your child w ere otherw ise entitled.

•  Your child m ay refuse to answ er any questions that he /she  d o e s  not w ant to answ er 
an d  still remain in the study.

•  Your decision w hether o r not to permit your child to participate will not affect your 
current or future relations with S am  Houston S ta te  University. If you decide to 
participate, you are  free to withdraw a t any time without affecting those  relationships.

Who can I contact if I have questions about this study?

If you have  any questions, com m ents or concerns about the research , you can 
contact: Jan ice  Merritt a t jem eiTitt457@ att.net o r a t (713) 740-0536. My advisor, Dr. 
Debra Price, can  be  reached  a t dprice@ shsu.edu or (936) 294-1135.

• SHSU Office of the Protection of Human Subjects (OPHS)-lnstitutional Review 
Board (IRB):
If you have questions about your child’s  rights while taking part in this study, or you 
have concerns or suggestions and you want to talk to som eone  other than the 
re sea rch ers  about the  study, p lea se  call the  OPHS a t (936) 294-4875 or write to:

mailto:jemeiTitt457@att.net
mailto:dprice@shsu.edu


Office of Research and Sponsored Programs
Institutional Review Board
ATTN: Sharia Miles
ORSP-SHSU Box 2448
Huntsville, TX 77341-2448

You will be given a copy of this Information to keep for your records.

SIGNATURE OF PARENT OR LEGAL GUARDIAN

Name of Child

Name of Parent or Legal Guardian

Signature of Parent or Legal Guardian Date

SIGNATURE OF PERSON OBTAINING CONSENT

J a n ic e  Merritt________________________ (713) 7 4 0 -0 5 3 6
Name of Person Obtaining Consent Contact Number

Signature of Person Obtaining Consent Date



117

APPENDIX C 

Assent Letter

I
Cam R
i j T o u s t o n  g

B B S T A T U  U N I V l  l L S i n

1. My name is Janice Merritt and I am a doctoral student at Sam Houston State 
University in the Department o f Language, Literacy, and Special Populations.

2. 1 would like for you to participate in a reading activity called Readers’ Theater. 
Readers’ Theater is a story/stories read aloud expressively and dramatically for 
fun. It is a small group activity. Parts are read from scripts rather than memorizing 
them. Guided instruction is provided by the teacher to help with the reading.

3. If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in 
repeated reading sessions, known as Readers’ Theater, for approximately 12 
weeks. There will be five sessions per week for 30 minutes each.

4. There are no potential risks associated with this study. You will be participating in 
small reading groups with a teacher trained in Readers’ Theater. This will be done 
in a non-threatening environment.

5. At the completion o f the reading activity, you will be asked to complete the same 
survey and oral reading fluency assessment you completed at the beginning o f the 
study. You will not need to put your name or any other information on the survey.

6. As a participant in this study, you are helping me to complete this research. You 
are also getting to express your feelings and opinions about likes and dislikes of 
reading. There can be educational gains acquired after having you participate in 
Readers’ Theater.

7. The only person who will know that you are a research participant is the 
researcher. Any information provided about you, or provided by you during the 
research will remain confidential and will not be disclosed to others.

8. Please talk this over with your parents before you decide whether or not to 
participate. I will also ask your parents to give their permission for you to take 
part in this study.

9. If you do not want to be in this study, you do not have to participate. Remember, 
being in this study is voluntary (up to you) and you can choose to not participate 
(discontinue) at any time.

10. If you or your parents have questions about your rights as a research participant, 
you may call the Office o f Research and Sponsored Programs— Sharia Miles at 
936-294-4875 or email her at sharia miles@shsu.edu.

mailto:miles@shsu.edu
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11. If you have questions about the research, you may contact me at 
jemerritt457@att.net-(713) 740-0536 or my faculty sponsor. Dr. Debra Price at 
dprice@shsu.edu-(936) 294-1135.

