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Abstract 

 

Theatre and Citizenship:  

Playbuilding with English Language Learner Youth 

 

Sarah Howe Coleman, MFA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor: Deborah A. Paredez 

Co-Supervisor: Kathryn M. Dawson 

 

As the number of non-native English speakers in US schools continues to rise, 

there is growing need to find a way to teach English while still engaging with students’ 

fluid identities around citizenship and national identity. This MFA thesis document 

explores the impact of an autobiographical playbuilding project with refugee and 

immigrant youth. The mixed-methods study uses a quantitative performance assessment 

scale and grounded theory analysis of playscript and performance to examine how 

students’ definition and understanding of citizenship is activated through the pedagogy 

and practice of theatre. Throughout, this document argues that arts-based research 

practices can support both qualitative and quantitative research goals. However the 

findings suggest that qualitative research offers a more complex understanding of 

potential program impacts. The document concludes with a discussion of the tensions 

between research and practice when applied theatre is facilitated in an educational 

context. 
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Chapter One 

The King Middle School gym felt so foreign. Not only was it a school I had never 

been in, it was also filled with countless smells from different countries and women, men 

and children dressed up in the traditional clothing of Afghanistan, Cambodia and 

Vietnam.  My family was attending a celebration of refugee cultures organized by the 

Multilingual Program (an English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) program) of 

the Portland Public School system. Throughout the 1990’s hundreds of refugees from 

Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam and later Rwanda, Somalia and Sudan came to make their 

home in Portland, Maine, a designated refugee resettlement community. My father 

worked extensively with the Multilingual Program creating short animation and live-

action films with the refugee students about their experiences prior to arriving in the 

United States. These films documented how the students left or fled their homes and 

retold the traditional tales of their home countries. The storytelling project created a space 

for the students to share their experiences with their new community. My exposure to 

these films opened up my understanding of the challenges and discrimination that these 

students faced when resettling in a new country, a new climate and a new culture. 

Reflecting, I recognize that filmmaking served as a valuable tool to help the students 

process their transition to the United States. As a theatre artist, I wonder, why are the arts 

an effective communication tool? How does storytelling through the arts engage the 

students and the greater community? 

Since middle school I have remained curious - what is the experience of being an 

immigrant or refugee youth in the United States? And, how can the arts be utilized as a 

way to process and share such experiences? Thus, in the summer of 2010 I began 
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volunteering with Interfaith Action of Central Texas (iACT, formerly Austin Area 

Interreligious Ministries), a non-profit organization in Austin, Texas that offers English 

classes to newly arrived refugees. In the summer iACT runs an additional program for 

refugee youth focused on preparing them for their enrollment in the Austin Independent 

School District (AISD). During my iACT Volunteer Training I was informed not to ask 

the youth anything about their experiences prior to living in the United States. I assume 

this approach came out of a desire to protect the youth - to ensure that volunteers did not 

pry into what might be traumatic past experiences. Despite these good intentions, I was 

struck by the lack of acknowledgement paid to the drastic changes in the youth’s lives 

with the move to the United States. Instead, the program staff worked to seamlessly 

assimilate refugee youth into the public school system without attempting to hear or 

validate the lived experiences they brought to their new community. Certainly it was 

important to make sure that families had information and an understanding of how to 

navigate the school system in Austin. However, what was lost in the silencing of the 

refugee students’ past?  

In the spring of 2011 I began assisting with a refugee group at a middle school in 

Austin. In addition to working with the group of five seventh grade students, all refugees, 

I spent three months tutoring two students weekly in reading, writing, speaking and 

understanding English. This work with students who spoke limited English provided me 

a better understanding of the challenges of learning a new language, and how specific 

circumstances prior to moving to the United States directly informed their adjustment to 

school. Some refugee youth had no formal education and were illiterate in their native 

language(s), while others had been enrolled in educational systems that were drastically 

different than that in the United States.  In addition, I was struck by the refugee youth’s 

struggle to fit in with their American peers and maintain ties to their native culture. My 
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time volunteering with these students reconfirmed my desire to explore how theatre 

might allow for the refugee youth to explore and share their experiences of moving and 

adapting to the United States. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 As a teaching artist, I work in a variety of school and afterschool settings creating 

original theatre with middle and high school students. I use the skills and practices of 

theatre to build community and create a space for young people to explore and define 

their identity. Such experiences leave me to wonder, as schools across the United States 

continue to see a rise in non-native English speakers how can theatre be used as a tool to 

engage with refugee students’ fluid identities around citizenship and national identity as 

well as support the development of their English language skills? Refugee and immigrant 

youth in the United States struggle to adapt to American culture and maintain ties to their 

native way of life (Delgado, Jones, and Rohani). In school, refugee and immigrant youth 

run into specific challenges as they attempt to integrate into a community that presents 

“cultural and language differences, and discrimination” (Kia-Keating 30). Could theatre 

be a vehicle through which these youth might begin to integrate into their school 

community? 

My practical research explores the craft of playbuilding as a form of arts-based 

research (Norris). The goal of this playbuilding process was to research how a context-

specific drama curriculum allowed ELL youth to share their complex definitions of home 

and citizenship and impacted their skills in speaking, reading, writing and understanding 

English. This research was guided by three questions: 

1. What impact does a drama curriculum have on an ELL student’s comfort and 

confidence in speaking, reading, writing and understanding English?  
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2. How do immigrant and refugee ELL students define and perform citizenship and 

national identity? 

3. How is playbuilding an effective form of arts-based research? 

These questions attempt to pull together research methods and analysis from the fields of 

Applied Theatre and Education. In addition to directing my research, they also serve as a 

guide through this document. In the rest of this introduction, I will provide a summary of, 

and background on the playbuilding projects I facilitated, and explore the significance of 

this research in conversation with other work in the fields of Applied Theatre and 

Education. I will examine the key theoretical frames in which my research is situated. 

Finally, I will outline the remaining chapters of my MFA thesis document. 

PROJECT SUMMARY 

Using the art form of theatre, this practical research engaged in multi-modal 

teaching to facilitate the creation of a play written and performed by students around the 

theme of home. Theatre activities, improvisation and writing exercises were used to 

create a script that students rehearsed and presented in an informal sharing. The three 

playscripts – Where We Are From: One Foot Here, One Foot There, Our Life, and The 

Truth About Us followed a similar outline but were unique to each group of students. The 

project took place at two middle schools in Austin, Texas - Blake Middle School and 

Patterson Middle School.1 The Blake Middle School residency occurred once a week for 

ten weeks, beginning in October 2011 and ending in December 2011. The Patterson 

Middle School residency happened every other day over three weeks in late October 

2011 to early November 2011. As the facilitator and researcher, I collaborated with 

                                                
1 The names of the schools have been changed to ensure the privacy of the research participants. 
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teachers and staff to create a curriculum that fit the needs of each specific location and 

group of students.  

This project drew on the parallels between ELL teaching practices, which are 

rooted in sociocultural learning theory and pedagogical scaffolding, and the structure of a 

collaborative playbuilding process. The practical research occurred in a classroom spaces 

during regular school hours. The residency was not contextualized as having the goal of 

teaching English language skills, but rather as a theatre class. In guiding the content of 

the play to be about the students themselves, I hoped to lower the stakes around English 

speaking skills for the participating students. The process (playbuilding) focused on 

discovering the students’ stories using English as the language of communication. And, 

due to the repetitive nature of a rehearsal process, the curriculum allowed the students to 

practice English speaking skills in a structured setting without situating it as the goal of 

the project. 

Furthermore, by incorporating a culminating performance I aimed to create a 

space for the youth to publically share autobiographical stories of their own choosing. I 

wanted the students’ school community to listen, deepening their understanding of the 

multiple perspectives in the classroom. When refugee or immigrant students arrive in an 

AISD classroom, teachers are only informed of their gender, age and whether or not they 

are literate in their native language (Ross). As a teacher, I want to know more about my 

students in order to understand how to further engage them in their own learning. Beyond 

just creating a space for these students to grapple with issues of immigration, I had goals 

of deepening community within the classroom, and disrupting the power dynamic away 

from the teacher as the owner of cultural knowledge. In creating a space for students to 

tell their stories at school I hoped to provide a space and place for refugee and immigrant 

youth to share their voice in a community where they will be and are integral members.  
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THEORETICAL FRAMES 

The theoretical framework for this project is based in the field of Applied Drama 

and Theatre. Scholar James Thompson defines applied theatre as “a participatory theatre 

created by people who would not usually make theatre” as practiced “by, with and for the 

excluded and marginalised” (Applied Theatre 15). Scholar Helen Nicholson elaborates on 

this definition, as theatre that “has the potential to ‘address something beyond the form 

itself’…developing new possibilities for everyday life” (Applied Drama 4). I define 

applied theatre as the practice and pedagogy of theatre in non-theatrical environments. In 

the context of my practical research, this applied theatre project worked with a population 

that had little to no exposure to the form of theatre. Therefore, my intention in using 

theatre with refugee and immigrant youth was to create opportunities for Nicholson’s 

“possibilities.” though the playbuilding curriculum with ELL students.  

Applied theatre projects are guided by an overarching sense of intentionality, 

specifically when a facilitator enters a community in which she is an outsider (Thompson, 

Applied Theatre). My intentionality in entering into this practical research was deeply 

informed by the practices of a culturally responsive pedagogy. Culturally responsive 

pedagogy “is the belief that culture plays a critical role in how students receive and 

interpret knowledge and instruction” and therefore it “situate[s] teaching and learning 

within students’ values, languages, and cultural orientations” (Darity 210). This 

pedagogical approach is a teaching practice that recognizes each students’ unique set of 

lived experiences as an integral and influential part of the process of learning. Guided by 

the intentionality inherent in applied theatre work, as well as the practices of culturally 

responsive pedagogy, this thesis document is filled with reflective questions that 

interrogate the impact of my identity and the students’ on the process and the product of 

the practical research. 
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BACKGROUND 

The United States has always been a destination for individuals seeking a chance 

to start over and/or a place to seek safe haven from persecution. When a refugee arrives 

in the United States she is given three months of assistance which includes: “initial 

housing, furnishings, food, clothing, orientation, counseling and assistance in accessing 

programs and benefits for which refugees are eligible,” such as Medicaid, and help in 

finding employment (“Austin: Refugee Services”). During the first three months in the 

country, refugees are expected to attend daily English language classes. At the end of 

those three months adult refugees are expected to have a secured a job (Zeidan). 

Unfortunately, these expectations are not sensitive to the drastic, and often traumatic 

acclimation that is expected of refugees and immigrants, or to the practical, realistic 

logistics around such transitions. When young refugees arrive in Austin they are expected 

to immediately enroll in the Austin Independent School District. For these youth the 

public education system is “the first and most influential service system” they encounter 

after resettlement (Kia-Keating 30). If refugee students’ acclimation to the United States 

is so strongly influenced by the school they attend, what is being done at the school level 

to help with this transition?  

AISD places newly arrived foreign-born, non-English speaking students in their 

ESL program. According to the “AISD ELL Program Summary for 2010-11,”  

the goal of the [AISD] ESL program is to develop students’ literacy through the 
integrated use of second‐language instructional methods. [] ESL students are 
immersed in an English learning environment. Core content instruction is 
provided through the use of second language methodologies, including 
content‐based and pull‐out sessions. (11-12)   

The focus of the AISD ESL program is to teach English within the mandated grade-level 

curriculum of the District. There is no mention of how AISD or the ESL program helps 
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these students in their transition into life in the United States. How do ELL youth 

negotiate their resettlement if there are no spaces to process their move to the United 

States? Does the ESL program’s disinterest in prior experiences combined with the 

amount of time that students spend in school support these youth’s assimilation or 

acculturation into American culture?  

Assimilation is defined by the Merriam-Webster.com as: “to absorb into the 

culture or mores of a population or group.” The term acculturate, which Merriam-

Webster.com defines as “cultural modification of an individual, group, or people by 

adapting to or borrowing traits from another culture” – gives agency to the individual to 

change as desired, rather than simply conform. In the social sciences, and particularly in 

the field of social work, acculturation is the preferred term to mark a refugee’s adaptation 

to a new country and culture. Influences by Paulo Freire’s writing in Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed, I seek to position the social sciences’ definition of assimilate and acculturate 

within the power dynamics of education. Specifically, assimilation aligns with Freire’s 

term for a particular type of education - ‘banking.’ Freire explains, “[i]n the banking 

concept of education, knowledge is a gift bestowed by those who consider themselves 

knowledgeable upon those whom they consider to know nothing” (72). While the 

practices in the ELL classroom might not be of a ‘banking’ pedagogy, the fact that the 

students are expected to immediately learn and understand both the language and the 

curricular concepts might suggest an environment that desires assimilation. These 

parallels with Friere’s work inspire a challenge for teachers working with ELL 

populations to support the student’s transition, not just in their language development but 

also in the cultural adaptations that the students’ are undergoing. Furthermore, in 

Scaffolding the Success of Adolescent English Language Learners, authors Walqui and 



 

 9 

van Lier mark the importance of creating space in the classroom to acknowledge 

students’ unique ethnic traits on language development. 

In a climate where English language learners’ culture and language are validated 
through class practices, these learners can develop a positive academic identity 
because they will be valued and listened to as ‘speakers in their own 
right.’(Walqui and van Lier 58) 

Such sentiments in ELL education support the need for a playbuilding project that allows 

students to convey and deepen their ethnic identity, giving ELL youth an opportunity to 

feel “valued and listened to.” 

As this project works exclusively with ELL students the research study is 

informed by current Quality in Teaching English Language (QTEL) practices. Current 

QTEL approaches are guided by Sociocultural Learning Theory, which posits that 

participation in social activities can be central to the development of knowledge (Walqui 

and van Lier). Furthermore, the implementation of pedagogical scaffolding creates a 

learning environment where students are sufficiently supported as new information and 

concepts are introduced; then, this support is gradually removed in order for the student 

to develop independent learning skills in the learning domain (Wilhem). In the analysis of 

the research data, this document describes the impact of an ELL drama curriculum guided 

by Sociocultural Learning Theory and pedagogical scaffolding on ELL youths’ English 

language proficiency. 

Within an Applied Drama and Theatre framework, the research project seeks to 

unite a variety of theoretical perspectives around citizenship and national identity, asking 

how students’ definition and understanding of citizenship is activated through the 

pedagogy and practice of theatre (e.g., collaboration, progressive approaches to learning, 

identifying with others) (Nicholson, Applied Drama). The unique analysis of this study 

seeks to combine scholar Benedict Anderson’s 1983 definition of national identity as 
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constructed through shared cultural practices with scholar Philip Deloria’s 1998 writing 

around the creation of an American citizenship and identity. In Playing Indian, Deloria 

lays out the concept that American citizenship is fluid, as it is constantly reconstituted in 

relationship to populations who challenge the definition of white American citizenship. 

This practical research seeks to frame how, through and applied theatre project, ELL 

youth actively create their own definition of citizenship and national identity and in turn 

challenge the definition of American citizenship present in United States schools. 

The method of my applied theatre project is playbuilding. The process of 

playbuilding, as defined by Dr. Joe Norris, Canadian Applied Theatre professor, 

practitioner and researcher, aligns with key phases of research, beginning with data 

collection/generation, moving to a phase of data interpretation, and ending with research 

dissemination. Using this framework my practical research presents the process and 

product of the playbuilding curriculum with ELL youth as arts-based research. Arts-based 

research is an approach to research that is rooted in art (theatre, dance, poetry, visual art, 

music), using the form as a methodology and/or a way to share findings (Eisner). By 

employing arts-based research I advocate for an alignment of arts practices with 

educational goals. 

SIGNIFICANCE 

In her historical outline of theatre’s move from a strictly artistic form to its 

inclusion within educational spaces and with educational goals, scholar Helen Nicholson 

tracks the reputation of theatre as ‘civilizing’ (Theatre, Education 22). Certain critics and 

theorists held the belief that theatre served as an art form that belonged to the upper class 

and elite – and that by sharing the form with the lower classes there was an intention to 

raise them up. While I believe that theatre is an art form that should be accessible for all, 
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I am aware that this reputation might still be attached to the use of theatre in non-

theatrical spaces. Consequently, I continue to interrogate my own intentions throughout 

this process and document. I am inspired by the refugee and immigrant communities and 

am interested in advocating for their voices and stories. However, I was not invited into 

this space. Born and raised in the United States, what authority did I have to work with 

ELL students around issues of home? Yet, I am inspired by theatre’s history as a form 

long used to challenge cultural expectations (Nicholson, Theatre, Education 14). What 

happens when theatre in an educational institution openly challenges and complicates 

definitions of citizenship? What is the impact on its participants and observers?  

A MIXED-METHODS RESEARCH APPROACH 

In an attempt to understand impact, this practical research employed a mixed-

methods approach, meaning both qualitative and quantitative methods were utilized in 

order “to examine multiple approaches to data collection” (Creswell 14). Qualitative 

methods typically include open-ended questions, interviews or observations, text and 

image analysis, and data interpretation looking for themes and patterns. Quantitative 

methods might include instrument based questions (such as those on a rubric), census and 

performance data, statistical analysis, and statistical interpretation (Creswell 15). A 

mixed-methods approach was taken for two reasons. First, to gather data that might 

provide a more complex and complete picture of the playbuilding project and its impact. 

Second, to allow me to explore how a mixed-methods approach aligns with arts-based 

research. Usually, arts-based research serves a qualitative approach. As a researcher 

practitioner I am interested in highlighting the limitations and benefits that arise out of a 

mixed-methods approach within an applied theatre project.   
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ORGANIZATION OF THESIS 

In this thesis document I will examine the tensions I faced in the dual purposes of 

my practical thesis work – research and practice. I reflect on my practitioner role through 

an applied theatre lens – specifically looking at how it was informed by my own 

intentionality and identity. As a researcher, I collected both qualitative and quantitative 

research, and analyzed the resulting data within multiple theoretical frames to determine 

meaning and impact. I reflect on my researcher role by marking its impact on my practice 

in the classroom as well as how the review of the research impacts the field. This MFA 

thesis is organized to explore the challenges and benefits of managing these two discrete 

roles. 

In Chapter Two I explain the literature and research that informs my practical 

project, as well as the theories and practices that frame the research. Chapter Three 

introduces the research sites and population, and then moves into a description of the 

playbuilding curriculum. In addition, I reflect on three tensions between research and 

practice that arose during the process. In Chapter Four I analyze the playscript and 

student performances as a way to understand how students defined and performed 

citizenship. In addition, I look at the vetted rubric used to measure English speaking skills 

and grapple with the role of quantitative methods within an arts-based research project. I 

conclude, in Chapter Five, by returning to the research questions of the project, and share 

final recommendations for future research and programming around playbuilding with 

refugee and immigrant youth. 

INVESTMENT IN DIFFERENCE 

As an applied theatre practitioner I like to work with individuals whose lives are 

very different that my own. I want to learn about how other people experience and 

understand the world in which we all live. I want to realize those differences, engage with 
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them and allow them to influence my own life. I want to discover the similarities and 

enjoy the comfort of knowing that being human is equalizing. My MFA thesis research 

seeks to celebrate the cultural value refugee and immigrant populations bring to the 

United States, and more specifically to acknowledge these experiences and stories that 

are often doubly marginalized as those of youth and non-Americans. Certainly there is 

tension in my desire to work with populations different from myself. Issues around 

altruism and colonialism are easily overlaid on this work. As an outsider walking into this 

space of ELL education, I do not speak my participants’ languages or have a thorough 

understanding of their culture. Yet, I believe that I bring a specific set of knowledge and 

skills to their classroom that invites them to safely share who they are through the form of 

theatre. Helen Nicholson, in Applied Drama: The Gift of Theatre, writes “[d]rama is a 

good way for people to extend their horizon’s of experience, recognizing how their own 

identities have been shaped and formulated and, by playing new roles and inhabiting 

different subject positions, finding different point of identification with others” (24). 

Informed by that evening in the King Middle School gym, and my practice as a teaching 

artist I seek to further understand how theatre builds and strengthens confidence with 

ELL youth through the embodiment of their own autobiographical stories. And, in doing 

so, highlight how these performances “extend [the] horizon’s” of their teachers and peers, 

leaving the students with a sense of value and agency in their storytelling. 
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Chapter Two  

First day at Blake. It took a long time for the students to fill out the pre-survey. 
Most of them only filled out the first three questions about where they were from 
and what languages the spoke. While it is information I know I will need later in 
this research process, it felt out of place to be having the students fill out these 
formal surveys. They were thrown off that they would have to write after we did 
30 minutes of theatre activities. And, I could tell that they were hesitant to be up 
front about where their writing and reading skills were. When I asked Ben if I 
could help he said no, but then he didn’t write anything down. At this point I 
don’t think I’ll have them answer the other half. It’ll just take away from all the 
other things we need to do to get up and going. (Field notes 6 Oct. 2011)  

The struggle between education and art, research and practice, and depth and breath in 

teaching content impacted this process and the writing on it. In this chapter I explore the 

literature, and practices, that inform my practical research. I start by discussing how a 

culturally responsive pedagogy serves as a unifying thread to bring together the various 

theories and practices that make up this project. Next, I define ESL education in the 

United States and outline the main populations that are served by ESL programming. 

This includes an explanation of legal citizenship status in the United States, and the 

definition that I use for the purposes of my discussion in this thesis document. Next, I 

explain sociocultural learning theory, as it is used in ESL education practices. Then, 

shifting towards the practical research that was executed, I define playbuilding and why it 

is a method of arts-based research. Finally, I conclude by describing why I chose, in my 

practice, to privilege the art-making and arts-based research over the quantitative data 

that was also collected before I move into the analysis of my findings in Chapter Three. 

CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE PEDAGOGY 

The practice of culturally responsive pedagogy informed my curriculum planning 

and facilitation. This pedagogical approach encourages culturally inclusive classrooms 
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(Baskerville 465), where students’ cultural experiences are taken into account. A 

culturally responsive pedagogy invites teachers to consider how students’ cultural 

upbringing and the larger social and cultural constructs in which they live can be included 

and respected within the classroom (Darity). It is guided by the idea that lived 

experiences, which are culturally informed, impact the way a student learns and interacts 

with peers and teachers in a school setting. Furthermore, a teacher can build relationships 

with students based on the cultural context of each classroom, as well as encourage cross-

cultural conversations within the classroom (Sleeter). In my practical research study, 

culturally responsive pedagogy informed the planning, facilitation, and assessment of my 

applied theatre project. I felt this pedagogical approach was crucial due to the wide 

variety of languages, cultures, and nationalities represented in all of the groups I worked 

with. Furthermore, this pedagogical approach is responsible for instigating the 

playbuilding project inspiring a curriculum that focused on students’ past and current 

experiences. 

Theatre is a collaborative and dialogical art form and I wanted to set this tone 

from my first meeting with the students. During our first session, I invited the students to 

teach their classmates and me how to say hello in their native language. As a white, 

native English speaker and American citizen it was important to me to foreground that I 

would be learning along with the students, not simply imparting knowledge and skills to 

them. Hola, Privet, Murahaba, Chao, Namaste, Hello. Thus began each of the 

playbuilding class sessions with greetings in Spanish, Russian, Arabic, Vietnamese, 

Hindi and English. As these became the routine, I was able to acknowledge each of the 

languages that were spoken in the room. 
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ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS IN THE AUSTIN INDEPENDENT SCHOOL DISTRICT  

English as a second language (ESL) is a term that defines a process through which 

non-native English speakers learn to read, write, speak and understand English (Salkind 

465).2 The term ESL is widely used despite the understanding that English might be not 

be the individual’s second language but actually her third or fourth. ESL students in 

Austin Independent School District are also referred to as English language learners 

(ELL) or as students identified as limited English proficient (LEP) (Department of 

Research). There are many population groups in the United States that are considered 

ELL – adult and youth refugees, immigrants, asylum seekers, expatriates, or any other 

individual who enters the U.S. Education system not proficient in the English language. 

For the purposes of this study, I will use the terms ELL or ESL to refer to the middle 

school aged refugee and immigrant youth who were a part of my practical research.  

The Austin Independent School District serves 86,697 students at 124 schools 

(Department of Campus). For the 2011 – 2012 academic year, 23,754 enrolled students 

(27.4% percent) were labeled ELL. In the 2010-2011 academic year ten percent of 

designated ESL students were classified as immigrants (born outside of the United States 

with no U.S. citizenship), 13% of those immigrants were in the sixth through eighth 

grades. AISD does not distinguish between refugee and immigrant status in demographic 

reports, however they do note that 151 students (less than 1%) were unschooled3 refugee 

and asylum seekers (Department of Research). This is only a percentage of the refugee 

youth in AISD, as many come from previous living arrangements where they were able 

to attend school.  

                                                
2 This term is applicable in English speaking countries only. It is not to be confused with English 
as a Foreign Language (EFL), which is when students learn English in countries that are not 
English speaking.  
3 Unschooled means that the students were not enrolled in school prior to moving to the United States.  



 

 17 

In the United States all individuals who are not U.S. citizens are labeled aliens. 

Documented aliens have entered the country legally and hold a green card, while 

undocumented aliens have arrived in the United States illegally (Potocky-Tripodi 4). 

Because I did not have access to the legal citizenship documentation of the refugee and 

immigrant students’ that participated in this practical research, I choose to employ the 

classifications that are commonly used in the social sciences to classify such populations 

– immigrant and refugee. Immigrants are individuals who have left their home country on 

their own will, most likely in search of better economic opportunities. Refugees are 

defined as  

any person who is outside any country of such person's nationality or, in the case 
of a person having no nationality, is outside any country in which such person last 
habitually resided, and who is unable or unwilling to return to, and is unable or 
unwilling to avail himself or herself of the protection of, that country because of 
persecution or a well-founded fear of persecution on account of race, religion, 
nationality, membership in a particular social group, or political opinion. (“Office 
of Refugee Resettlement”) 

For the purposes of this study, I classify the students that were a part of the practical 

research as immigrants or refugees.  

Most legal immigrants in the United States received a green card through a family 

member or legal employment (“Green Card”). Refugees also receive a green card, 

however their admission to the United States is arranged in collaboration with the UN 

High Refugee Commission, who manages the relocation of refugees internationally. 

Currently the United States is one of 19 nations that accepts and resettles refugees 

(“UNHCR Urges”). It is important to note that refugee and immigrant populations 

experience different support systems and have different types of mobility within the U.S. 

Immigrants receive no formal social services upon their arrival, while refugees receive 

three months of assistance through designated social service organizations. Refugees are 
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specifically placed in cities across the U.S. with social service organizations who receive 

federal grants to provide resettlement services. Immigrants are able to relocate to any part 

of the U.S. California and Texas resettle the majority of the refugees that arrive in the 

United States (“Fiscal Year 2011 Refugee Arrivals”). Austin is one of the six cities in 

Texas that is considered a designated Refugee Resettlement location. In addition to 

resettling refugees, Austin also serves as a destination for a large Hispanic immigrant 

population. 

The students involved in this playbuilding project were from a diverse array of 

countries – The Democratic Republic of Congo, Cuba, Egypt, Guatemala, Iraqi, Mexico, 

Nepal, Russia and Vietnam – and were a mix of refugee and immigrants. All the students 

were identified as ELL, and most were classified as having Intermediate proficiency.4 All 

of the students had been living in the United States for two years or less. In planning a 

theatre curriculum for this population of students that was guided by culturally responsive 

teaching practices, I created a process that allowed students to tell their stories of moving 

to the United States and the adjustment of living and going to school in a new country. In 

discussion and writing around home, I hoped the refugee and immigrant students would 

make mention of their own citizenship. How would these performances of citizenship be 

different and similar amongst the students? My intention was to create a curriculum that 

gave students a chance to share and perform their own evolving ethnic identity – drawing 

on their past and present life experiences.  

                                                
4 According the the English Language Proficiency Standards as mandated by the Texas Education 
Agency “Intermediate ELLs have the ability to understand simple, high-frequency spoken English used in 
routine academic and social settings. These students: (i) usually understand simple or routine directions, as 
well as short, simple conversations and short, simple discussions on familiar topics…(ii)  often identify and 
distinguish key words and phrases necessary to understand the general meaning during social and basic 
instructional interactions that have not been intentionally modified for ELLs; and (iii)  have the ability to 
seek clarification in English when failing to comprehend the English they hear by requiring/requesting the 
speaker to repeat, slow down, or rephrase speech.  
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CITIZENSHIP 

Every individual in the United States has a legal citizenship status in relationship 

to the political body of the United States – citizen or noncitizen. In the United States the 

public education system has long been an institution through which American citizenship 

has been defined, taught and enacted (Provenzo, “Citizenship” 130). Individuals’ 

identities around citizenship are also developed outside of the educational institution. 

Experience at home and in other community settings inform the formation of a broader 

definition of citizenship. Between school, home and community spaces, refugee and 

immigrant youth manage a complex network of cultural and political identity markers 

that ascribe citizenship (Delgado, Jones, and Rohani). For the purposes of this practical 

research, I use the term citizenship to describe more than just an individual’s legal status. 

Citizenship is used as an overarching term that encompasses students’ legal, civil, 

political and social citizenship as well as their national identity. In Theatre, Education 

and Performance, Helen Nicholson writes “[n]ational identity…relates to a matrix of 

spatial, material, performative and embodied identifications with nations and national 

cultures” (130). In my practical research, the term citizenship combines legal and 

institutional definitions of citizenship with individuals’ performance and embodiment of 

national identity. This allows me to examine the playscripts that are a product of the 

playbuilding curriculum with a deeper understanding of citizenship. Furthermore, this 

definition assumes that students’ performances of citizenship are made in relationship to 

each other and the institutions and spaces that they navigate on a daily basis – home and 

school.  

 Daniel Kelin, a teaching artist who has worked extensively with ELL youth in 

Hawaii and India writes,  “drama offers an effective methodology for students to practice 

language through authentic and meaningful experiences” (6). By situating a theatre 
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curriculum within a context that invites students to be critically aware of their own 

identity an authentic learning environment is created. Authentic Learning theory posits 

that learning that is imbedded with references and connections to students’ cultural 

contexts is more meaningful as compared to that which does not (Newmann and 

Wehlage). By asking students to speak and write about their own lived experiences as 

well as read and listen to those of their peers, this research study hopes to engage in 

teaching and learning that supports authentic learning experiences.  

SOCIOCULTURAL LEARNING THEORY 

In today’s education system, students are frequently evaluated on their individual 

knowledge through standardized testing (“No Child Left Behind”). As students rise 

through school, classroom learning tends to become more individual. Some learning 

theories (e.g., socioconstructivism) would suggest that part of the learning environment 

should be structured through social interactions. A constructivist classroom focuses on 

thinking and analyzing, understanding and applying, and being active not passive 

(Marlowe and Page). Theatre is a social activity. Theatre is collaborative in nature. How 

then can a theatre curriculum align with current education theories and practices in an 

ESL classroom? In Quality Teaching for English Learners (QTEL), sociocultural theory, 

“a theory of mind that recognizes the central role that social relationships and culturally 

constructed artifacts play in organizing uniquely human forms of thinking” (Walqui and 

van Lier 5), has become a key influence in the evolution of how to teach ELL students. 

Sociocultural Learning Theory preferences learning through social methods, In Table 1, 

Walquir and van Lier, authors of Scaffolding: The Academic Success of Adolescent 

English Language Learners, lay out the steps that QTEL should follow as teachers work 
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to incorporate sociocultural learning theory and principles of scaffolding into their 

teaching practices. 

Table 1: QTEL Application of Sociocultural Learning Theory  

1. Development follows learning 

2. Participation in activity is central in the development of knowledge. 

3. Participation in activity progresses from apprenticeship to appropriation, of from the 

social to the individual plane. 

4. Learning can be observed as changes in participation over time (Walqui and van Lier 

6) 

 

These four steps illustrate that QTEL supports activities that engage students in 

scaffolded group work eventually leading to independent learning. More specifically, it is 

the repetition of tasks and content that leads to learning. This is significant as ELL youth 

are acquiring language skills at the same time they are learning content.  

A theatre curriculum seamlessly aligns with the tenants of sociocultural learning 

theory, as it is intrinsically an embodied and participatory practice. Furthermore, in the 

creation of theatre it is typical to scaffold the learning so that students begin with 

apprenticeship (reading from scripts) and end in appropriation (independently performing 

memorized lines and movement). Additionally, this transition occurs over a length of 

time that is moved along by participation in repetitive activities.  The combination of 

social engagement in the class (which includes both academic and conversational 

language) along with scaffolded lessons result in what Walqui and van Lier consider a 

“pedagogy of promise” for ELL students. These teaching approaches were implemented 

as an integral part of my arts-based research project.  
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ARTS-BASED RESEARCH 

Arts-based research is the labeling of an artistic process or experience as research.  

[I]t is a form of qualitative research in the human studies that employs the 
premises, procedures, and principles of the arts. It is defined by the presence of 
aesthetic qualities (or design elements) within both the inquiry process and the 
research text. (Givens 29) 

Additionally arts-based research is able to take on questions around meaning and 

experiences that are not seen as relevant in traditional research including personal 

experiences around identity and belonging. It creates space for the personal experiences 

of the participants to be valued as an essential part of the research process and reporting 

(Eisner). 

The genre of arts-based research has only been identified as such since the 1990s. 

Introduced by Eliot Eisner and Tom Barone, arts-based research complicates traditional, 

concrete definitions of research and explores the idea that research does not need to be 

numerical or quantitative. Rather, it is qualitative research that also has an 

artistic/aesthetic element to it (Given 43). The labeling of artistic processes as research 

has allowed a defined creative process to be understood as legitimate research. In arts-

based research theatre is used as a form to collect, analyze, interpret and present data. 

Simultaneously, using theatre as a methodology, allows for there to continue to be 

aesthetic goals throughout the process, and in the product or performance.  

How then has theatre been positioned as research? I would argue that the root of 

theatre as a research methodology rises partially out of applied theatre and its work with 

marginalized populations.5  In order to be effective as a methodology, theatre must be 

created out of a research process. The qualitative process is one that “explor[es] and 

                                                
5 (For more on this topic see work by Augusto Boal 1979; Helen Nicholson 2005; Michael Rohd 1998; 
Philip Taylor 2003; James Thompson 2003 and 2005; among others.) 
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understand[es] the meaning individuals ascribe to a social or human problem” (Creswell 

232). Theatre is, therefore, a method to give voice to and explore a topic, issue or 

community. Applied theatre works extensively with marginalized populations around 

topics such as HIV/AIDS, domestic violence, war, community gardens (Rohd; Taylor; 

Thompson, Digging Up; Cohen-Cruz) or other issues that are important to a population. 

Applied theatre projects begin with a guiding question. In answering the question the 

creators (who are members of the community) pull on personal experiences, stories from 

others and investigations into topics relating to the question.  The results – be it the 

performance of a play or processing through theatre activities – shed light on specific 

perspectives, tensions and possible solutions to the inquiry. 

 In its evolution, applied theatre, and theatre as a research methodology, has been 

strongly influenced by the form of creating theatre called devising. Devising is a form of 

collaborative creating that results in a theatrical performance. It begins not from a 

playscript, but from an idea, source text or material (Oddey). Most applied theatre 

processes begin with a topic or issue from which a play is devised and then performed for 

an audience. Applied theatre includes a wide variety of performance practices including 

youth theatre, museum theatre, theatre for development, and most popularly - Augusto 

Boal’s Forum Theatre (1979). Forum Theatre has had a large impact on the applied 

theatre process (Rohd; Boal, Games; Thompson, Applied Theatre, among others). Based 

in Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed (1979) philosophies, Forum Theatre is a form of 

devising that encourages an interrogation of power in social relationships, their 

limitations and specific perspectives within them (Games). Therefore, using theatre as a 

methodology of arts-based research in an applied theatre project combines the 

exploration of a problem or issue through a form. 
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As a theater artist and applied theater practitioner I am familiar with the varied 

approaches to devising. The theatre curriculum for this project is informed by the 

philosophy of Theatre of the Oppressed, the practices of Forum Theatre and past devising 

residencies that I have facilitated in middle and high school settings. For this practical 

research project, I used scholar and practitioner Joe Norris’ term for devising - 

playbuilding. I align this project with how Norris because he situates playbuilding as arts-

based research allowing me to support, and advocate for, theatre as a research 

methodology and practice. 

PLAYBUILDING 

Playbuilding is a process through which a group of participants creates a 

playscript that is then performed by the participants. The process begins with participants 

selecting a topic, theme or issue for exploration. Next, participants create material to be 

used in the play. This material may be generated through storytelling, improvisation, free 

writing or prompts, interviews with participants or nonparticipants, and image work 

(Norris 42-45). Once the material has been created it is combined in a number of different 

ways. It might have a narrative structure, or be a series of vignettes tied together by a 

common idea, theme, character, event or location. Once the playscript is organized it is 

rehearsed and revised until the group decides they have realized a final product or until 

the performance date arrives. Often, the playscript is performed for some sort of 

audience. Performances lie on a continuum of informal to formal. Informal performances 

might take place in a classroom or community space with scripts in the participants’ 

hand. A formal performance contains costume, sound, light and scenic elements and is 

performed in a traditional performance space. 
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A playbuilding process is guided by one or more facilitator. The facilitator brings 

knowledge and experience on the theatrical form and playbuilding. She brings excitement 

to the process, is a good listener, nonjudgmental, asks questions that deepen the 

experience, is aware of the variety of perspectives amongst participants, and imparts 

artistic/aesthetic standards (Rohd 113-114). Most publications on devising or 

playbuilding are practitioner based – meaning that they focus on how to do the work, or 

offer reflections on processes (Oddey; Rohd; Spolin; Weigler). In Playbuilding as 

Qualitative Research: A Participatory Arts-Based Approach, Joe Norris shifts away from 

“how to” devise, and instead draws parallels between research and playbuilding claiming 

that playbuilding is a form of arts-based research. He aligns the steps of a playbuilding 

process with that of a research study. The first phase of playbuilding, the creation of 

material he compares to the research phase of data collection and generation. The phase 

during which the creative material is put together, rehearsed and revised can be 

considered data interpretation while the performance is the research dissemination 

(Norris 21-35). By claiming the theatrical process of playbuilding as research, Norris 

seeks to legitimize this creative process within the research community. I hope to further 

this legitimacy in the reminder of this document. 

In this chapter, I discussed the literature, research, and practices that support my 

practical research and laid out the theoretical frames through which I interrogate this 

playbuilding project. In the next chapter I give details on the two different schools and 

classrooms with whom I partnered. I also describe the students and teachers who 

participated in the program. I end by considering how the theories and practices play out 

within the work itself, and continue to grapple with how to find a balance between 

research and practice. 
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Chapter Three 

 Today I shared the first version of a full script with the seventh and eighth grade 
groups that I had edited together… Sue said that it didn’t feel like a play. I asked 
her what she meant and she said that we weren’t talking to each other and it was 
boring. ‘It should be like we’re talking to each other.’ I sent four of them off to 
figure out how to make the script feel like they were talking to each other, asking 
Sue to lead the charge. I asked them to decide where they were and how they 
knew each other. Then I worked with the other five students in finishing up their 
interviews with each other about moving to the United States. I did feel a little bit 
frustrated by Sue’s request because it doesn’t feel like it will be as theatrical … If 
it is their play, then I should be able to give them the ability to actually edit the 
play as they want to. It’s just hard with the short amount of time we have left 
together. (Field notes 17 Nov. 2011). 

The tensions between my aesthetic preferences and my desire to support student agency, 

was a constant factor in each session and throughout the project. These tensions were 

additionally impacted by the school context and the cultural differences among the 

students and myself. Following, I describe the specific context of the research sites and 

populations with whom I conducted my practical research. Next, I summarize 

observations on my practice, highlighting three tensions that arose throughout the 

playbuilding project. I discuss the benefits and limitations of pedagogical scaffolding in a 

theatre curriculum, the challenges of negotiating aesthetics in theatre instruction, and the 

impact of facilitator’s identity on the construction of the play. The chapter concludes with 

recommendations for future practice on an applied theatre playbuilding project with ELL 

youth. 