12. Signing your name below means that you agree to be in the study. You and your 
parents will be given a copy of this form after you have signed it.

Name o f Subject Date

Signature Age Grade in School

Consent obtained by Janice Merritt-Researcher
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Principal Approval Letter for Research

l m l < | n ‘inU iit S  hiKil I t n t m i  

t I t - m i  i i I . i r i  S c h o o l

Janice Merritt 
9831 Buckhaven Drive 
Houston, Texas 77089

October 7.2014

Principal-Elementary School 
Houston, Texas

Subject: Permission to administer reading survey to dyslexia students and conduct a leaders' 
theater intervention.

Dear Principal,

I am currently studying in the doctoral program at Sam Houston State University in the 
Department of Language, Literacy, and Special Populations. I am expected to conduct a research 
study as a requirement for this degree. May I therefore, request your permission to conduct this 
study at Elementary School?

The topics o f my research are: Students' Attitudes and Self-Perceptions about Reading and 
Using Readers' Theater to Increase Reading Fluency and Self-Perceptions in Students with 
Dyslexia.

This is a quantitative, descriptive study, as it involves the use of a structured questionnaire to 
collect data to determine bow students identified as having dyslexia feel about their reading skills 
and reading interests.

The survey will be conducted in the dyslexia classroom, where I will orally administer the 
survey. Students will be asked to complete an oral reading fluency assessment. From die data 
collected a id  based on student* responses, students will be aaked to pastidpale in a  readen' 
theater intervention program. The intervention o f approximately 12 weeks, will meet five times a 
week after school, for approximately 30 minutes. At the end o f the intervention, the students will 
again be given the survey and the oral reading fluency assessment to determine if  there are any 
changes in the self-perceptions, attitudes of the students about reading, and oral reading fluency.

Data collected from the students will be i»ed in my written and oral reports, which I will seek to 
have published as well as presorted m workshops and conferences. Because reading is a skill that 
many of our students do not find eqjoyabie, 1 feel that the findings may help to find ways to
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Independent School District 

Elem entary School

positively increase our students' attitudes about reacting as well as find a successful intervention to 
increase oral reading fluency.

All data collected will be kept completely confidential. The name of the school, students' names, 
nor teacher's name will be used in my research reports. Any information that I present will not be 
linked to any personal information that could be used to identify individual students. I am 
confident that I have taken the necessary steps to ensure that my research will be conducted in 
ways that meet ethical standards.

Please sign, date, and return a copy o f this letter to me indicating whether or not you give me 
permission to conduct this action research project

If you have any questions or concerns about the survey or the research project, please feel free to 
contact me at (281) 450-0481.

Thanking you in advance for your consideration in this matter.

Respectfully Submitted

Janice Merritt

To Whom It May Concera

□ I give my permission to Janice Merritt to carry out an action research study as described
above.

□ I do not trivemv permission to Janice Merritt to carry out an action research study as
described above.

Typed Name of Principal

Signature of Principal Date
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Teacher Agreement to Participate in Research

I I t  l i l t  ! i l ; u  '  V

October 7,2014 

Dyslexia Teacher,

My name is Janice Merritt, a doctoral student, and my advisor is Dr. Debra Price. We are from 
the Department of Language, Literacy, and Special Populations at Sam Houston State University 
(SHSU). I am conducting a research study that will look to determine if using the intervention of 
Readers' Theater has a positive impact on changing students’ ability, identified as having 
dyslexia, to read fluently as well as change their self-perceptions about reading. I am asking if 
you would be willing to support this research because you have been trained by Timothy 
Rasinski in teaching Readers' Theater as well as certified by Ncuhaus Education Center in 
working with students identified as having dyslexia. Your support in this research is strictly 
voluntary. You can decide at any time to withdraw your support from this research.