During my practical research I worked with students at two middle schools in the 

Austin Independent School District in Austin, Texas. AISD has 124 campuses spanning 

pre K-12th grade, 18 of these campuses are middle schools. The residencies occurred at 

Patterson Middle School and Blake Middle School. My relationship with AISD began 
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through a chance meeting with the district’s Refugee Family Support Specialist in July of 

2010. We met while I was volunteering with iACT’s summer program for refugee youth. 

Through the Support Specialist’s recommendations, I began making contacts at schools 

in AISD that had concentrated populations of refugee students. (At the beginning of my 

thesis process I planned to work solely with refugee youth, however that expanded to 

include immigrant youth as the project evolved). I reached out first to Communities in 

Schools (CIS) staff at a few schools the Support Specialist suggested. CIS is a dropout 

prevention program that “surrounds students with a community of support, empowering 

them to stay in school and achieve in life” (“Communities in Schools”). Depending on 

the site, CIS offers programming in and/or after school. The programming is offered 

through a number of formats – most commonly as mentoring and small group sessions 

where students who are facing similar issues are brought together. At school campuses, 

CIS mostly functions in a role similar to that of a school counselor – keeping track of 

students who are missing school or struggling academically or behaviorally. CIS has staff 

at 39 AISD schools  (“AISD: Communities in Schools”) including Patterson and Blake 

Middle School. I pursued these two sites because the CIS staff was enthusiastic about my 

proposal and continued to follow up with my inquiries. 

Through conversations with CIS staff I realized that the most convenient way to 

work with refugee youth was through the school’s ESL program. However, while the CIS 

staff was willing to offer space and logistical support recruiting students, they had limited 

contact with the ESL students at each school site. If a partnership was to be established, it 

was essential that I build a relationship with ESL teachers at each school. Furthermore, it 

was clear that due to the small and fluid number of refugee youth at Blake and Patterson 

there would not be enough of this specific population to sufficiently fill the program. 
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Therefore, I expanded the research population to be inclusive of any student in the 

school’s ESL program, which meant including both refugee and immigrant youth. 

PATTERSON MIDDLE SCHOOL 

In January of 2011 I began volunteering weekly for CIS with a group of refugee 

students at Patterson Middle School. When the group ended a few months later, I 

continued to tutor two of the female students under the supervision of their ESL teacher, 

Ms. Ross.6 After four months of volunteering at Patterson, I approached Ms. Ross about 

partnering with her classroom as a part of my practical research. She agreed, and in the 

early fall of 2011 we began to plan the playbuilding residency. 

Patterson Middle School is located 13 miles northeast of downtown Austin in a 

predominately residential area. The school’s enrollment was 663 students (“2011-12 

Demographics”). (For the 2011-2012 academic year the school restructured the 

curriculum and administration and only enrolled sixth and seventh graders. The previous 

year only seventh and eight graders were enrolled.) For each visit, I was buzzed into the 

school and was required to immediately check in with the main office. The main office 

staff ran my driver’s license and gave me a visitor’s pass. There were very few students 

in the hallways during classes, but passing periods brought a burst of energy, as students 

pleasantly moved from class to class. Teachers stood outside their classroom doors and 

amiably engaged with the students. When classes moved through the school, the students 

were expected to quietly walk in a line on the right side of the hallway. For the most part 

the students followed these guidelines. I rarely saw students in the main office waiting for 

disciplinary action. However, gang activity was a continued concern. One morning, as 

Ms. Ross and I returned from using the copier, we ran into a support staff questioning one 

                                                
6 The names of all participants have been changed to ensure the privacy. 
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of her students about the shoes that he was wearing. Apparently, that particularly brand 

and color had earned a reputation as a part of a gang uniform.  Julian, the student, was 

visibly upset by this hostile interrogation. Ms. Ross helped him move away from the staff 

member, and walked Julian back to class. As he was near tears, she reassured him that it 

everything would be all right.  

At Ms. Ross’ decision, the playbuilding project occurred in her 

Intermediate/Advanced7 ESL English Language Arts (ELA) class, which consisted of 

seven students – four sixth graders and three seventh graders. This class met for 90 

minutes every other day, following a block schedule. Ms. Ross’ classroom was colorfully 

decorated, organized and had a very comfortable feel to it. It was filled with six clusters 

of chair desks. The clusters were all oriented toward one end of the classroom where 

there was a projection screen, as this was an important teaching tool. Ms. Ross had an 

established routine with the students: when they arrived each morning they pulled out 

their notebooks, then copied and responded to whatever prompt or assignment was on the 

blackboard. As a teaching artist, experience tells me that the environment in which an 

applied theatre project occurs affects the level of focus and tone of the class. Qualities of 

Quality, a report examining quality arts education programs in the United States marks a 

“functional and aesthetic space” (42) as being a key element in such programming. Ms. 

Ross’ classroom layout did not prove to be distracting for her students. In observing the 

students level of focus it was clear that they understood the classroom rules around the 

level of focus that was expected of them as they moved through individual assignments, 

group work and full class discussion. As a teaching artist, I was able to build on the level 

of focus in Ms. Ross’ classroom. 
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Ms. Ross has been teaching ESL for five years, starting at Patterson Middle 

School in 2009. Once she and I established a partnership we worked together extensively 

to integrate my playbuilding project with her classroom curriculum to ensure that it 

aligned with AISD’s English Language Arts Curriculum Road Map (CRM)8. Due to 

Patterson’s Academically Unacceptable rating (Texas Education Agency), all the teachers 

in the school were required to submit thorough outlines of their lesson plans each week. 

These outlines were expected to align with each subject area’s CRM. Therefore, the 

playbuilding project’s curriculum plan needed to be approved by the principal in order 

for the partnership with Ms. Ross’ class to go forth. In initiating a partnership with a 

classroom teacher, I expected that it would need to align with standards and planned to 

use Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) and English Language Proficiency 

Standards (ELPS) to help guide the planning of the curriculum.  

TEKS and ELPS are state standards created by the Texas Education Agency that 

guide what Texas students are expected to know and be able to do upon completion of an 

academic year. At an institutional level, TEKS seek to ensure that students in Texas 

receive comparable education with their state peers, and those across the United States. 

TEKS guide teachers’ creation of curriculum. It is part of my responsibility as a 

researcher and applied theatre practitioner to understand the educational system and 

culture that defines the context in which I am working. Therefore, whether the 

playbuilding occurred during core curriculum class time or not, the project was strongly 

influenced by the middle school ELA ELPS and Theatre TEKS. After reviewing the 

                                                
8 AISD’s Curriculum Road Maps is a document that lays out the expected curriculum for each 
subject, in each grade. CRMs are a result of a 2010 initiative to align curriculum by subject in 
order to “ensure a common instructional focus” throughout the district.  
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TEKS for the six and seventh grade ESL/ELA standards that guided the CRM, Ms. Ross 

and I decided on six essential questions to guide us through the three week curriculum: 

1. How does an understanding of the historical context of a biography, 
autobiography or memoir contribute to its interpretation and analysis?  

2. How do writers know their audiences?  

3. How does a writer create personal voice?  

4. How is revising a piece of writing as essential as the initial effort?  

5. How do we tell stories with our bodies and voices?  

6. How does rehearsal inform a final dramatic performance? (AISD 
Curriculum Specialist) 

These questions and their attached TEKS guided the seven sessions at Patterson 

Middle (see Appendix A). They allowed for a clear objective for each session and 

integrated the playbuilding project with the Curriculum Road Map that Ms. Ross 

followed. After three hour-long planning sessions with Ms. Ross and a morning spent 

observing her Intermediate/Advanced9 ESL class, I began the residency in mid-October 

of 2011. 

BLAKE MIDDLE SCHOOL  

In the late summer of 2011, I reached out to the CIS Program Manager at Blake 

Middle School, Drew Adams, to try and engage a second site in my research. (I refer to 

Drew by a first name pseudonym because he preferred colleagues and students call him 

                                                
9 Advanced ELLs have the ability to understand, with second language acquisition support, grade-
appropriate spoken English used in academic and social settings. These students: (i) usually understand 
longer, more elaborated directions, conversations, and discussions on familiar and some unfamiliar topics, 
but sometimes need processing time and sometimes depend on visuals, verbal cues, and gestures to support 
understanding; (ii) understand most main points, most important details, and some implicit information 
during social and basic instructional interactions that have not been intentionally modified for ELLs; and 
(iii) occasionally require/request the speaker to repeat, slow down, or rephrase to clarify the meaning of the 
English they hear” (19 TAC Chapter 74, Subchapter A).  
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by his first name). Drew felt that the playbuilding program I was interested in offering 

would be a great fit for the ESL students, especially as Blake’s CIS staff did not currently 

work with a large number of ESL youth. 

Blake Middle School is located about ten miles north of downtown Austin with a 

student enrollment of 1171 (“2011-2012 Demographics”). At Blake, the main doors 

remained unlocked during school hours. During my first visit to the school they scanned 

my driver’s license, but for all visits following I signed myself in and filled out my own 

visitor’s pass. I rarely had any contact with the main office staff as they were often 

assisting parents or students. With over three hundred students changing classrooms 

during passing periods the halls were filled with student talking loudly and colliding into 

each other, as well as the occasional altercation. Thin blue strips of tape divided the 

hallways in half to remind students to walk on the right side of the halls. Teachers were 

scattered throughout the hallways – standing in the middle of the students ready to break 

up any sort of hallway altercation that might arise. Most of the teachers had a casual 

rapport with students during the passing period. Once classes began some teachers 

remained in the hallways to hurry lingering students along. Like many public schools in 

Austin, each grade level enforced a dress code. At Blake, sixth graders wore white tops, 

seventh graders wore green and eighth graders wore black.  

At Blake Middle School I worked with two groups of students who were chosen 

by the ESL teachers. However, I did not work in tandem with an ESL classroom. Rather, 

my practical research occurred with two groups – one seventh grade and one eighth grade 

– during the students’ elective periods. With permission from CIS and a recommendation 

from their ESL teachers, the students missed one elective class a week to participate in 

the group. Since CIS had not worked with many ESL students at Blake, Drew suggested I 

meet with the ESL teachers in order to share my project with them. This was a logical 
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step in the recruitment of students, but additionally it supported my desire to see this 

playbuilding project as work that was in conversation with the students’ core curricular 

classes. I wanted to situate and frame the playbuilding experience with a level of 

seriousness that was comparable to school. I was not interested in an after school 

program because by having the playbuilding project take place during the day, it was 

visible to the larger school community which provided validity that after school 

programming often lacks.  

At an early morning meeting, I presented the playbuilding project to the ESL 

teachers as an opportunity to develop students’ confidence in English speaking skills. The 

six ESL teachers in attendance agreed to recommend students that might benefit from 

such an experience. The students were chosen based on two criteria: first, if the teachers 

thought each student might benefit from and be open to the playbuilding program; and 

second, if the student was interested in theatre. All of the teachers seemed interested in 

the project – and eager to have their students participate. Jon Hoyt was by far the most 

enthusiastic teacher in the room. As an ESL Math teacher and former administrator with 

over thirty years in area public schools (Hoyt), Mr. Hoyt became an important advocate 

for the project over the course of the ten-week residency. He was an important ally, not 

only because of his enthusiasm, but also because he had a relationship with the students 

that Drew did not. Furthermore, he offered his classroom as a location for the seventh 

grade group to meet.  

Every Thursday morning during the ten-week residency, the eight seventh graders 

and nine eighth graders received a pass to leave their elective class that afternoon and 

join my group. Each session was 45 minutes. We often only worked for 40 minutes as the 

students had to go to their elective class and show their pass before they could go to our 

sessions and therefore arrived three or four minutes into the class time. I met with the 
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seventh graders in Mr. Hoyt’s classroom. Directly following the seventh grade group, I 

worked with the eighth graders in a trailer classroom that served as the Communities In 

Schools office and classroom space. Physically, the layout and tone of these two rooms 

were very different. Mr. Hoyt’s classroom was the larger, with chair desks in rows facing 

the front of the classroom. Due to the small size of the group, we only used one half of 

the classroom. Before each session I moved the chair desks so they made an open ring 

around half the classroom. 

When the seventh graders filter in some perch themselves on the desks and swing 
their feet, others come in and out of the classroom. It feels like they aren’t quite 
sure what to do because they don’t have an assigned place to sit. . They even 
leave their backpacks on until I ask them to take them off. (Field notes 3 Nov. 
2011) 

The trailer classroom, where the eighth grade group met, was much smaller. The 

rectangular space was lined with desks for CIS staff with a corner sectioned off by 

partitions to create a more private, quiet space to meet. The middle of the classroom held 

three tables surround by chairs that the students and I would roll out of the way at the top 

of each session. The ceilings in the trailer classroom were very low, making it feel further 

cramped.  

The eighth graders and I usually arrive at the classroom at the same time. They 
help me move the tables and chairs out of the way. Then they immediately find 
one of the rolling chairs and play around in it until we start. The ceiling in the 
classroom is so low and David and Ben are constantly taking small jumps to slap 
their hands against it. It does make the classroom feel a bit claustrophobic. 
Between the rolling chairs, the slant in the floor and the low ceiling this is by far 
the classroom that is least theatre friendly. (Field notes 3 Nov. 2011) 

Both classroom spaces offered distractions for the students. In Mr. Hoyt’s 

classroom the students wandered off to write on the wipe board, or play with materials 

that were casually lying around the classroom. The CIS space had a fair amount of traffic 

during our sessions. Staff and students would come in and out of the room during the first 
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and last ten minutes of the group session. This was particularly distracting for the 

students as they were curious about who was coming and going, and because the 

classroom space was so small we had to adjust for the folks as they walked through. The 

focus and investment on the part of the students would drop when outside students 

walked into the classroom. They might have been shy or self-conscious of the work we 

were doing and did not want their peers to oversee or hear. All these comings and going 

meant we sometimes only had 20 uninterrupted minutes a session to work together. 

There were no expectations that the playbuilding curriculum adhere to any of the 

TEKS or ELPS at Blake Middle School as I was not working in partnership with a 

teacher. However, because I was facilitating during and after the residency at Patterson 

Middle School, the Blake curriculum was informed by those successes and failures. The 

essential questions formulated for Patterson were used in the development of the Blake 

playbuilding curriculum. What resulted was a hybrid curriculum, one that incorporated 

the essential questions used at Patterson, but also delved deeper in theatre terminology 

and performance aesthetics. When I presented the program to Drew and the ESL teachers 

I specifically focused on theatre (see Appendix B); it was what appeared to interest both 

the teachers and the students.  

At Blake Middle School I did not facilitate in partnership with any other teachers, 

however, Mr. Hoyt was in and out of the seventh grade group and sometimes would step 

in and offer assistance. 

Grateful for Mr. Hoyt today. The students needed a lot more support during the 
writing exercise. Support in the form of help writing, but also encouragement. 
Having Mr. Hoyt was such a help because he has a relationship with the students 
and so they weren’t afraid to ask him for help. (Field notes 3 Nov. 2011) 

I was the only adult in the classroom during the eighth grade group at Blake.  
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One of the challenges of not having anyone in the room with me with the eight 
graders is that I can’t go and find one of the students if they aren’t in class, but the 
other students say they are in school. I can’t leave the students in the classroom 
unsupervised, but I also don’t want the missing student to miss out. (Field notes 
17 Nov. 2011) 

It was often logistically challenging being the only adult in the room. Both the students 

and I would have benefited from having someone else available to assist. 

In comparing the environment of the two sites, the programming at Blake Middle 

School had a decidedly more casual tone as compared to the more academic tone at 

Patterson. This different in tone was reflective of my context-specific approach to each 

residency (Grady). The table below presents an overview of the three residencies. While 

each residency resulted in the students performing a playscript that was created out of the 

same lesson plan structure, the process was unique to each school, classroom and group. 
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Table 2. Research Site Contexts  

 

School 
Enrollment Classroom Time Residency 

Length 

Context-
Specific 

Circumstances 

Teacher 
Relationship 

Patterson 
Middle 
School 

663 6th & 
7th graders 

ESL/ELA 
classroom: 
chair desks 
in groups. 7 
students 

60-90 
mins 
(AM) 

3 weeks, 
every 
other day 

Meet 
school/class 
Curriculum 
Road Map 
and ESL/ELA 
TEKS 

Planned 
with 
teacher. 
During 
residency: 
participated, 
co-
facilitated 
and 
observed. 

Blake 
Middle 
School 
(7th 
Grade) 

1171 6th - 
8th graders 

Math 
classroom: 
chair 
desks in 
rows. 7 
students 

 

45 
mins 
(PM) 

10 weeks, 
once a 
week 

Offer theatre 
program 
during 
elective class 
period. 

Teacher 
would come 
in and out of 
class, do 
own work, 
sometime 
observe or 
help out. 

Blake 
Middle 
School 
(8th 
Grade) 

1171 6th - 
8th graders 

CIS 
office: 
tables and 
chairs. 8 
students 

45 
mins 
(PM) 

10 weeks, 
once a 
week 

Offer theatre 
program 
during 
elective class 
period. 

No other 
teacher in 
the 
classroom. 
CIS staff 
working on 
the sides. 

 

Overall, out of AISD’s 86, 697 enrolled students, 60.5% are Hispanic, 24.4% are 

White, 9.1% are African American, 3.3% are Asian, 0.3% are Native American and the 

remainder is classified as other. The student populations at Blake and Patterson are 

predominantly African-American and Hispanic. See Table 3 for a further demographic 

breakdown for each practical research site. 
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Table 3. Demographics of AISD and Research Sites 

 AISD 
Patterson 
Middle 
School 

Blake 
Middle 
School 

Hispanic 52,440 (60.5%) 489 (73.8%) 975 (83.3%) 
White 21,281 (24.4%) 21 (3.2%) 36 (3.1%) 

African-American 7,878 (9.1%) 139 (20.0%) 121 (10.3%) 
Asian 2,865 (3.3%) 16 (2.4%) 24 (2.0%) 
Other 2,099 (2.4%) <5 (.3%) 11 (.9%) 

American Indian 234 (0.3%) <5 (.3%) <5 (.4%) 
    

Total ESL students 23, 756 (27.4%) 140 (21.1%) 217 (18.5%) 
Total Enrollment 86, 697 663 1171 

 

In the Fall of 2011, AISD had 23,756 students labeled as LEP, which accounted for 

27.4% of the district’s enrollment. Approximately, 2,505 of these students were 

designated as immigrants, meaning they were born outside of the United States, and 

approximately 550 of these students were designated as refugees ("AISD Refugee Family 

Support Office"). 

Between the two school sites, 24 students participated in this practical research. 

All of the students were designated as LEP by the district. Of these students, all except 

for one were born in another country (see Table 4). This may or may not have been the 

country they emigrated from to the United States. In this practical research, the country 

from which the students said they moved to the United States is considered their country 

of origin. Amongst all the students there were ten countries of origin represented – 

Democratic Republic of Congo, Cuba, Egypt, Guatemala, Iraq, Mexico, Nepal, Russia, 

United States and Vietnam. My definition of country of origin is specific because many 

of the students were not ethnically from the country they moved from. The Nepali 
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students grew up in Nepal, but their families were Bhutanese. The student from Vietnam 

was of Cambodian descent, while the student from Egypt was born in Sudan. Based on 

their country of origin, I classify 13 of the students as refugees, ten as immigrants and 

one as a U.S. citizen. As mentioned in Chapter Two, I use the term refugee to describe 

students who arrived in the United States with a designated refugee status. I use the term 

immigrant to describe students who came to the United States on their own (or a family 

member’s) volition. I use the term U.S. citizen as a term to describe students born in the 

United States. 

Table 4. Student Citizenship Statuses 

CLASS           1 
6th & 7th Grade 

CLASS 2           
7th Grade 

CLASS 3          
8th Grade 

 Patterson MS Blake MS Blake MS Total 
Citizenship Status      

Refugee 5 2 6 13 
Immigrant 2 6 2 10 

United States - - 1 1 
Total Enrollment 7 8 9 24 

       
Country of Origin     

DRC* - - 1 1 
Cuba - 1 1 2 

Egypt 1 - - 1 
Guatemala - 1 - 1 

Iraq 2 - - 2 
Mexico 3 5 2 10 

Nepal - - 4 4 
Russia 1 - - 1 

United States - - 1 1 
Vietnam - 1 - 1 

*Democratic Republic of Congo 
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In this thesis document I refer to students participating in my practical research by 

American sounding pseudonyms. While such pseudonyms indicate the ascribed gender of 

each student – they do not match each student’s cultural or ethnic background. This 

choice was made because I do not feel that I have the resources or cultural knowledge to 

authentically replace students’ names with ethnically authentic pseudonyms. I do 

however reference each student’s country of origin when it provides important context 

regarding the students’ circumstances in the United States, the specific language 

challenges that they face and cultural norms that they bring with them to the space.  

Before I began working with the students I took the time to familiarize myself 

with the countries that the students immigrated from. This provided me with a basic 

understanding of the cultural context for each student; however, it did not provide me 

with specific facts about the reason/s that these students were in the United States. While 

I might have a general familiarity with the culture and nation states from which students 

emigrated, I did not have specific information on why students made the move or their 

family’s religious, political or cultural background.  

ENTERING THE SPACE 

In entering into a project with a population in which I am an outsider I must ask. 

how do I fit myself into this ESL middle school context? As a scholar, artist and teaching 

artist I am responsible for negotiating the manner in which this project fits into the 

schools and the classrooms of the teachers I am partnering with. “Theatre education 

always involves a negotiation of different organizational structures, cultural practices and 

interpersonal relationships and place and space have become increasingly important 

concepts through which to interrogate theatre and performance practices” (Nicholson, 

Applied Drama 11).  As a researcher I made a conscious choice to work with students 
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during school hours. I wanted to work with them in a classroom setting for many reasons. 

Experience tells me that attendance and behavior are more manageable within such 

environments. I wanted to align myself with teachers who would support my work and be 

able to offer feedback on my work with the students. Finally, I was interested in being 

able to more directly track the impact such experiences might have on the students’ 

holistically. The teachers who witnessed their students participating in the curriculum 

were able to talk in more detail about the impact they felt it had on their students. 

Furthermore, they mentioned how much they felt they learned about their students 

through witnessing this process.  

As a facilitator, the language barrier of working with ELL students creates a 

logistical challenge. Can applied theatre be facilitated without dependence on an aural 

language? Am I capable of such facilitation? In their book Scaffolding: The Academic 

Success of Adolescent English Language Learners, Walqui and Lier write “language is 

the main vehicle of thought and that all language use is dialogical, that is, based on social 

interaction (7). Yet, theatre is a physical experience, and can allow for spaces of shared 

physical language that is not dependent on verbal words. How does the physical language 

of theatre in an ELL classroom disrupt the preferencing of verbal language, while still 

aligning with effective ELL learning and teaching techniques?  Nicholson writes 

“attending to questions of performance and representation in theatre education 

demonstrates that understanding is not always articulated in language, and that the 

materiality of the body and the ephemerality of memory hold meaning as well as words” 

(Applied Drama 9).  In my playbuilding process I set out to preference the physical work 

as much as the verbal work in order to situate the theatre activities as accessible as 

possible for the ELL students. 
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PLAYBUILDING PHASE ONE: DATA COLLECTION  

Introducing the Project 

The first phase of the playbuilding process is, as Norris writes, data collection. 

During this phase the project was introduced and the students generated material to be 

used in the creation of the playscript. The first session began with an introduction of the 

scope of the playbuilding project and the goals of the time we would spend together as a 

group. I shared the goals of the project with the students in the following manner: 

1. We are going to write a play together and then perform it for your teachers and 
other ESL students. 

2. Through theatre we will practice writing, speaking, reading and understanding 
English. (See Appendix C for Blake curricula). 

Additionally, I situated the students as researchers. I informed them that I was 

also a student and I wanted to learn if theatre impacted English proficiency in ELL 

students. Before and after the project, I hoped they could tell me what they knew and felt 

about theatre. I also wanted them to share their thoughts and opinions on the playbuilding 

process throughout the residency. I explained I would gather this data through a pre-

survey given during the first session, a post-survey after the sharing (see Appendix D for 

surveys) and my own field notes. 

During our first session, I asked: What is theatre? These questions were shared 

verbally, and they were written in marker at the top of a large piece of poster-sized 

paper.10 The students were each given their own marker and instructed to write or draw 

any responses they had to the question. I continued to ask follow up questions. Have you 

seen theatre before? What is acting? If the students said an answer, but hesitated to write 

it down, I scribed it for them (see Appendix E). The students were able to discuss the 

                                                
10 This activity is referred to as Poster Dialogue and comes from the Drama for Schools Handbook. 



 

 43 

story elements of theatre due to my prompting. “When I think in play I this is a big 

Drama Like a Novela and in the Novela has Drama, Love, emotional, action” (Blake 

Middle School 8th graders, “What is theatre?”). Other responses included: “emotional,” 

“express your feelings,” “acting is something like play and fun,” “is not real.” 

Additionally, the students tied theatre to a stage and audience through pictures, and acting 

to the genres of television and film. In addition to the Poster Dialogue, the students 

answered questions about theatre on the pre- and post-survey. The pre-survey asked, what 

do you hope to do in this theatre group? The post-survey asked, what did you do during 

the theatre project? I hoped that the two surveys would help to highlight any shifts around 

students’ understanding of theatre. Table 5 shows the number of student responses in 

each of the five categories – Understanding of the word theatre, Understanding of the 

skills or characteristics of theatre, Practice English language skills, Community building 

experiences, and Enjoyable experience. These categories arose out of a grounded theory 

process. Reading through the surveys I marked key works and ideas. Then I categorized 

the key words and ideas into thematic groups. I then marked the number of student 

responses in each category for both the Pre and Post Survey. 
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Table 5. Student Responses to Pre and Post Surveys 

Category of 
Responses 

Number of 
Student 

Responses (24 
Total Students) 

Description of Student Responses 

  
Pre-

Survey 
Post-

Survey Pre-Survey Post-Survey 

Understanding of 
the word theatre 

6 
(25%) 

24 
(100%) 

Many students 
had no prior 
experience or 
exposure to 

theatre.  

Students were able to 
describe theatre. 

Understanding of 
skills or 

characteristics of 
theatre 

5 
(20.8%) 

24 
(100%) 

Students 
understood basic 

theatre terms such 
as acting, play, 

stage and 
dramatic. 

Students understood 
theatre through 

specific activities such 
as warm ups and stage 

pictures, and had a 
deeper knowledge of 
the tools of theatre 
including voice and 

body. 

 English language 
skills 

3 
(12.5%) 

23 
(95.8%) 

Students hoped 
the theatre 

sessions would 
help them 

practice English. 

Students described the 
theatre session as a 

place to practice 
English.  

Community 
building 

experience 

1 
(4.2%) 

16 
(66.7%) 

Students 
commented on a 
desire to work 

with their peers. 

Students referenced 
sharing their own 

story and/or learning 
the story of their 

peers/friends. 

Enjoyable 
experience 

1 
(4.2%) 

23 
(95.8%) 

Students hoped 
they would enjoy 

the group. 

Students shared that 
they enjoyed the 

project. 

 

Table 5. demonstrates that students ended the playbuilding experience with an 

understanding of theatre, and its skills and characteristics. The majority of the students 
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(95.8%) agreed that the playbuilding process allowed them to practice their English 

language skills. Just over half of the students (66.7%) cited community as an important 

take away from the experience. And, the majority of students (95.8%) noted that they 

enjoyed the playbuilding project. However, at the beginning of the project the written 

pre-surveys illustrated that students were less sure of how to independently define 

theatre. It is important to note that the pre-surveys created an amount of anxiety in the 

students (as I stated at the beginning of Chapter 2). Writing in English was challenging 

for almost all of the students that participated in these projects. During the Poster 

Dialogue the students were more willing to participate because of the collaborative nature 

of the activity – and because I offered to do the writing. I noticed this hesitancy in 

participation around writing throughout the process and tried to offer multiple ways for 

students to contribute and share their thoughts.  

EMBODIED RESEARCH 

The first phase of the residencies were characterized by the students’ generation 

of creative material. Following the first session and an introduction to the project itself, 

the curriculum began with the introduction to key theatrical concepts - the use of the 

body and voice, storytelling, and stage picture  – through a variety of theatre activities. I 

established a warm-up sequence that allowed the students to practice using their voice 

and body at the top of each session. In Walqui and van Lier’s QTEL applications of 

Sociocultural Learning Theory, the authors’ suggest that learning can be “marked” as a 

change in participation over time, and can be observed in how students engage in the 

same activity over and over (10). As each session started with the same warm up, (“What 

Am I Doing?” at Patterson and voice, body and expression activities at Blake) I was able 

to mark students participation in these activities over the course of the playbuilding 
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process. As their participation increased in the warm up activities, so did their 

confidence. This could be noted in the loudness of their voices and the eye contact they 

made with me and their peers. For example, our vocal warm up was to count to ten while 

pretending to chew a very large mouthful of food. At the beginning of the process the 

students needed to face away from each other in order to count without laughing. “This 

one always makes them laugh and fidget, but they stay facing into the circle, rather than 

away from each other as they had to do previous weeks (Field notes 10 Nov. 2011). By 

the end they were able to face into the circle and make eye contact with everyone in the 

circle.      

Early in the playbuilding process, students were invited to introduce themselves, 

first by sharing the story of their name and then their experiences in moving to the United 

States through an interview format (see Appendix F). This storytelling was done in pairs 

– with students working together to speak and write their own story, as well as that of 

their partner. The storytelling prompts were placed within the theme of “home.” As a 

group, students brainstormed what “home” meant to them in a Poster Dialogue where 

they (or I wrote) words that reminded them of, or described home. The ideas generated 

spanned from specific - “make eggs,” “friend Omar,” “chai,” – to universal – “where 

your family is”, “comfortable,” “house,” and “where you come from” (Blake Middle 

School 7th and 8th Graders; and Patterson Middle Schools 6th and 7th graders, “Home 

is….”). Next, students embodied their own writing through a series of image work 

activities. Image work is a theatrical form developed by theatre practitioner Augusto 

Boal. It is a set of activities that make up what Boal refers to as Image Theatre (1992). 

Boal used human bodies as silent statues (that may eventually move) to tell stories. Image 

Theatre is unique in that it does not preference an ascribed meaning to each image – but 

rather leave its interpretation open and to the decision of the audience. “[W]e should not 
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try to ‘understand’ the meaning of each image, to apprehend its precise meaning, but to 

feel those images, to let our memories and imaginations wander: the meaning of an image 

is the image itself” (Boal 175). I chose to use image work for a number of reasons. First, 

it is a common tool in the devising process, specifically in devising with young people 

(Spolin; Rohd; Kelin). It allows students to present visually interesting stage pictures 

from a word, theme or line of text. Additionally, by requiring students to be still (frozen) 

the inherent risk in participation is reduced. In my playbuilding curriculum, after we 

learned the skills of image work the students created a series of Stage Pictures (what I 

label image work in the classroom). Individually the students created a statue in response 

to “United States,” and then generate a word or phrase from the statue of their frozen 

image. In small groups the students created one stage picture that represented each 

student’s story about moving to the United States. These images were both abstract 

(representative of an emotion) and concrete (depicting a specific moment in the story). As 

a collective group, the seventh graders at Blake Middle School and the Patterson Middle 

School class created a stage picture of “home” in response to their definitions of home. 

All of this written, verbal and embodied material was generated in the first two thirds of 

each residency. Additionally, the curriculum was planned so as to increase the amount of 

independent work expected of the students, in line with the QTEL approaches that 

“development follows learning” and “participation in activity is central in the 

development of knowledge” (Walqui and van Lier 6). 

PLAYBUILIDNG PHASE TWO: DATA INTERPRETATION 

The second phase of the fieldwork was distinguished as the putting together of the 

script, along with its rehearsal and revision process, which Norris equates this with the 

data interpretation phase of research. I compiled the material into a formal playscript. 
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While I would have liked to incorporate the students into this process the project’s short 

timeline would not allow for it. I decided that it was more valuable for the students to 

have a solid script to revise, rehearse and perform than for the students to experience the 

process of assembling a script. Using the creative material generated in the data 

collection phase of the project (written stories, poems and stage pictures) I arranged the 

material into a choral play. In the case of the Patterson play – Where We Are From: One 

Foot Here, One Foot There and the seventh grade Blake script – Our Life, the plays were 

organized in chronological order – tracking the students’ experiences of their home 

country to the United States and then into a deeper investigation of who each student was 

and what they hoped for. The eighth grade Blake script, The Truth About Us, had 

dialogue that took on a more conversational tone, at the students’ initiative.  

I introduced the playscript by inviting each group to read the first draft together. 

This was followed with a discussion of lines and phrases that the students wanted to alter, 

rewrite or reorder.  

Today I shared the first version of a full script with the seventh and eighth grade 
groups. We started by reading through the script together, sitting in a circle. I 
explained that all of the words in the play were theirs, that I took what they wrote 
and said in group and put them together in an order. (Field notes 17 Nov 2011).  

Before we began rehearsing the written script I introduced another set of theatrical 

terminology and concepts – stage directions and physical and spatial awareness. I 

contextualized this information as skills needed by performers, and thus switched from 

referencing the students as students, and instead referred to them actors. Once in 

rehearsals, we still began each session with the vocal and physical warm-ups that were 

taught during the first class. After blocking the entire playscript, we came back to the text 

and the students had another opportunity to change the words on the page  
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We read through the script, edited it again, added lines. Richie made a change, 
and Allison. Courtney had already gone in and written the sentences she wanted 
to say. She took a lot of initiative. She went and got her autobiography so that she 
could show me that what she added was in it. (Field notes 7 Nov. 2011) 

The return to the playscript provided the students with agency in the retelling of their 

stories. It also incited students to feel a sense of ownership over the play and performance 

because I made it clear that their opinions and ideas were welcomed throughout the 

process. 

PLAYBUILIDNG PHASE THREE: RESEARCH DISSEMINATION 

The final phase of the playbuilding process described by Joe Norris is research 

dissemination. In my work, this was the presentation of the final playscript (or, the 

presentation of the data collection and interpretation). In all three classes, the final 

session with the students was an informal performance of the playscript. At Patterson 

Middle School the students performed for Ms. Ross and three guest teachers. The Blake 

Middle School groups performed for each other as well as another class of about ten ESL 

students and six teachers, including Mr. Hoyt and Drew. All of the sharings ended with a 

post-show discussion where students discussed the playbuilidng process, and answered 

other questions from the audience. 

TENSIONS IN PRACTICE 

The remainder of this chapter will look at three tensions that arose out of my 

reflection and analysis of the playbuilding process. The data analyzed includes field 

notes, lesson plans, pre and post surveys, and interviews with Mr. Hoyt and Ms. Ross.  

First, I examine how the students’ learning needs, behaviors and the defined timeline of 

the project impacted the pedagogical scaffolding of the curriculum in practice. Second, I 

investigate how I negotiated the teaching of the theatrical form and aesthetics throughout 

the playbuilding process as an artist and teacher. Third, I interrogate how my own 
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identity impacted the residencies. These three tensions highlight the constant tug-of-war 

between research and practice that I experienced throughout this project. 

Tension One: Scaffolding 

Scaffolded learning is the process of guiding students through a lesson or an idea 

step by step. Through this structure students find space to move towards independent 

thinking and learning. More specifically, scaffolding is “the expert (but flexible and 

adaptable) design that makes possible a student’s innovative actions and budding 

developments” (Walqui and van Lier 24). Furthermore, scaffolding occurs “when new 

and unpredicted behaviors emerge” (Walqui and van Lier 18). A well-scaffolded 

playbuilding curriculum breaks down the playbuilding process step by step, allowing for 

students to learn a skill, practice it with assistance from the teacher, and then use that skill 

independently. As each residency progressed, I was required to constantly adjust the 

planned curriculum in response to both time constraints and student needs. These 

adjustments varied across the three residencies.  

Tension arose when the need to patiently scaffold learning around all areas of the 

curriculum – from warm-ups to storytelling – took longer than anticipated.  My years of 

experience as a teaching artist taught me that everything takes longer than expected, and I 

had planned the sequence of the curriculum with this challenge in mind. However, a lack 

of time remained a challenge. As each residency moved through the curriculum, I was 

required to adjust my own expectations as well as lesson plans in order to accommodate 

the slower pace. In updating the curricula I asked, how can I create moments of agency in 

which students can participate in a new and different way? How do I create structure for 

the students to feel safe, while at the same time allowing for space for the students to 

grow? This meant that the structure of the curriculum needed to remain fluid, able to shift 



 

 51 

with the students throughout the program, within each session and moment to moment 

within each exercise. Walqui and van Lier note that structure in teaching is there to help 

facilitate learning (25) not to be restrictive. The goal of having a product, a playscript, to 

share at the end of the session forced me to not be able to go as deep into certain areas of 

the curriculum. In reflecting on this tensions I wonder, is it better for students to be 

exposed to a surface experience of theatre that might feel rushed or to make sure that the 

residency has enough time to deeply engage in the process? 

Tension Two: Theatrical Techniques and Aesthetics 

 In a classroom, my expertise lies first in the craft of theatre and second in that of 

teaching. The goal of this practical research was to bring the aesthetic form of theatre into 

a school environment. Therefore, the presence of a theatrical aesthetic and the use of 

theatrical techniques were key characteristics of the curriculum. As this was a project that 

fell under the form of applied theatre, I was less concerned with ensuring that students 

understood the detailed concepts of theatre or acting, but rather that they were able to 

participate in and reflect on activities that were based in the theatrical form.  

We started with the regular warm up – shaking out our arms, legs, knees, hips 
shoulder and entire body. Then a vocal warm up – counting to ten, out loud, while 
pretending to chew a big bite of food. This one always makes them laugh and 
fidget, but they stay facing into the circle today, rather than away from each other 
as they had to do previous weeks. Then the “emotion” warm up. Today we said 
“Yes!” as excited and shy, and “No!” as angry and scared. (Field notes 10 Nov. 
2011) 

Such activities invited students to use their bodies and voices in storytelling, as well as 

put them into social situations where they would work together to create a final product. 

However, in learning through theatre and performing a play, the students needed to 

understand the larger concept of theatre. I wondered, when should the skills we practice 

be marked as theatre skills? With limited prior experience with any form of theatre or 
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performance, how much theatrical language could the students understand and 

remember? 

Theatrical Techniques   

At Blake the three warm-ups (body shake out, chewing, and emotions) were used 

as a weekly way to practice the different skills we needed to cultivate in order to create 

and perform theatre. These skills aligned nicely with the activities for each session – we 

needed to use our voices, we needed to use our bodies and we needed to be expressive. 

The students were consistently challenged by these warm-ups. They seemed 

uncomfortable with each of the tasks and their demands. Yet, they did participate. As 

their embodied participation became more routine I encouraged them to shake out more 

vigorously, to talk louder and be more expressive with both their body and voice. While 

playbuilding with ELL students I constantly asked, how do I balance the active, 

kinesthetic activities without sacrificing the more traditionally academic work? This 

question arose out of the research goal of using theatre to practice reading, writing, 

speaking and understanding English. I reached for this balance by attempting to plan each 

session to include reading, writing and listening opportunities. However, since this was a 

project that was labeled as theatre there was room within each session to engage the 

students in multiple ways – specifically kinesthetically through theatre activities. 

Stage Picture was a particularly challenging activity for the students.  

Whew! Introducing stage picture was a lot harder than I thought. The students 
were shy to put their bodies in any sort of position besides arms at their side. I had 
to really walk through each step, asking what people might be doing, how does 
that look in their bodies. I think in the end all the students understood it, but I can 
tell we are going to have to revisit it every session. And, I think it is impossible 
for them to be ‘frozen.’ (Field notes 24 Oct. 2011) 
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In general it was difficult to transition the students from being in their seats to being on 

their feet. Being physically active in the classroom was something that appeared to be 

both unfamiliar and uncomfortable for these students. “I’ve started moving the desks so 

that they have to sit on top of them not in them. I find they are more eager to jump in and 

start when they aren’t hiding behind a desk” (Field notes 17 Nov. 11). The classroom 

desks were familiar and provided a certain expectation of safety. When stage picture was 

introduced I needed to combat an additional level of discomfort. The students were shy to 

use their bodies in any sort of representational manner. “They could not remain frozen” 

(Field notes 13 Oct. 2011). When the students created stage pictures I gave a lot of vocal 

encouragement, as the students were shy to express story through their body. 

Research suggests that the tension in negotiating embodied work with adolescent 

students to be a result of two different issues. First, middle school age students often feel 

self-conscious of themselves and their body (Erickson). Most of the students’ time in a 

classroom is spent sitting at a desk. When the way a student is expected to engage and 

participate in class is physical different it causes many students to feel uncomfortable. 

Second, the embodied work in theatre is unfamiliar to the students (Kelin). The ELL 

students who participated in the practical research did not have prior experience with 

theatre – meaning that they had no reference in which to situate what theatre was, or what 

it meant to participate in it. Without this reference it was hard for the students to truly 

understand how embodied participation in the sessions was moving them towards the 

final goal of performance. This tension around embodied work forced me to readjust the 

curricula as Stage Picture took longer to execute at I attempted to allow students the time 

to become comfortable physically participating in the group. This marks my own 

vulnerability and discomfort. I felt uncomfortable along with the ELL youth. These 

feelings made me question the relevancy of the work. In addition, the students’ hesitancy 
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created tension with my expectations for the aesthetics of the performance of each 

residency’s playscript. 