If you agree to support this study, you will be asked to:

• Hand out scripts to each student and introduce the story.
• Work with 10-12 students and assign parts.
• Take each group one at a time for turns reading the script.
• Give guided instruction as needed.
• Provide practice time for each group an characters.
• Give students the opportunity to perform far each other.
• Provide positive reinforcement to each participant
• Provide feedback to the researcher concerning observations of the students' participation.

If you decide that you would like to lend your support to this study, it will take about 12 weeks to 
complete. Participants will attend each session that will be conducted for 30 minutes, five times 
per week.

1 do not anticipate that any participants or you will be harmed or distressed during this study. All 
participants may stop participation in the study at any time if they become uncomfortable. At no 
time will any participants be identified.

You may benefit from the study by having a sense of acccmpliahmert in the lives of the students 
participating in the Readarf Theater program. The results ofthe study may help identity a needed and 
successful intervention for students with dyslexia that will help them to develop their oral 
reading fluency skills and develop positive attitudes and perceptions toward reading.

There are no costs associated with participating in this research. You will not receive any 
monetary compensation far participating in the research.



122

Independent School District 

E lem entary  School

Any information obtained in connection with this study cannot be identified with individual 
teachers, schools or school system. 1 am asking you for permission to observe the intervention and 
to use any information that you gather from the intervention for use in my research and for 
publication. In addition, all collected data will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with 
permission or as required by law. Confidentiality will be maintained by means of not having you 
put any identifying information on any information from participation in the readers' theater.

If you have questions or concerns about the research, you can contact: Janice Merritt at 
j c n i c r i  i!(457  1/ dUj i c :  or call (281) 450-0481. My advisor. Debra Price, can be reached at 
dprico a shsu.edu or (936) 294-1135.

If you have questions about the children's rights while participating in this study or you have 
concerns or suggestions and want to talk to someone other than the researchers about the study , 
please call the OPUS at (936) 294-4875 or write to:

Office of Research and Sponsored Programs 
Institutional Review Board ATTN: Sharia 
Miles ORSP-SHSU Box 2448 Huntsville. TX 
77341-2448

Thanking you in advance for your willingness to support this research.

Sincerely,

Janice Merritt

To Whom It May Concern 

□ I give my support to Janice Merritt as she carries out the action research sturfy as described above.

□ I do not give my support to Janice Merritt as she carries out the action research study as 
described above.

Typed Name of Supporter

Signature of Supporter Date
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District Approval Letter to Conduct Research

October 27. 2014

Ms. Merritt,

This correspondence is to inform you that ISO has completed its review of your re search 
proposal Using Reader's Theater to Improve Reading Fluency and Seif-Percepdone in Students 
with Dyslexia.

The request has been approved provided that
(1) participation is based on voluntary, active consent (yes/no option) from adults and 
students,
(2) copies of all returned consent forms are sent to the Department of Research and
Evaluation prior to data collection,
(3) data is collected for all students who provide consent
(4) data is masked so that individualty identifiable information is not included, and
(5) data collected will not be used as a grade tor students.

In addition to the standard approval requirements above, you will need to ask a campus 
administrator to solicit participation of parents/students, and parents should be informed that 
their student is being selected for participation because haiahe Is dyslexic

When communicating with others about the study, clarify that you are carrying out this study as 
a graduate student from Sam Houston Stata University, not as an employee of ISO.

When the study is complete, email findings or send a copy to
directorQisd.org
Dept of Research and Evaluation

Best wishes tor a  successful study,

Director, Research and Evaluation 
ISO

E-mail: directorQisd.org
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Readers' Theater Teacher Observation Checklist

Readers' Theater Teacher Observation 

Experimental Group

Observer: _______________Date:

Criteria
Teacher Instruction

1 2 3 4
5

NA Comments

A ctivates p rio r knowledge

Previews vocabulary

Models reading

M onitors student reading
Provides feedback

Rereads

Uses read ers ' th e a te r 
sc rip t
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Bachelors of Music Education, Texas Christian University
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