Theatrical Aesthetics  

Theatre is first and foremost a performative act. In the case of this playbuilding 

project the performance was an essential part of the process. It allowed me to offer a 

specific goal for the process - we would perform what they created at the end of the 

residency. It was the most concrete way in which to connect the in-class work we did 

with the profession and artistry of theatre. This performance came with expectations that 

the performers (students) would loudly and clearly tell a story with their bodies and their 

voices in a visually pleasing manner. These expectations could also be referred to as the 

theatrical aesthetics of the performance. Additionally, these aesthetics rose mostly out of 

my own preferences as a theatre artist. I made choices, changed blocking and offered 

suggestions for a stage picture in order to raise the theatricality of the production to a 

higher level in a shorter amount of time.  

For example, the end of the Patterson Middle School play, Where We Are From: 

One Foot Here, One Foot There, the students define home for the audience. As we 

neared the end of the rehearsal process we faced limited time to create a final stage 

picture. I offered the beginning of a pose to start one of “home.” Whenever I did make a 

directive offer I would usually begin the directions with, “I have an idea I would like to 

try” or “I’m going to make an edit.” By calling attention to my intervention, I hope to 

name my power and create a space where the students felt that they could disagree with 

my instructions. The students did not appear to have any ownership concerns in this 

circumstance and were, in fact, eager to be directed. I wanted the students to have a 

product that was visually appealing, and complimented the script. Due to the time 
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limitations and students’ prior knowledge about theatre I felt that I needed to make 

decision about the theatrical layout of the production and found the students to be 

amenable to this leadership. 

Tension Three: Identity of The Facilitator 

Language 

“English is hard” (Field notes 27 Oct. 11) was the line of dialogue that the 

Vietnamese student attached to her frozen pose for the “United States” stage picture. 

Mary’s statement made me think specifically how learning English, as a native 

Vietnamese speaker, must be particularly challenging. Furthermore, there were no other 

Vietnamese students in our group, which meant that if she did not understand something I 

said in English there were no peers to help explain it in Vietnamese. In contrast, if a 

Spanish-speaking student didn’t understand my instructions, a classmate (all three groups 

had 3 students or more who spoke Spanish) would offer Spanish clarification. 

I let the students speak to each other in Spanish. I don’t mind that they use their 
native language, and most of the time I can get the general gist of what they are 
saying. I’m able to respond, in English, to things they’ve said in Spanish just 
enough to make them think I can always understand what they are saying. Which 
is only partially true, it’s more a classroom management technique. Still I’m 
frustrated that I can’t speak their language, and communicate with them in both 
Spanish and English (Field notes, 24 Oct. 2011). 

Even in my attempts to be open to all the languages and cultures, I preferenced 

one language (Spanish) over another due to my familiarity with the language. As a white, 

female, native English speaking American citizen I entered the classrooms with privilege 

due to all of these identity markers. Additionally, as I was older than the students, and 

labeled as the teacher it was presumed that I had more knowledge than the students. 

Therefore, it was important to me to create a space, as a facilitator, where the students felt 

that they could share their identity without comparing it to an American identity. As I 
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worked to deconstruct traditional power structures that exist in the classroom, I still 

perpetuated moments of privilege based on my own experience. I did not have an in 

depth discussion about language as I was ashamed that I did not speak Spanish. Instead, I 

concerned myself mostly with making sure that my voice was in the room to move us 

through the curriculum and not to offer opinions or ideas about my own citizenship. I 

wonder, when do I need to openly mark the difference between myself and the students in 

an attempt to further deepen the dialogue around diverse identities in the classroom? 

In Drama and Diversity: A Pluralistic Perspective for Educational Drama, 

Sharon Grady challenges teachers to be aware of a variety of identity markers in their 

classrooms, “teaching requires being particularly attentive to the context in which the 

teaching is occurring” (5). This expectation is in conversation with the key ideas of 

culturally responsive pedagogy, and makes clear that all the identity markers in the room 

are at play as teachers and students negotiate and renegotiate identity. Her writing speaks 

to the responsibility of myself, as the facilitator to be aware of an additional position of 

power as a native of the language and culture. Furthermore, Grady argues for drama 

facilitators to take on a pluralistic perspective. A pluralistic perspective requires three 

things – an analysis and an open acknowledgement of identity markers in the room, and 

in reaction an adjustment of a teaching approach that hears, sees and respects each of 

these differences (Grady xii – xiv).  

Lived Experiences 

The students worked in pairs, interviewing each other on what they remember 
about moving to the United States. It was too much, Bonnie and Josh got upset. 
Bonnie started to cry. I think I noticed it right when it started, and I went over to 
her and said you don’t have to answer this question, if it’s too hard.  She nodded 
her head and I ask Cecila to ask her about what she likes about living in the 
United States, or what she liked about living in Guatemala. I felt stupid for not 
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expecting something like this to happen, for not better setting up the activity. 
(Field notes 3 Nov. 2011). 

While I felt that I was able to handle this unexpected situation with sensitivity, I was 

unable to adequately communicate in the aftermath of the situation. I did not have the 

language to follow up with the students. We did sit down at the end of the session and 

had a conversation about the emotions that came up and the importance of talking about 

such experiences with people that we trust and who care about us. Unfortunately due to 

the language barrier I could not be sure if all of this was clearly understood by each 

student. What felt the most challenging was my inability to relate to the students. I could 

not offer a story or experience that was similar in scope. The tension of this incident lies 

in my own discomfort and concern in managing the circumstances, however at the same 

time this moment strengthened our community. The relationship that I had with the 

seventh grade group, and in particularly with Bonnie, was significantly deeper than my 

relationships with the other students. 

The work of this practical research project is not drama therapy. The goals of the 

project do not seek to have the students deal with the trauma that they might have 

experienced in their transition from their home country to the United States. However, at 

the same time, when such topics are discussed emotional issue might arise. The tension of 

negotiating my own identity in the room – as an artist, teacher, and citizen – resulted in 

moments of failure throughout the playbuilding process. However, it is in the response to 

the incidents that I positively reflect on the manner in which I did handle emotional spacs 

in the classroom. In conclusion, I am able to mark the tension, and hope it will inform my 

future practice and research. 

Despite the tensions that arose throughout the practical research, the final session 

of each group resulted in performance that left the students excited. As the students were 
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shared and reflected on who they were, how were they performing citizenship? Drama 

has the potential to “pass on understandings of privilege and perpetuate bias” Grady 

argues (23), yet it also has to potential to create spaces of resistances. Does this 

playbuilding program give ELL youth a space to resist traditional performances of 

citizenship? In Chapter Four I examine and analyze the script and performance that was 

created by the students in order to understand the ways in which students define and 

perform citizenship. Additionally, I analyze the results of a pre and post assessment of 

students’ speaking skill in an attempt to situate how a playbuilding curriculum is in 

support of English proficiency goals and interrogate the use of quantitative assessment 

tools. 
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Chapter Four 

Sue: I’m Cuban because I passed my happy and sad times there, I was born there, 
because I know everything there, because I have and my friends there and half my 
family. 

Sarah: Do you think you can ever be American? 

Sue: No, because you can’t 

Audrey (Mexican): Yeah, but if you live it here. You can be American. 

Ben (Nepali): If people see me they know I’m not American. 

Abbie: Officially we are American but physically we are Nepali. 

Sue: From the outside you’re American, but from the inside you’re always going, 
in the place that you’re born. (Blake 8th Graders group discussion) 

Adolescence is a time when young people discover and solidify their own identity in 

relationship to the world, resulting in sense of autonomy as well as accountability to their 

community (Swanson, Edwards, and Spencer 98). This adolescent identity is shaped and 

formed based on relationships youth have at home, at school and in the community 

(Darity 25). Refugee and immigrant youth, who are not of the racial or cultural majority 

also negotiate the development of an ethnic identity. Ethnic identity is typically defined 

as and “individual's feeling of belonging to a particular ethnic group” (Strickland 228). 

Throughout the playbuilding process ELL students’ writing and comments demonstrate 

the complicated spaces they navigate in their identity formation. In this chapter, I first 

examine the qualitative research done as a part of the playbuilding project that address 

my research question around how refugee and immigrant youth define and perform 

citizenship. I describe and analyze the playscripts created in the three residencies. My 

content analysis (Norris) uses a grounded theory approach to discuss how refugee and 

immigrant students performed their citizenship as transnationalism. I also argue that 
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performances of transnationalism resist traditional definitions of national identity and 

citizenship, and that these performances should be made public in the students’ school 

community. In the second part of the chapter, I review the quantitative methods used in 

my practical research. I analyze the rubric used to evaluate students’ speaking skills and 

discuss how this tool sheds light onto the ways in which a playbuilding process might 

impact students’ confidence and proficiency in English language learning. 

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH OUTCOMES 

In the classroom and throughout the playbuilding, students negotiated multiple 

identities – as a student, an adolescent, a peer, and an immigrant or a refugee. These 

identities were complicated by the cultural contexts that each student was influenced by - 

each student strongly identified with an ethnicity that was not American, yet each student 

lived in the United States. In the field of applied theatre, the form of theatre is often used 

as a “way of raising difficult questions about nation, identity and belonging” (Nicholson, 

Theatre, Education 132). Through the playbuilding curriculum, my practical research 

aimed to evaluate how students wrote and embodied their own opinions and perspectives 

on citizenship. This qualitative research approach occurred through the analysis of the 

three playscripts created and performed in the residencies as well as through observations 

of the students’ participation in the playbuilding experience. 

Coding the Playscripts 

How do refugee and immigrant youth define and perform citizenship through 

theatre? Theatre is an embodied art form, which means that in their performances 

students employ their voices and bodies as tools to communicate meaning. In Applied 

Drama: The Gift of Theatre Nicholson states, “narratives in drama are embodied and 

made in collaboration with others, their meanings are always multi-layered” (80). In 
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order to attempt to explain the multi-layered performances, I include the analysis of the 

embodied work in my discussion along with the written work in order to understand ELL 

youths’ concepts of citizenship. As I mentioned in Chapter 2, for the purposes of this 

analysis, I use citizenship as an all-encompassing term – one that includes legal 

citizenship and national identity. This definition of citizenship is rooted in the idea of 

home. Home as a physical, emotional and cultural space, not simply a location where an 

individual lives (Nicholson, Theatre, Education 131). Due to the amount of time allotted 

for the fieldwork, and the language level of the students, this playbuilding process did not 

delve into defining the many terms that make up the complex idea of citizenship. I choose 

not to use the word citizenship when we discussed definitions of home, the United States 

or the move to America. For this group of students the term citizenship usually means 

their legal relationship with the United States. Legal citizenship can be a sensitive topic 

with refugee and immigrants. I did not know the legal status of the students who 

participated in the playbuilding curriculum and it is possible that some of these students 

were in the country illegally. Either way the students’ legal citizenship status was not a 

necessary piece of information for their participation in this process. Therefore, because 

of the sensitivity surrounding the term, I chose to access ideas of citizenship without 

using the word itself. 

Each of the three classes created a playscript over the course of their residency. 

Where We Are From: One Foot Here, One Foot There by the students at Patterson 

Middle School, Our Life by the 7th graders at Blake Middle School and The Truth About 

Us by the 8th graders at Blake Middle School (see Appendix G for playscripts).  Where 

We Are From: One Foot Here, One Foot There and Our Life were choral plays. The 

students began by sharing where they were from, in regards to location and family. Next, 

the students formed stage pictures that illustrated their experiences of moving to the 
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United States. As they moved through each frozen image the author of the story verbally 

shared a sentence or two on what they remembered about coming to the United States. 

After sharing activities and personality traits that defined who they were, the play ended 

with the students conveying future hopes and wishes. The Truth About Us moved through 

a similar storyline, however when the students shared where they were from and who 

they were from, it was performed as if they were sitting in a friend’s living room having a 

casual conversation. 

I coded the written and performed work using a grounded theory process 

(Creswell 184). After reading the playscript I generated categories of ideas and themes 

that were repeated throughout the three playscripts. Next, I selected the categories that 

best fit into my guiding questions and examined them through the theoretical lens (e.g. 

acculturation, transnationalism) that informed my definition of citizenship (Creswell 184-

185).  Three questions that guided my coding were: 

1. How do students describe their relationship to their home country?  

2. How do students describe their relationship to the United States?  

3. How do students ascribe characteristics of citizenship (culture, language, 

religion, etc) to themselves? 

What resulted were three umbrella categories, each with two subcategories. Relationship 

to Others included the subcategories of Family and Friends. Relationship to Country 

included Country of Origin and United States. Relationship to Self included Language 

and Future. These categories highlight the manner in which a student thinks about 

citizenship through relationships with other individuals, nation states and themselves. The 

subcategories of each of the main categories illustrate the ways in which the students’ 

identified and performed citizenship within each relationship. 
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Table 6. Coding Categories 

Code Description of Code 
Relationship to Others: 
Family Students’ portrayal of relationships with family members 

Relationship to Others: 
Friends Students’ portrayal of relationships with peers 

Relationship to 
Country: Country of 
Origin 

Students’ experiences related to living in/leaving country of 
origin. 

Relationship to 
Country: United States 

Students’ experiences related to arriving at/living in the 
United States 

Relationship to Self: 
Language Learning 

Students’ experiences around their native language and 
English. 

Relationship to Self: 
Future Desires Students’ mention of opportunities and hopes for the future. 

 

Relationships to Others 

Family and Friends 

Friendships and family relationships are significant to the developmental 

trajectory that adolescent youth navigate (Darity 15). It is not surprising, therefore, that 

the students consistently referenced these two relationships. What is unique for this 

adolescent population is that as refugee and immigrant youth these relationships were 

divided by place – between their country of origin and the United States. Students 

depicted their ties to friends and family in other countries through similar emotions. For 

example: 

“My first day in the U.S.A. is sad because I don’t have any friend or someone to 
talk with” (Where We Are From 2).  

“I miss all my friends in Cuba” (Our Life 2). 

“I feel sad because my parents did not come with me and I get really mad that 
they did not come with me and celebrate with me for my good things” (The Truth 
About Us 3). 
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“I feel sad because half of my family left back in my country.” (The Truth About 
Us 3).  

Simultaneously, students also referenced positive feelings about rejoining family 

members upon their arrival in the United States. 

“I felt good when I got to Texas because I had family in Austin, my father and 
brother and uncle” (The Truth About Us 4) 

“When I came from Mexico to United States I was happy because my sister and 
my family were here” (Where We Are From 2). 

Particular words that indicate the absence of these relationships include “sad,” “miss,” 

and “left back,” while proximity to family in the United States “felt good” or “happy.” 

The students expressed sadness, anger and loss regarding individuals who remained in 

their country of origin and happiness towards family present in the States. The presence 

and emotional specificity of this language reflects the adolescents’ characterization of 

these relationships as a key part of how they self-identify. 

The majority of the written material that made up the playscript came from three 

writing and interviewing exercises. In the “I am from Poems” exercise students were 

given a worksheet that had the sentence starter “I am from…” listed ten times. I invited 

students to fill in the rest of the sentence, encouraging them to think about activities, 

people, personality and locations that made them who they were. Through the assignment 

of “I am from Poems” the students expressed personal relationships that were significant 

to them individually. The students referred to being “from” parents, grandparents, 

siblings, cousins, uncles, and from “family” and “friends.” All these mentions reinforce 

the key role that relationships with others play in adolescents’ identity formation 

(Swanson, Edwards, and Spencer 105). Typically adolescence is a time when youth 

“develop emotionally close relationships with peers as a result of their increased time 

together” (105). However, the coding of the playscripts reveals that the majority of the 
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relationships the students described were with family. This might be because of the short 

length of time the students had been attending school in the United States. It is further 

complicated by the students’ cultural contexts that view family differently than in the 

U.S., and by pain, loss and trauma that might have occurred in the separation of families 

(Delgado, Jones, and Rohani 49). By marking relationships with friends and family in 

both their home country as well as in the United States students perform a dual 

citizenship. Yet, by prioritizing family relationships, and peer relationships in their 

country of origin, the students show alliance with members of their own ethnic group. 

The refugee and immigrant youth make visible their negotiation of an ethnic identity and 

the challenges they currently face in adapting to life in America and determining how to 

navigate acculturation (Delgado, Jones, and Rohani 62-63). This marks the ELL youths’ 

identity formation as different from that of youth who are native American citizens.  

Relationship to Country 

In addition to the relationships with friends and family, students marked 

relationships between themselves and nation states – both those of their country of origin 

and of the United States. One of the ways in the playbuilding curriculum initiated this 

discussion was through the definition of home. Through a poster dialogue brainstorm the 

ELL students described home as a physical, emotional and cultural place and space (see 

Appendix H for Poster Dialogue) but not one that they ascribed solely to their country of 

origin or to the United States.  

Country of Origin 

All of the students wrote an “I am from” sentences that ended with the name of 

their country of origin – “I am from Mexico” (Our Life 1), “I am from Nepal” (The Truth 

About Us 1). A few students expanded on this including naming the city they lived in 
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previously. One student at Patterson Middle School referenced two countries, “I am from 

Sudan. I am from Egypt” (Where We Are From 1). This student was either born in Sudan, 

or his family was originally from there, however at the time he moved to the United 

States he was living in Egypt. One of the eighth graders at Blake Middle School, made a 

similar choice stating that he had moved from Nepal, but his family was from Bhutan. 

Another Blake eighth grader wrote, “My family is from Michoacán, Mexico but I was 

born in San Diego, California” (The Truth About Us 1).  

If this playbuilding process were to occur with students who were American 

citizens, would students write that they were from the United States? It is likely that the 

students would reference a physical location – city, state or country. However none of the 

ESL students wrote that they were “from” America, the United States, Texas or Austin. 

Statements such as “I am from Cuba,” (Our Life 1) demonstrate the youths’ stronger ties 

to their home countries as compared to the United States. Similarly, the one student born 

in the United States immediately referenced her family’s ethnic background. The 

declaration of home extends beyond a sense of loyalty and pride, into a space of 

identification.  “Officially we are American but physically we are Nepali, shared Abbie. 

While Sue added, “[f]rom the outside you’re American, but from the inside you’re 

always going be in the place that you’re born. These students consider themselves Cuban, 

Mexican, Nepali.  

In the conversation between performers and audience after the informal sharing at 

Blake Middle School I asked the students,  

Sarah: When we walk out at the beginning as seventh graders, where are you 
walking to? 

Josh: To the map, of where we live 
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Cecilia: Because like, when we, what we feel in the heart is in our country. So 
that’s why we, we, pick that, um, how do you say?  

Sarah: The place on the map? 

Cecilia: Yea. (Blake 7th and 8th Graders post-show discussion) 

Refugee and immigrant students commonly share the country from which they 

immigrated. However, for many students, this is the only personal information they share 

with their peers and teachers. “When Mr. Hoyt and I chatted before class today he told 

me about how he likes to ask students about where they come from. He mentioned that a 

lot of teachers didn’t know those sorts of things about their students” (Field notes 10 

Nov. 2011). I was interested in inviting the students to share their experiences of moving 

to the United States as way to highlight the unique pasts of each student and allow for a 

discovery of shared experiences amongst the group. For one of the writing exercises the 

students were invited to write about what they remembered in moving to the United 

States. It was set it up like an interview, the students asked each other about the 

experience and then worked together to write the story down. I specifically left the focus 

of the story open-ended in the hopes that they would self-select the stories they wanted to 

share. However, I found that most of the students needed a lot of prompting. This could 

have been due to the language barrier, to the level of inquiry and recall required to fulfill 

the task, or it could have been because of strong emotions attached to the move. I 

prompted the students with a variety of questions - where did they come from, who did 

they come with, how did they travel, what did they feel or see when they arrived in the 

United States. The responses ranged from a description of emotion to the logistics of 

arriving in the U.S. There were a few students who could not or would not comment on 

this. In their case, I asked them to write about what they liked about their home country, 

what they liked to do in their home country or what they liked about the United States. 
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Through this prompting, almost all of the students were able to attach an emotion to the 

events of moving to the United States. 

Allison from Russia references her family’s discovery that they had won the 

lottery for a green card. “We were shocked” (Where We Are From 2). Other memories 

shared include “I came walking…and when I came I feel scared” (Our Life 3). “I vomited 

because of stomach pain and I was sick.” (The Truth About Us 3). “I was tired” (The 

Truth About Us 3).  “I felt good when I got to Texas” (The Truth About Us 4), “living in 

the U.S. I feel happy and sad” (Where We Are From 4). These selected pieces of text 

reveal the range of emotions experienced in traveling to, and arriving in, the United 

States. Additionally, many of the students wrote about conflicting emotions that they felt. 

The diametric emotions attached to the move from their home country and to their 

experiences living in the United States reveal the refugee and immigrant youth’s 

complicated development of an ethnic identity and definition of citizenship. The sadness 

or feeling “bad” most likely reflects the missing of a country, culture and relationships as 

well as feeling like an outsider in the place that the students currently live. The happiness 

or feeling “good” reflects a sense of safety and comfort that the students feel living in the 

United States and no longer being surrounded the dangerous situations of their country of 

origin. Furthermore, the conflicting emotions uncover the complication of calling the 

United States home when significant relationships and cultural familiarity are not present 

in the country. Refugee and immigrant youth “have rich assets and strengths, develop 

complex competencies, and prove strikingly resilient, [however] it is essential to 

recognize the challenges they must face, as well as to acknowledge that some do indeed 

struggle (Delgado, Jones and Rohani 46). Through the playbuilding process ELL youth 

were able to share moments of struggle and triumph with their peers. More importantly, it 

created a space and place to publically discuss that home remains a contested space. In 
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her work around dramatizing home, Helen Nicholson writes, “emotional attachments to 

place, and ideas about what home means have always been subject to change” (Theatre, 

Education 126). The ELL youth in this playbuilding project reify this in their 

performances of relationships with both their country of origin and the United States. 

Image[ining] the U.S. 

Each of the classes created a stage picture of the United States. There was no 

prompt beyond the word: United States. While this was challenging for the students, the 

vague directions were an attempt to prevent my side coaching from impacting their 

representation of this word. After the students created their own frozen sculptures they 

were asked to say a word or a sentences that described their sculpture. These words were 

then incorporated into the playscript. I have categorized the students’ responses 

(linguistic and kinesthetic) to the word United States into three categories: Patriotic, 

Iconic and First World Country.  

Many of the students chose physical poses that are typically attributed as patriotic 

in the U.S. Those poses also elicited patriotic statements from the students. One student, 

with his right arm raised as if he were gripping something stated, “[h]olding a flag” 

(Where We Are From 2). A girl with her right similarly raised chose, “[t]he Statue of 

Liberty” (Our Life 3). “Pledge allegiance to the flag,” (Our Life 3) said a student with her 

right hand over her heart. A Patterson Middle School student raised her right hand, palm 

facing the audience and said, “[t]he Texas Pledge” (Our Life 3). “The Texas Pledge is a 

state pledge said daily in public schools across Texas). “A country of opportunity” (The 

Truth About Us 5) said an eighth grader at Blake Middle School and one of her 

classmates, with his arms outstretched announced, “Freedom” (The Truth About Us 4). 

These responses seem to be tied to a perception of the United States that has been 



 

 70 

informed by their educational experiences. In arguing for drama as a practice that is 

poised to allow participants to reconceptualize definitions of citizenship, Helen 

Nicholson writes “education and cultural sectors [] have institutional roles in perpetuating 

an imagined community of nationhood from the top-down” (Applied Drama 135). At 

both schools the students say the Pledge of Allegiance and a pledge of allegiance to the 

Texas flag each morning. Furthermore, the other statements are common international 

perceptions of America - The Land of the Free, the Statue of Liberty and the American 

flag. The image[ing] that ELL youth did around the United States illustrates the 

significant exposure they have to traditional symbols and ideas of American citizenship. 

The second way in which students responded to the United States prompt was 

through iconic images, products or stereotypically American culture.  

“Drinking Coca Cola” (Where We Are From 3).  

“The Twin Towers,” “Christmas,” “Party in the U.S.A.,” “Strawberry Soda” (The 
Truth About Us 4).  

These phrases capture the pop culture and capitalistic images that define America 

internationally. From pop songs to soda from an image of national tragedy to consumer 

holidays, all of these images evoke iconic imagery of the United States culture that is 

driven by consumers. These iconic images outline the students’ exposure to a 

contemporary American culture through educational institutions and peers. 
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Illustration 1. “United States” Patterson Middle School 

 

Illustration 2. “United States” Blake Middle School 7th Graders 
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Illustration 3. “United States” Blake Middle School 8th Graders 

 

For many of the students the United States drew responses related to education. - 

“Writing something,” “Reading” (Where Are We From 3), “Learning more” (Our Life 3). 

The identification of education as a concept that students align with living in the United 

States illustrates that the students deem education to be an important part of their 

experience in the U.S. (Potocky-Tripodi 304). Furthermore, it reflects the large amount of 

time that refugee and immigrant youth spend at school and mark it as a significant space 

through which they interact with peers and develop identity due to the influence of social 

factors (Erikson 1968) independent of their family.  

Finally, a few students reflected on the United States as a place of refugee. Three 

of the seventh graders referenced the United States as being safe with the statements “No 

violence,” “No fighting,” “No stealing” (Our Life 3-4). These students are from Cuba, 

Mexico and Guatemala respectively. These references to safety were expressed by both 

refugee and immigrant students. (Cuban nationals are usually considered refugees rather 
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than immigrants.) It is important to note that for some students, personal, physical safety 

is something that living in the United States affords. As one student wrote, “[h]ome 

is…[w]here you feel safe and comfortable” (Where We Are From 5). This was also one 

of the few ways that students attributed a negative image to their country of origin. In 

voicing positive and negative experiences about their country of origin and the United 

States the ELL youth continue to demonstrate how definitions of home, and citizenship, 

are fluid. 

Relationship to Self 

 In the coding of the scripts there were two main themes that arose in reference to 

the students’ identification as autonomous individuals, which I coded as Relationship to 

Self. In adolescent development, youth negotiate a sense of self, autonomy and 

independence (Swanson, Edwards, and Spencer 98). The Relationship to Self code arose 

out of moments in the scripts where the students’ showcased their individuality through 

prior experiences, characteristics and desires (Strickland 228). I categorize these 

moments into two subcategories that further classify how students negotiated citizenship 

autonomously - Language Learning and Future Desires.   

Language Learning 

Throughout the playscript the students referenced spoken language.  

“I don’t have any friend or someone to talk with” (Where We Are From 2) said 
Richie from Iraq. 

“I speak the Arabic language… I speak English” (Where We Are From 3) said 
Jaron from Iraqi. 

“Home is language” (Where We Are From 5).  

“English is hard” (Our Life 3) said Mary from Vietnam. 
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“I wish that [three student names] and I would learn more English” (Our Life 5) 
said Lisa from Cuba. 

“I did not want to… start a new language” (The Truth About Us 3) shared Sue, 
who emigrated from Cuba. 

“When I came to the United States I saw different language” (The Truth About Us 
5) said David from the Congo. 

Verbal language is the main mode of communication in the United States. Therefore, it is 

not surprising that students who lack comfort or skill in speaking the primary language of 

the country in which they currently live would share that challenge. Amongst the students 

that were a part of the practical research I noticed that the refugee students who did not 

speak Spanish rarely spoke in their native languages (Arabic, Nepalese, French, Russian) 

in the classroom. However, the students whose native language was Spanish often spoke 

Spanish during our time together. Sometimes it was to translate for each other, but 

usually it was in social conversations with each other. Ben, a student from Nepal clarified 

the reason he did not speak Nepali at school, “because there are other students speaking 

in Spanish and they are laughing. They think we talking about them” (Blake 8th Graders 

group discussion). The students acknowledge that the inability to communicate through 

English impacts how they are accepted within their school environment. Yet, through the 

playbuilding project they also share pride in their language. In the script written by the 7th 

graders at Blake Middle School there was a line in Vietnamese and one in Spanish. The 

students were eager to include this as a part of the script, and all wanted to say both lines 

in unison. In addition to being comfortable speaking in languages other than English, 

their enthusiasm made me note that they were in fact excited about having more than one 

language in the playscript. 
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Future Desires 

Two of the three playscripts ended with the youth sharing their completion of 

three writing prompts – “I wish,” “I hope,” and “In the future.” They shared wishes and 

hopes for their future around education and career. “I am from wanting to be an astronaut 

when I grow older.” “I am from wanting to be a doctor” (Where We Are From 3). “I hope 

to work at something I like a lot.” “In the future, I hope working in mechanic.” “I hope to 

finish college and find a work (Where We Are From 4). The ELL youth also expressed a 

desire to return to their country of origin. “I wish I would tell Russian about America.” 

“In the future, I hope to…finish the college then go to my country.” “I hope to go back to 

Iraq and see my family and my friends” (Where We Are From 4). “I want to play soccer 

in Mexico.” “I hope that I can go back to Vietnam and help my country to have freedom 

for all people in my country” (Our Life 5). 

With each of these responses the students emphasize their identification with two 

citizenship relationships. They acknowledge an understanding of opportunity to have a 

future imaginable because they are in the United States. In sharing their hopes to “finish 

college,” “be a doctor” they prove that America offers access to education and therefore a 

career that may not have been achievable in their country of origin.  In revealing their 

desire to return to their home country the youth reinforce the primary identification with 

their county of origin. The students perform a split citizenship – one that acknowledges 

their present requirement to be in the United States and the ability to take advantage of 

the opportunity it provides in opposition to living in their home country. However, they 

also remain loyal to their ethnicity by marking that they hope to return to their country of 

origin because of continuous relationships to its culture and individuals that live there. 
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Citizenship as Transnationalism 

Through the analysis of the playscript it becomes clear that the students are 

emotionally, spatially and culturally linked to at least two nations – the United States and 

their home country. They are culturally and socially connected to their country of origin 

yet they are also aware that their future is tied up in the opportunities that living in the 

United States affords them. In the future they look forward to the opportunity to return to 

their country of origin, yet they also have hopes and dreams that are typically tied to an 

understand of the “American dream.” The students are performing a dual citizenship, or 

transnationalism. Transnationalism is the act of being emotionally, culturally, spatially 

and socially tied to more than one nation. In The Local and the Global: The Anthropology 

of Globalization and Transnationalism, Michael Kearney clarifies, “[t]ransnational 

processes are anchored in and transcend one or more nation-states” (548). Such is the 

case with these middle school students - their lives exist within multiple cultural contexts 

that are tied to different nation states. Discussing youths’ negotiation of fluid identities, 

Nicholson writes, “young people affect strong relationships with the public and private 

spaces and their negotiation between different places, however uncomfortable, often 

demonstrating their resilience and ability to improvise as they experiment with new ways 

of being” (Theatre, Education 123). Through their transnationalism, refugee and 

immigrant middle schoolers resist traditional expectations of foreign-born students and 

advocate for a school environment that notices and understands the challenges and 

benefits of such dual citizenship. On a larger level, the students reframing the definition 

of American citizenship by performing their own. 
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Limitations 

As with any study, this practical research was not without limitations. Time was 

an immensely limiting factor. At Blake Middle School I meet with the students for 45 

minutes a week. It was rare that there was full attendance at every session.  

In general consistent attendance is an issue. It is hard to catch students up when 
they miss a session. Between the language barrier and their lack of exposure to 
theatre the learning curve is steep, and unfortunately time is not in our favor. Plus, 
I’m not sure what the best way to catch them up is. Mostly I’ve been asking 
another student to update them on the new stage picture or blocking. Or I just fit 
them in as we go. It seems to work, but I do not feel that I am helping them to 
understand the why and how of the process. Rather they are just following my 
instructions. (Field notes Nov. 2011) 

Students would miss because they were absent or because their elective teacher would 

not let them miss class. This meant that almost every session I needed to set aside time to 

catch students up on what they missed from the week before. My ability to pedagogical 

scaffold the curriculum was limited by having a finite amount of time to create a product 

that the students could confidently perform. The students who missed a session were 

most affected by this limitation. 

The students and I could only communicate in English. This meant that all 

directions had to be communicated in English, or non-verbally. While this supported the 

students’ exposure to English it did result in a few instances where the students and I 

were unable to quickly have a shared understanding of a situation. When revising the 

eighth grade group script at Blake Middle School the students spent ten minutes trying to 

explain a phase that Ryan, a student from Nepal, was using to describe the United States. 

He was saying developed country, but I just couldn’t hear it. It was frustrating at 
first, then embarrassing. I felt bad I couldn’t understand him. But then we all 
made a joke of it and I think it helped even the playing field in the room, which is 
always a good thing. (Field notes 29 Nov. 11) 
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Although there was a positive resolution, a tension had settled in the room, it was clear 

that Ryan felt singled out because he could not efficiently communicate in English. Such 

moments also pulled us off track from an already tight schedule. 

The limitations in my practical research study raised many questions often asked 

of applied theatre work (Taylor; Thompson, Applied Theatre). How much time is enough 

time? How does a facilitator balance the energy given to the process as compared to the 

product? It is inevitable that time will always be a factor in an applied theatre project. 

The time needed to complete a project is likely impossible to determine until the work is 

in progress. However, due to the nature of relationships with schools, schedules must be 

agreed upon prior to a residency. Therefore, the facilitator should be aware of the balance 

of time allotted to the process and the product. In the case of this playbuilding curriculum 

the product was integral to the process. I worked to manage student and teacher 

expectations, hoping to make them understand that the product would not be a theatrical 

production, but rather an informal sharing. In managing these expectations I hoped to 

allow for time within the process to focus solely on context-specific needs for each 

residency. In the case of the Patterson Middle School I spent more time working with the 

students on the detail of their stories that they wrote about moving to the United States 

and the embodiment of these stories as stage pictures. It was important to Ms. Ross that 

the playbuilding project leave the students with a strong understanding of the genre of 

autobiography. Therefore, less time was spent on the overall staging of the informal 

sharing. At Blake Middle School, there were different stakes in the informal sharing as 

other students would be watching. Additionally, the students had been invited into the 

sessions with the understanding that they would be “doing theatre.” I focused the process 

around the product in a more structured way and included more language around 

performance and the form of theatre.  
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As with any applied theatre project, entering into the schools as an outsider 

created a space in which I had to ask ethical questions of myself. Who was I to ask these 

students to share their experiences? Who was I, as monolingual, to be teaching students 

who speak multiple languages? As I discussed in Chapter 3, I attempted to negotiate 

these questions within the frame of a culturally responsive pedagogy – focusing my 

awareness on the multiple perspectives and experiences that the students bring into the 

classroom and the incorporation of this into the curriculum. In addition to working 

through this approach, I received research permission from AISD’s Department of 

Program Evaluation and the Institutional Review Board at The University of Texas at 

Austin. Finally, while it is important to grapple with ethical questions in applied theatre 

projects such questions should serve as opportunities to check in on the process of the 

project and my practice. 

QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH OUTCOMES 

As a researcher and scholar, I was interested in having a mixed methods approach 

to my practical research and MFA thesis. My quantitative research focused on the 

question, what impact does a drama curriculum have on an ELL student’s comfort and 

confidence in speaking, reading, writing and understanding English? As I discovered 

through my research process, this is an enormous question to track through a quantitative 

measure for multiple reasons. First, because it requires meticulous tracking of a student’s 

ability to read, write, speak and understand English. Each of these abilities must and 

should be assessed in multiple ways. Additionally, quantitative data often uses an 

experimental design (Creswell 145-146) that requires two groups, one that experiences no 

drama work or intervention and one that is involved in a drama program and receives the 

treatment. This was not logistically possible for my MFA thesis research. Instead, I chose 
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to use a vetted rubric to evaluate the students’ English speaking skills and to then review 

and interpret any changes that occurred over the duration of the project.  

The LEAD Rubric 

The Education Department at Lincoln Center Theater (LCT) in New York City 

has a program called the Learning English and Drama (LEAD) Project. This program “is 

an 18-session, year-long collaboration between an LCT teaching artist and an ESL 

classroom teacher that promotes both English language acquisition and learning in 

theater” (“LEAD: Learning English and Drama Project”). In 2009 the LEAD project staff 

developed a rubric to evaluate if there were changes between students’ projection, 

enunciate and expression in speaking English from the start to the finish of the project. 

Following an interview with the project staff, and with their permission, I decided to use 

this rubric as an evaluation tool in my practical research. It was my intention to see if this 

rubric could provide a cursory look at the impact of the playbuilding program on the 

middle schoolers’ English speaking skills.  

The rubric was administrated on the third day of the residency at Blake Middle 

School and the second day at Patterson Middle School. This occurred for two reasons. 

First, I wanted to evaluate the students’ speaking skills when they were engaged in 

embodied work (sculpture and stage picture) and not simply reading off a page. In 

scaffolding the curriculum to ease the students into such work there was no way for the 

students to be evaluated on the first day. Second, someone else needed to administer the 

rubric because I could not facilitate the class and the activities while also giving attention 

to the rubric. Ms. Ross filled out the rubric at Patterson Middle School, while a graduate 

student colleague filled out the rubrics for Blake Middle School.  
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For the purposes of the rubric, Projection indicates the amount of sound required 

to communicate meaning across space. Enunciation is the clarity, completion of words 

and appropriate emphasis on words and sentences. Expression is the communication of 

meaning expressively, meaning through the engagement of the face, body and voice. 

Each student was evaluated on a scale of 1 – 4 as laid out in Table 7. 
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Table 7. LEAD Rubric Evaluator Guide 

 1 - Weak 2 - Needs Support 3 - Good 4 - Expert 

Projection 
Speaks low 
and/or 
mumbles. 

Attempts to project 
but speaks softly 
or with hesitation. 

Projects enough 
to be heard and 
understood at 
all times. 

Can be easily 
heard, projects 
voice, speaks 
confidently. 

Enunciation 

Few words 
are clear. 
Cannot be 
understood. 
Words 
incomplete 

Less than half of 
the words are well 
enunciated and 
complete. Difficult 
to understand. 

Most parts of 
words and 
sentence can be 
understood. 
Completes most 
words. 

All parts of 
words and 
sentence are 
clearly and 
appropriately 
enunciated and 
can be 
understood. 
Completes all 
the words. 

Communicates 
Meaning 
Expressively 
(Expression) 

Little or no 
vocal or 
physical 
expression 
(e.g. 
monotone). 

Some evidence of 
physical or vocal 
expressiveness 
(some effort shown 
for 1 out of 3 or 
moderate effort of 
2 out of 3). 

Expressively 
shows meaning 
with face and/or 
body and voice. 
(significant 
effort shown for 
2 out of 3). 

Expressively 
shows meaning 
with face, body 
and voice. 

 

The second, and final, evaluation of the students’ speaking skills was 

administered during the informal sharing at the end of each residency. Ms. Ross 

administered the rubric at Patterson Middle School. However, the graduate student 

colleague was unable to be present at the informal sharing at Blake Middle School. 

Instead, a faculty advisor administered the final rubric.  
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Rubric Analysis 

The results from the rubric were varied; with the results from Blake Middle 

School being the most varied. Summarizing the set of seventh grade rubrics, for all but 

one student there was a change in at least one category (marked in bold). One student 

showed no change (marked with regular text). Two students saw a negative impact in at 

least one category (marked in italics). The change was no greater than one for all 

students, with the exception of the Expression of Student 4. Student 7 joined the project 

after the third session and I chose not to evaluate him at that point. 

Table 8. Changes in Speaking Skills: Blake Middle School 7th Graders. 

 October 20, 2011  December 15, 2011 
Student Proj. Enun. Exp.   Proj. Enun. Exp. 
1 2 3 1   3 3 1 
2 2 2 2   2 2 2 
3 2 3 1   1 3 1 
4 1 1 1   2 2 3 
5 1 1 1   2 2 2 
6 1 2 1   2 1 2 
7 / / /   2 2 / 

 

The eighth graders at Blake Middle School showed even more scattered results. 

Four students (Student 1, 3, 6 and 7) showed a positive change in at least one category. 

All but one of these fours students showed no change in the other categories. Student 5 

showed a negative change in one category. Only Student 7 showed a change of more than 

one in her Expression. Three of the students could be assessed because they were not in 

attendance on the day that the first rubric was administered. 
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Table 9. Changes in Speaking Skills: Blake Middle School 8th Graders. 

 October 20, 2011  December 15, 2011 
Student Proj. Enun. Exp.   Proj. Enun. Exp. 
1 3 3 4   4 3 4 
2 / / /   2 1 1 
3 2 2 1   2 2 2 
4 / / /   2 2 1 
5 3 3 3   3 2 3 
6 2 2 1   2 2 2 
7 2 2 1   3 2 3 
8 / / /   2 2 1 

 The data collected from Patterson Middle School was more consistent (Table 10). 

All the students were in attendance both days, additionally the same individual, Ms. Ross, 

administered the rubric. According to the summary of the Patterson students’ rubrics all 

the students saw a positive change in at least one category. Five of the seven students saw 

this change in all of the categories. The other two students (Student 6 and 7) saw no 

change in one category each.  

Table 10. Changes in Speaking Skills: Patterson Middle School  

 October 26, 2011  November 9, 2011 
Student Proj. Enun. Exp.   Proj. Enun. Exp. 
1 2 2 2   4 3 4 
2 2 2 3   4 4 4 
3 1 2 1   3 3 2 
4 1 1 1   3 2 2 
5 1 2 1   3 3 3 
6 3 2 3   4 4 3 
7 3 4 2   4 4 4 

 It is important to note the many limitations that the results of this rubric are being 

assessed within. Some have already been identified - the individuals administering the 

rubric as well as student attendance. It is also important to mark the investment of the 
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evaluator. Ms. Ross was the student’s classroom teacher and she was giving a grade to 

the students based on the work that they did on this project. The rubric administrators at 

Blake Middle School did not know the students prior to filling out the rubric for each of 

them. Additionally, the first rubric was evaluated during a class period and the second 

rubric was administered during the informal sharing. For the Patterson students that 

informal sharing included two staff members that the students knew, and one outsider 

who was associated with myself (and introduced as my teacher). The students at Blake 

Middle School presented their informal sharing to fellow ELL students and six other 

teachers. The different circumstances of the Blake Middle School sharing undoubtedly 

impacted the students’ confidence in performing and most likely had an effect on their 

ability to project, enunciate and be expressive. 

Playbuilding and English Speaking Skills 

Outside of these limitations, but still within the constraints of the small amount of 

data collected within the large scope of the practical research, the results from the rubrics 

do illustrate that there was a change in more than half of the student’s English speaking 

skills. It might be inferred that a playbuilding curriculum can positively impact students’ 

speaking skills, most visibly in the category of Expression. This aligns with the theatrical 

goals of the playbuilding process – to allow the students a space to express emotion and 

opinion through their voice, face and body. Additionally, the category of Expression 

would seem to be strongly impacted by a students’ insecurity of performing for the first 

time. However, I observed that Projection and Enunciation that were more impacted by 

the students’ performance anxiety. “I wasn’t disappointed in the students’ performance, 

but it did make me a bit sad that they were hard to hear and understand. In class yesterday 

they had been louder and slower” (Field notes 15 Dec. 2011). In comparing and 
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contrasting the results from all of the students’ rubrics, despite the limitations, the data 

suggests that a playbuilding process could have a positive impact on ELL students’ 

English speaking skills. Most importantly it illustrated that such quantitative evaluation 

needs to meticulously implemented and cannot be well executed by a solo facilitator. 

Potential Impact 

What is the importance of playbuilding with ELL youth? Why is allowing for a 

space for ELL youth to create a play worthwhile? The playbuilding process creates a 

space for ELL students to do more than just practice and improve their English 

proficiency skills. It also allows ELL youth to acquire skills of expression that are rooted 

in the language and self. Through the playbuilding curriculum and performance students 

become comfortable with using their body, face and voice to express story and emotion. 

Furthermore, the content of the playbuilding process let students bring their lived 

experiences of moving and settling into life in the United States, creating a space for 

refugee and immigrant youth to negotiate and define their own identity in the classroom 

and school. Many ESL teachers do not know much about their students’ lives outside of 

what they might learn from the students' previous teacher. Yet, for refugee and immigrant 

youth “ethnic identity tends to be very strong, because their traditions, values, and 

practices clearly contrast with those of the dominant ‘American’ culture” (Potocky-

Tripodi 126). This playbuilding program encouraged culturally responsive teaching, not 

just in its practice, but also through its programmatic presence in the school.   

In this chapter I examined the qualitative and quantitative data collected during 

my practical research. I discussed how the playbuilding project allowed refugee and 

immigrant youth to perform their unique definition of citizenship. I also illustrated the 

potential impact a playbuilding experience can have on students’ English speaking skills 



 

 87 

and the formation of their self-identity. In my final chapter I will discuss why it is 

important to privilege arts-based research and how such work aligns with applied theatre 

practices. I will explore how the outcomes and impact of this practical research is 

formative for teachers and students. Finally, I will conclude by reflecting on the 

importance of mixed-methods research approach that seeks to reach a balance between 

research and practice.  
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Chapter Five 

I returned to Blake Middle School in January of 2012 at Drew and Mr. Hoyt’s 

request. At first I was hesitant to as I was unsure what we would do to build upon, but not 

repeat, the work we had already done. Since I was working with the same group of 

seventh and eighth graders, and we only had seven weeks, I decided to continue with a 

playbuilding structure. However, rather than write an original play, we adapted a 

children’s book that the students then performed for a second grade ESL class at a local 

elementary school. Once working with the groups again it felt right to be back at Blake. I 

had felt like my relationship with the students was being cut short when the research 

portion of my residency ended in December 2011. My continued work at Blake is a 

reminder that a MFA research process is a bit contrived due to the timeline that it must 

occur in. It does not properly reflect the importance of developing deep relationships with 

the participants through applied theatre work. 

On our official last day together in March 2012, I asked the students to tell me 

how it felt different to write and perform their own story, as compared to adapting one. 

Audrey: It was [] fun because we do like, more… 

Abbie: We knew what to say 

Audrey: Yeah! (Blake Middle School 8th Graders group discussion) 

Abbie’s reply was short but speaks deeply about why the autobiographical playbuilding 

project was significant to her. She references the ability to speak knowledgably about 

oneself. She knew what to say because she was an expert in her own past experiences. In 

a new country, learning a new language ELL youth are not often given the opportunity to 

be experts. She also comments on her increased confidence in speaking English because 
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the playbuilding process asked her to speak about herself. This comparison and comment 

could not have been made had I not returned to Blake Middle School to continue the 

applied theatre work with these students. 

In this final chapter I examine the outcomes and impact of the playbuilding 

project as perceived by the students and teachers. Then, I discuss how the responses 

support aligning arts-based research with an applied theatre project. I layout what 

additional research might occur as an extension of this MFA thesis, and offer 

recommendations for such future work. Finally, I reflect on the importance of a mixed-

methods research approach that privileges the qualitative research employed in arts-based 

research. 

THE SHARING 

After each residency’s final sharing the classroom was filled with students 

chatting with each other about moments from the performance. 

They were comparing how they felt nervous before and how much better they felt 
afterward. The room definitely had a different energy compared to before. The 
seventh and eighth graders were sitting mixed together, laughing. It was hard to 
get their attention when it was time for me to say goodbye. (Field notes 15 Dec. 
2011) 

The classrooms’ tone after the informal sharing demonstrated that the product, the 

performance of the play, was an important component of the playbuilding curriculum. 

Often in applied theatre projects the process is heralded as the more important component 

of the work (Thompson, Applied Theatre). I agree that the process is where the majority 

of the learning, community building and individual development occurred for the 

students in each of these residencies. However, the students’ enthusiasm for their own 

performance in the wake of the informal sharing supports the need for a product that is an 

integral part of the process. Furthermore, by asking students to perform, the playbuilding 
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curriculum is effectively scaffolded - moving students from participating in playbuilding 

to performing independently of the facilitator outside of the safe structure of the sessions. 

The shift from working together in a group to being individually responsible for their 

own participation in the performance achieves the fourth application of Walqui and van 

Lier’s list of QTEL best practices - “[p]articipation in activity progresses from 

apprenticeship to appropriation, or from the social to the individual plane” (6). As I 

moved the students through a rehearsal process I gradually pulled back my direction. The 

final sharing occurred without any guidance from myself, requiring the students to work 

independently in order to support the goals of the group. It is this shift from 

“apprenticeship to appropriation” that creates a sense of ownership in the students. That 

ownership could be seen in the enthusiastic response to the sharing as well as in Mr. 

Hoyt’s observation of students increased confidence and comfort in speaking English in 

his classroom.  

Directly following the two sharings at Blake Middle School the seventh and 

eighth graders stood around the classroom answering questions from teachers about the 

process and experience. When they were asked what they enjoyed about creating and 

performing their own play, Sue, an eighth grader, shared,  

[I]t feels cool cause if you don’t know somebody you get to meet each other. You 
know more about their life and you know more about what they care and what 
they want other people to know [about] them. So it helped you to get in a better 
relation… friendship. (Blake 7th and 8th Graders post-show discussion) 

As she answered the question the other students nodded along. It was clear that the 

playbuilding process had provided a positive experience for Sue through the deepening of 

her peer relationships. During adolescence “[p]eer relationships…become more intense, 

closer, and more influential” (Swanson, Edwards, and Spencer 316). Her response 

highlighted that these students were interested in making deeper connections with their 
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peers. A few months later, after finishing up my second project with the students, I asked 

the eighth graders what they enjoyed about performing a play about themselves. This 

time Abbie spoke first, “[i]t was fun to say about us.” Sue added, “[w]get to know each 

other better. And we kind of don’t forget, cause those are things that happened in our 

lives and we cannot forget it” (Blake 8th Graders group discussion). The peer 

relationships that were strengthened in the playbuilding project remained a significant 

take away for Sue, among others. 

REFLECTION ON OUTCOMES  

The morning after the final sharing at Blake Middle School, Mr. Hoyt and I sat 

down to reflect on his observations of the program and its impact on his students. I began 

by asking him what he felt were the valuable outcomes of the project. He replied, 

[Students] that have issues with confidence, and motivation, and [when] you get 
to this level, and because of the age then they become defensive about it, try to 
hide their weaknesses amongst their peers because they don’t want to be seen as 
quote on quote lacking, dumb, whatever else. So anytime that you have an 
opportunity to interact with them at different level at the extra curricular level, 
and they succeed there, they can come back into the classroom, and given the 
teacher’s training, etc., she can draw from that. And they become more fluent and 
academic, their academics improve. (Hoyt) 

While the students commented on the community building of the project, Mr. Hoyt and 

Ms. Ross both acknowledge seeing a change in the ESL students’ confidence in speaking 

English – both during the sessions and outside of the sessions. I want to attribute this 

change to be due in part to the community they built (as referenced by the students). The 

invitation to share such specific experiences created a space in a school setting for the 

students to process their unique circumstances. Mr. Hoyt specifically commented on the 

way the playbuilding project offered a safe, scaffolded way to move through their 

immigration experience. 
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[O]nce you say it to a group… I walked from Mexico, to here to there to get here. 
And then they kind of say oh, I don’t have to keep that inside of me. I shared that 
with one person and it’s going to be easier to share with another person. (Hoyt) 

Mr. Hoyt also emphasized the importance of the students performing. He had been 

enthusiastic about the sharing from the day I presented the project to the Blake ESL 

teachers. I think he valued the product and its showcase as a way to build community 

amongst the ESL staff and students. As we talked about what it meant for the students to 

perform the short play he made an important observation during our interview, stating, 

[T]hey get to perform, they get to produce…they show their product in front of 
some classmates, parents, uh, teachers, etc. and then that builds up their 
confidence. And then they say, well if I can do this with Sarah then I can do it 
with Mr. Hoyt…If they can speak in a drama class to the group and produce a 
product…that skill is a skill that they can take to algebra etc…My fortunate thing 
is that I was in there with you, I saw what you were doing and then I can take 
some of that back into the classroom, oh, you know, like, I can ask Bonnie a 
questions knowing that she answered for you, she can answer for me (Hoyt) 

Mr. Hoyt and Ms. Ross’ presence in the classroom during the playbuilding project was 

significant for two reasons. First, it allowed for them to see and build on the growth in 

students’ confidence – to make the correlation between what an ESL student was capable 

in the group session and what they therefore might be capable of in the classroom setting. 

Second, by witnessing the playbuilding sessions, and the informal sharing, the teachers 

had a better understanding of who their ESL students were beyond the classroom 

environment. The students’ own words and stories deepened their knowledge of the 

students past experiences – supporting this playbuilding curriculum as a method of 

implementing culturally responsive teaching.  

SPACES OF RESISTANCE 

In Drama and Diversity: A Pluralistic Perspective in Educational Drama, Grady 

asks the reader to consider “[h]ow might embodied understanding of difference develop 
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from a critical awareness of self and context?” (8).  The playbuilding curriculum that 

guided this practical research strives to answer this question. How does the sharing of 

individual and specific stories awaken students’ critical awareness? How does a 

heightened sense of self become embodied in the work that the students perform and in 

their daily lives? In adolescence, youth are becoming aware of the communities in which 

they are members. This critical awareness of self and context is often not specifically 

called upon in the classroom. The playbuilding project invited students to engage in their 

awareness of self and context. Mr. Hoyt corroborates this,  

They know who they are and they also know, like I think Sue said it, they need to 
know who the other people [are]. Versus the classroom… I know that Jon is next 
to me and Jeremy is on the other side and you don’t know who he is (Hoyt). 

I want to argue that for refugee and immigrant youth, getting to know each other as both 

Sue and Mr. Hoyt reference is more significant that just expanding and deepening their 

peer relationships. The students built community around a set of specific experiences – 

their transition to the United States. Sharing like experiences and circumstances through 

the playbuilding project creates a space to tell and hear such stories. More importantly, it 

became a public place for the ELL students to refuse to accept traditional definitions of 

citizenship that were placed upon them by living in the United States. In this resistance, 

the students publically claim a transnational identity that demands a culturally responsive 

pedagogical approach in the classroom.  

SIGNIFICANCE OF ARTS-BASED RESEARCH  

Mr. Hoyt perceived an increase in confidence in the students that participated in 

the playbuilding project and saw this result as transferable to other school related 

activities. He acknowledged that often schools and administrators ask for grades that 

show (or prove) the improvement of students, but he was quick to add that he cared more 
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about what he saw. “This is what I saw. Visually I saw kids enjoying what they were 

doing. Taking some of what they learned in[to] other places” (Hoyt). Mr. Hoyt addressed 

one of the ongoing debates in arts-based educational research surrounding the 

effectiveness of this newer approach (Eisner). How is arts-based research an effective 

approach? How can we use theatre as an integrated measurement and evaluation tool? In 

research, quantitative assessment is privileged over qualitative assessment. The mixed-

methods research done through this applied theatre project showcases that qualitative 

research, in the form of arts-based research, is more descriptive and thorough. The 

analysis of the qualitative data that was generated from this project (playscripts, 

performances, surveys and interviews) shared more insight into the impact of the 

experience on students’ development than the results of the LEAD rubrics. Mr. Hoyt 

marks this with his comment above. He is making it clear that he saw something that a 

rubric, or other traditional evaluation tool, cannot assess or communicate.  

I hope for this document to accomplish two things in understanding playbuilding 

as arts-based research. First, by positioning the form of theatre as an evaluative tool in the 

classroom. Conclusions can be made about how ELL students experience acculturation in 

the United States through the analysis of the work they created. These conclusions further 

open up the need for culturally responsive pedagogy and illustrate the need for 

participatory circumstances in the classroom that engages with the students’ lived 

experiences. This is important for refugee and immigrant adolescents as they negotiate 

the formation of their unique identity.  

In addition, the analysis of this particular playbuilding project illustrates that 

quantitative assessment does not offer a complete picture of the project or its impact. In 

understanding the results of the research, quantitative research cannot get at the personal, 

internal impact of the project. The evaluation tools that researchers and practitioners 
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bring into the classroom need to be interrogated. Instead of creating an assessment tool 

that meets general education standards or the desired outcomes of funders, arts-based 

research advocates for qualitative research that sheds light on the key impacts of the 

research. This allows for the acknowledgment of what change can and should be 

considered important. Moving forward, the analysis of the outcomes should result in 

assessment and evaluation tools that align and support the goals of the program and its 

impact on the participants. 

MOVING FORWARD 

There is continued work to be done around the way that educational institutions 

support the acculturation experience of newly arrived refugee and immigrant students – 

creating a space and place for them to explore their own definitions of home, belonging 

and citizenship. A playbuilding program with Intermediate/Advanced ELL students 

begins the process of building students’ critical awareness of acculturation through a 

sharing of past experiences. It creates a safe environment for the students to reflect on 

who they are and where they come from and to engage in a dialogue with peers around 

those displays of identity. And, in building a play in English, the students continue to 

practice their speaking skills. “The thing we have to be careful about is after they leave 

you, we have to foster it, foster that growth” (Hoyt), Mr. Hoyt adds during our discussion 

about the impact of the playbuilding process on his students. His comment is important 

because it acknowledges that the growth that might occur in a playbuilding group must be 

supported in other classroom spaces. The playbuilding program cannot stand on alone; it 

must be an integrated part of the ELL students’ academic experience. It is important to 

support the refugee and immigrant youth’s social and personal growth as they negotiate 

new cultural contexts, including language, education circumstances and ways of life. 
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Furthermore, there is potential for a short-term residency to be ineffective and possibly 

break down theatre’s reputation as a community-building tool. Future residencies and 

research around playbuilding with ELL youth should seek to build permanent 

programming within the school that supports the students’ critical awareness of their 

acculturation experience. The relationships I developed during my practical research 

revealed that once teachers and staff see the impact of a playbuilding program on ELL 

youth they are interested in supporting future work. What might a sustainable 

playbuilding program look like? Sustainable programming in school settings comes from 

extended partnership and the investment of teachers, administrators and the school 

district.  

In my practical research I carried out an applied theatre project as well as 

conducted arts-based research.  I created and implemented a project that took the tenets 

of what good applied theatre strives for – intentionality, flexibility and authenticity 

(Thompson, Applied Theatre; Nicholson, Applied Drama) and integrated it with an arts-

based research approach (Eisner). Additionally, by labeling my applied theatre project as 

arts-based research it became a part of the evolution of what research through theatre can 

be.  

As a teaching artist, an artist, an educator and a researcher I exist in a space where 

conflicting expectations are often placed on the work that I do. There are expectations of 

fully realized theatrical productions and measurable changes in the students that prove the 

value of arts education. I strive to bring theory into practice and to understand when 

theory is not able to be purely placed wthin my practice. As a researcher/practitioner, it is 

important and vital to my work to be aware of and informed by empirical knowledge. By 

situating my applied theatre project as research I argue that playbuilding is an effective 

form of arts-based research. The analysis of the playscripts and performances illustrates 
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that student experiences depicted through the art form align with and support current 

theories around adolescent identity formation. The field notes and interviews provide 

primary data supporting the positive impact the experience had on the participants. In 

bringing together all of the data, in one document, I am able to present a detailed look at 

the complicated transition refugee and immigrant youth encounter in the United States.  

Miss, you know what is funny? When I feel like I am a, like girl from American, I 
am like, when I hear that music Party in the U.S.A. I don’t know why. Wow, I’m 
from California. I like it. At the same time, holy, this is weird. (Blake 8th Graders 
group discussion). 

Audrey, an 8th grader at Blake, shared this with me after a year of working together. Four 

months after her performance in The Truth About Us, she still ties “Party in the U.S.A.” 

to being American. Clearly she is still figuring out how to define her own citizenship 

identity. More importantly, she is able to articulate the conflict and the emotions that go 

along with it.  

It comes down to the voices and stories that are on the pages of Where We Are 

From: One Foot Here and One Foot There, Our Life, and The Truth About Us. These 

stories must be heard; these stories must be added to the oral narratives of the 

communities in which these refugee and immigrant youth live. As an applied theatre 

researcher and practitioner I first and foremost hold myself accountable to the 

responsibility that comes with sharing and hearing these stories. Everything else is a 

balancing act, a negotiation of how those stories and their storytellers will be impacted, 

inspired or obstructed. 
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Appendix A: Patterson Middle School Curriculum 

Theatre Residency Week #1 
Teacher: Ross / Coleman Subject: ESL Intermediate & Advanced  
Grade: 6th and 7th grade Date: October 24 - 28, 2011 

 

Monday (A) Wednesday (A) Friday (A) 

T 
E 
K 
S 

7(A) describe the structural and 
substantive difference between an 
autobiography or a diary and a 
fictional adaptation of it. 
F19(C) monitor and adjust 
comprehension(e.g. using 
background knowledge; creating 
sensory images; rereading a 
portion aloud; generating 
questions). 
F19(D) make complex inferences 
about text and use textual 
evidence to support 
understanding. 
13(B) interpret how visual and 
sound techniques (e.g. special 
effects, camera angles, lighting, 
music) influence the message 
13(D) assess the correct level of 
formality and tone for successful 
participation in various digital 
media. 
2(A) determine the meaning of 
grade level academic English 
words derived from Latin, Greek, 
or other linguistic roots and 
affixes. 
2(B) use content to determine or 
clarify meaning of unfamiliar or 
ambiguous words. 
2(D) identity the meaning of 
foreign words commonly used in 
written English with emphasis on 
Latin and Greek words. 

F19(E) summarize, 
paraphrase, and synthesize text 
in ways that maintain meaning 
and logical order within a text 
and across texts. 
10(A) evaluate a summary of 
the original text for accuracy 
of the main ideas, supporting 
details, and overall meaning. 
10(D) synthesize and make 
logical connections between 
ideas within a text and across 
two or three texts representing 
similar or different genres, and 
support those findings with 
textual evidence. 
3(C) examine how place and 
time influence the theme or 
message of a literary work. 
8(A) determine the figurative 
meaning of phrases and 
analyze how an author’s use of 
language creates imagery, 
appeals to the senses, and 
suggests mood.  

14(B) develop drafts by 
choosing an appropriate 
organizational strategy (e.g. 
sequence of events, cause-
effect, compare-contrast,) 
and building on ideas to 
create a focused, organized, 
and coherent piece of 
writing. 
16(A) write a personal 
narrative that has a clearly 
defined focus and 
communicates the 
importance of or reasons for 
actions and/or 
consequences. 
20(A) use conventions of 
capitalization 
20(B) recognize and use 
punctuation marks including 
(i) commas after 
introductory words, phrases 
21(A) spell correctly, 
including using various 
resources to determine and 
check correct spellings 

 

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTIONS 

1. How does an understanding of the historical context of a biography, 
autobiography or memoir contribute to its interpretation and analysis? 
2. How do writers know their audiences? 
3. How does a writer create personal voice? 
4. How is revising a piece of writing as essential as the initial effort? 
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Theatre Residency Week #2 
Teacher: Ross / Coleman  
Subject: ESL Intermediate & Advanced Grade: 6th and 7th grade      
Date: November 1 - 3, 2011 [9:46-11:16am] 
 

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTIONS 

1. How does an understanding of the historical context of a biography, 
autobiography or memoir contribute to its interpretation and analysis? 
2. How do writers know their audiences?   
3. How does a writer create personal voice? 
4. How is revising a piece of writing as essential as the initial effort? 

 

Tu (A) Th (A) 

TEKS 

F19(C) monitor and adjust comprehension 
(e.g. using background knowledge; creating 
sensory images; rereading a portion aloud; 
generating questions). 
F19(D) make complex inferences about text 
and use textual evidence to support 
understanding. 
F19(E) summarize, paraphrase, and 
synthesize text in ways that maintain 
meaning and logical order within a text and 
across texts. 
8(A) determine the figurative meaning of 
phrases and analyze how an author’s use of 
language creates imagery, appeals to the 
senses, and suggests mood.  
4(A) analyze the importance of graphical 
elements (e.g. capital letters, line length, 
word position) on the meaning of a poem. 

14(B) develop drafts by choosing an 
appropriate organizational strategy (e.g. 
sequence of events, cause-effect, compare-
contrast,) and building on ideas to create a 
focused, organized, and coherent piece of 
writing. 
16(A) write a personal narrative that has a 
clearly defined focus and communicates 
the importance of or reasons for actions 
and/or consequences. 
20(A) use conventions of capitalization 
20(B) recognize and use punctuation 
marks including (i) commas after 
introductory words, phrases 
21(A) spell correctly, including using 
various resources to determine and check 
correct spellings. 
5(a) explain a playwright’s use of 
dialogue and stage directions. 
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Theatre Residency Week #3 
Teacher: Ross / Coleman  
Subject: ESL Intermediate & Advanced Grade: 6th and 7th grade 
Date: November 7-9, 2011 [9:46-11:16am] 
 

ESSENTIAL 
QUESTIONS 

1. How does an understanding of the historical context of a biography, 
autobiography or memoir contribute to its interpretation and analysis? 
2. How do we tell stories with our bodies and voices? 
3. How does rehearsal inform a final dramatic performance? 
4. How is revising a piece of writing as essential as the initial effort? 

 

Monday  
(A) 

Wednesday  
(A) 

TEKS 

3(C) examine how place and time influence 
the theme or message of a literary work. 
5(a) explain a playwright’s use of dialogue 
and stage directions. 
14(C) revise drafts to ensure precise word 
choice and vivid images; consistent point of 
view; use of simple, compound, and 
complex sentences; internal and external 
coherence; and the use of effective 
transitions after rethinking how well 
questions of purpose audiences, and genre 
have been addressed.  
14(D) edit drafts for grammar, mechanics 
and spelling. 
14(E) revise final drafts in response to 
feedback from peers and teacher and 
publish written work for appropriate 
audiences. 
F19(E) summarize, paraphrase, and 
synthesize text in ways that maintain 
meaning and logical order within a text and 
across texts. 
 
*Spiral TEK: Elements of a Story 

7(A) describe the structural and 
substantive difference between an 
autobiography or a diary and a fictional 
adaptation of it. 
8(A) determine the figurative meaning of 
phrases and analyze how an author’s use of 
language creates imagery, appeals to the 
senses, and suggests mood.  
10(D) synthesize and make logical 
connections between ideas within a text 
and across two or three texts representing 
similar or different genres, and support 
those findings with textual evidence. 
F19(E) summarize, paraphrase, and 
synthesize text in ways that maintain 
meaning and logical order within a text 
and across texts. 
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PATTERSON SESSION LESSON PLANS 
PATTERSON MIDDLE SCHOOL    October 24, 2011 
OBJECTIVE: Students will understand the characteristics (personal story, true event, 
contains facts, opinions and emotions) of an autobiography. 
ESSENTIAL QUESTION: What makes a good autobiography? 
 
MATERIALS: Large paper, markers, autobiography text, audio of autobiography. 
 
*Ms. Ross give out the pre-survey at the start of class, before Sarah arrives 
 
ENGAGE:  
Hello, Hola,  
How do you say hello in Arabic? Russian? 
I say hello in a language, you say hello back in that same language. 
 
NAME AND MOTION 
Have the students create a motion that we can mirror back to them.  
How would you explain what we just did?  
How did you feel when you performed your name and motion? 
 
EXPLORE: 
STORY OF YOUR NAME 
I’d like to learn a little bit more about who is in the room, who we all are. Pair the 
students off. Invite them to each tell their partner the story of their name (either first 
name, middle name, last name). Invite them to share the story of their partner’s name 
out to the entire class. 
 
For the next three weeks, when we have class we are going to learn about 
autobiographies.  
What do we think an autobiography is? 
A story about someone. Told by the person who it happened to. 
 
READ AUTOBIOGRAPHY 
Jose Fernandez 
 
BRAINSTORM 
Emotions, themes, main ideas of this autobiography. 
Invite the students to draw on their section of the paper in reaction to the story. Invite 
the students to write down words that they remember, or emotions they felt. 
Who is telling the story? What is it about? What types of emotions did you read about/feel? 
How is an autobiography different from the biographies you read last week? 
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LISTEN TO AUTOBIOGRAPHY 
How was it different to listen to the story? Are there any other emotions we should add to our 
sheet? 
 
For Wednesday I invite you all to think about a story from your own life, about coming 
to/adjusting to living in the United States, that you would like to share. 
 
WRAP UP: 
ONE WORD REFLECTION 
Share one word that describes class today. It can be a word that tells how you felt, or 
something we did. 
4! 
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PATTERSON MIDDLE SCHOOL    October 26, 2011 
OBJECTIVE: Students will be able to make stage pictures that have levels, facial 
expression and are frozen 
ESSENTIAL QUESTION: How do we tell stories with our bodies and our voices? 
 
MATERIALS: What makes a great stage picture? poster, LEAD rubrics, What is theatre 
blank paper? Pre-Surveys, markers 
 
ENGAGE:  
Hello, Hola, Privet, Murahaba 
 
MOTION CHECK IN 
Have students share a motion that represents a feeling or an action of something that 
has happened this morning. 
 
EXPLORE: 
CIRCLE SCULPT 
We are going to create sculptures with our bodies. We did some sculpture on Monday, 
but we are going to practice it again today. What is a sculpture?  Today we are going to 
practice sculpting our classmates. I’m going to invite you to watch me sculpt and then 
we will work in partners. 
 
Sculpt a student (or Ms. Ross) into a feeling word. I can use my hands to move her 
gently, or I can tell her how I would like her to stand. Sculpt partner into EXCITED. 
Switch roles and sculpt partner as ANGRY.  
1. Strong 2. Afraid 3. Sad  4. Bored 5. Surprised 
What are the bodies doing? Describe what you see? When might someone feel this 
way? What might be the story of why they are feeling this way? 
 
STAGE PICTURE 
Now we are going to more than one sculpture together to create a stage picture. A 
stage picture is like a photograph. What makes a good stage picture? 1. Levels 2. Facial 
Expressions 3. Frozen 
 
Discuss abstract and concrete sculptures/stage pictures. A stage picture might represent 
an activity or a feeling. 
 
In pairs have students sculpt each other into HOME. Remind students that they can 
create abstract or concrete sculptures. Put half the sculptures together and read. 
Repeat with the other half. What do you see the bodies doing? What might be the story of 
this sculpture? If this were a character what line would this character say? What word 
represents this sculpture? Say dialogue out loud. 
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Repeat with UNITED STATES / AMERICA 
 
Combine all the stage pictures into a performance with text. [MS. ROSS FILLS OUT 
LEAD RUBRIC] 
 
GRAFFITI: What is Theatre? 
If I said that what we just did was theatre what would you draw of write down? 
  
SURVEYS 
Have students fill out Sarah’s surveys. 
 
AUTOBIOGRAPHIES 
Have students continue to write their own autobiography in response to one of the 
questions.  
What do you remember about moving to the United States? What story would you tell 
friends/family at home about your life in the United States?  
 
WRAP UP: 
MOTION CHECK IN 
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PATTERSON MIDDLE SCHOOL    October 28, 2011 
OBJECTIVE: Students will create stage pictures of their own autobiography. 
ESSENTIAL QUESTION: How do we tell stories with our bodies and our voices? 
 
MATERIALS:  
 
BEFORE: Write autobiography 
 
ENGAGE:  
Hello, Hola, Privyet, Murahaba 
 
THE TRUTH ABOUT ME (w/tape) 
Did anyone ask their parents about what their name means? 
 
EXPLORE: 
Invite students to share their autobiographical story with classmates.  
What is your partner’s autobiography about? What emotions were in the story? What was the 
main idea of the story? What were some big ideas that were in all of these stories? 
 
STAGE PICTURE 
Create stage picture of two of these themes (as a class, self directed). 
Review United States  
Create: Moving, Citizen 
 
AUTOBIOGRAPHY #2 
Listen to/read along with Theresa’s StoryCorps interview. How was this autobiography 
different from Jose’s? What emotions did you hear in the story? What more do you want to 
know in order to understand this story better? 
 
Stephanie asks her mother questions in order to know more about her. Brainstorm a 
list of questions that students might ask a family/friend around the themes generated in 
the autobiography brainstorm. Have students copy them into their notebook to take 
home 
 
HOMEWORK: Over the weekend, have students interview a friend or family member. 
They should ask two questions and write down the answers. Bring them on Tuesday 
and we will incorporate them into our play. 
 
WRAP UP: 
ZIP ZAP ZOP (Full version) 
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PATTERSON MIDDLE SCHOOL    November 1, 2011 
OBJECTIVE: Students will create stage pictures of their own autobiography. 
ESSENTIAL QUESTION: How do we define home? 
 
MATERIALS:  
 
ENGAGE:  
Hello, Hola, Privyet, Murahaba 
 
THE TRUTH ABOUT ME (w/tape) 
 
EXPLORE: 
MAPPING GEOGRAPHIES 
Stand where you were born. Stand where your family is from. Stand where you live today. Stand 
where you would most like to travel to. Stand where you call home.  
 
What is home? 
Brainstorm ideas of what home is on big paper. 
 
POETRY 
Discuss cinquain poem form. Invite students to write their own poems. Invite students 
to fill out the “I am from” poems. Work in pairs or threes to help each other write 
down their answers. 
What do you see in these poems? What do you hear? 
 
Line1: One word 
Line2: Two words 
Line 3: Three words 
Line 4: Four words 
Line 5: One word 
 
Dinosaurs 
Lived once, 
Long ago, but 
Only dust and dreams 
Remain 
 
Line1: A noun 
Line2: Two adjectives 
Line 3: Three -ing words 
Line 4: A phrase 
Line 5: Another word for the noun 
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Spaghetti 
Messy, spicy 
Slurping, sliding, falling 
Between my plate and mouth 
Delicious 
 
  
MIRROR  
Invite students work in pairs and practice mirroring each other (one work with Sarah or 
Ms. Chapa). The goals is to move so that no one knows who is leading. Stress that 
success is in working together. What are some ways that you move to make it so that your 
partner can follow you? What do you need to do in order to be a good follower? Do you like 
following or leading better? 
 
STAGE PICTURE 
Pick one line of text based on each picture they drew and write it underneath the 
picture. Divide students into 2 groups of 2 and one group of 3. Have them stage their 
own pictures that they drew over the weekend. Write down the dialogue on the blank 
script template. Make sure stage pictures are in order. Perform them for each other. 
[PHOTOGRAPH] 
 
WRAP UP: 
ZIP ZAP ZOP (Full version) 
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PATTERSON MIDDLE SCHOOL    November 3, 2011 
OBJECTIVE: Students will create stage pictures of their own autobiography. 
 
OBJECTIVE: Students will add movements, stage directions and dialogue to a skeleton 
script. 
ESSENTIAL QUESTION: How do we make a script come to life? 
 
MATERIALS: 7 copies of script, SR/SL/CS/DS/US signs, camera, sentence sheets, blank 
script pages 
 
ENGAGE:  
WRITING EXERCISE 
Finish the sentences. 
 
Move the desks far out of the way. 
 
EXPLORE: 
Hello, Hola, Privyet, Murahaba 
 
MARK THE FLOOR (SR, SL, CS, DS, US) 
 
STATUES IN THE PARK 
 
STAGE PICTURE 
Pick one line of text based on each picture they drew and write it underneath the 
picture. Divide students into 2 groups of 2 and one group of 3. Have them stage one of 
their own pictures that they drew. Write down the dialogue on the blank script 
template. Make sure stage pictures are in order. Perform them for each other. 
[PHOTOGRAPH] 
 
SCRIPT READ THRU 
I took some of the sentences you wrote in class on Tuesday and started to put them in an 
order. What do you think of the order? Trace the order onstage. 
How are we going to tell this story with our bodies? I was thinking we could start by going back 
to the map that we made in class on Tuesday. We could use the United States stage picture 
that we created last week. I also need you to tell me where we should put the stage pictures 
that we just created into the play. 
 
SCRIPT REHEARSAL 
 
WRAP UP: 
PALMS UP, THUMBS DOWN 
1, 2, 3 / 3, 2,1 / Red, Yellow, Blue 
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PATTERSON MIDDLE SCHOOL    November 7, 2011 
OBJECTIVE: Students will create stage pictures of their own autobiography. 
 
OBJECTIVE: Students will add movements, stage directions and dialogue to a skeleton 
script. Students will revise script individually and collaboratively. 
ESSENTIAL QUESTION: How do we individually and collaboratively edit a script and 
performance? 
 
MATERIALS: 8 copies of script, SR/SL/CS/DS/US signs, camera, flip camera, tripod 
 
ENGAGE:  
Move the desks far out of the way. 
 
MOVEMENT CHECK IN 
Think about how you are feeling this morning or something that you have done this AM. Create 
a movement for one and share it with the group. We will all mirror it back. 
 
EXPLORE: 
Hello, Hola, Privyet, Murahaba 
 
MARK THE FLOOR WITH STAGE DIRECTIONS (SR, SL, CS, DS, US) 
 
SCRIPT REHEARSAL 
Read Thru from sitting. 
Trace the order of the script. What are the settings of our play? If you had to summarize the 
story of the play, how would you describe it to someone else? 
 
SCRIPT EDITING 
Why do we edit our work/writing? Invite each student to find a line (their own) or a 
stage direction that we need to edit (clarify, make more detailed, correct 
spelling/grammar). 
 
REHEARSAL 
Walk thru the blocking and add new blocking. 
 
WRAP UP: 
PALMS UP, THUMBS DOWN [1, 2, 3 , Count in Arabic, Spanish, Russian] 
 
HOMEWORK 
Practice your lines. Imagine walking through the play in your head. 
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PATTERSON MIDDLE SCHOOL    November 9, 2011 
OBJECTIVE: Students will create stage pictures of their own autobiography. 
 
OBJECTIVE: Students will rehearse 
ESSENTIAL QUESTION: How do we use the theatre skills we have learned during rehearsal? 
What skills have we learned? How do they apply to our daily life? 
 
MATERIALS: 8 copies of script, SR/SL/CS/DS/US signs, camera, flip camera, tripod, post-
surveys 
 
ENGAGE:  
Hello, Hola, Privyet, Murahaba 
 
MOVEMENT CHECK IN 
Think about how you are feeling this morning or something that you have done this AM. Create 
a movement for one and share it with the group. We will all mirror it back. 
 
EXPLORE: 
 
MARK THE FLOOR WITH STAGE DIRECTIONS (SR, SL, CS, DS, US) 
 
REHEARSAL 
Walk thru the blocking make sure Alhasaneen knows where to move. 
 
Performance Tips/Challenges: 
Hold you script still / Talk in a Level 4 voice / Remember to be frozen (still) and have 
facial expression in the stage pictures / Listen for when it is your turn to speak your line 
(sentence/word). 
 
PERFORMANCE 
“Perform” the play. Record this performance. 
 
REFLECTION 
We’ve finished our time together, but I would like to know what you thought of that 
time. 
What did you like about writing, rehearsing and performing this play? What was hard? 
How did it feel to perform the play? 
Do you think any of the things we did in class helped you practice your English? 
How did it feel to write your own autobiography? (Remind me what an autobiography is?) 
 
WRAP UP:  
PALMS UP, THUMBS DOWN [1, 2, 3, count in Arabic, Spanish, Russian] 
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Appendix B: Blake Middle School Curriculum Outline 

OUTLINE / BIG QUESTIONS 
This theatre program seeks to assess the impact that a middle school theatre curriculum has on 
ESL youths’ skills at speaking, writing, reading and understanding English. Using the art form of 
theatre, this program engages in multi-modal learning to create a play written and performed by 
the students around the theme of citizenship. 
 
1. What impact does a drama curriculum have on an ELL student’s comfort and confidence in 

speaking, reading, writing and understanding English?  
2. How do immigrant ELL and refugee ELL students define and perform citizenship?  
3. How does the facilitator consciously negotiate her own position of citizenship, race and 

privilege in relationship to her students throughout the applied drama project? 
 
KEY PARTNERS 
Drew Adams, CIS Program Manager 
 
POTENTIAL CLASS TIMES 
6th Grade: 9:53am -10:42am (49m) / 11:19am - 12:04pm (45m) 
7th Grade: 12:08pm - 12:53pm (45m) / 12:57pm - 1:42pm (45m) 
8th Grade: 1:46pm - 2:31pm (45m) / 2:35pm - 3:20pm (45m) 
 
PERMISSION GRANTED 
AISD External Research & Evaluation 
UT Austin Institutional Review Board 
 
PERMISSION NEEDED 
Blake Student Guardian Consent Forms 
Blake Student Consent Forms 
AISD Staff Consent Forms 

 
 
 

WEEK DATE GRADE LESSON PLAN 
WEEK 1 October 06 8th Essential Questions: What is this group? 

Why would I want to participate? 
Hook: Name and Motion 
Explore: Poster dialogue about What is theatre? 
What is acting? 
Closing: 16! 

WEEK 2 October 13 8th 
WEEK 1   7th 

Essential Question: Who are we? 
Hook: Name and Motion 
Explore: Mapping Geographies 
Statues of who are at school, who you are at home 
Introduce: Abstract, concrete 
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Closing: Paperwork 

WEEK 3 October 21 8th 
WEEK 2   7th 

Essential Question: How do we tell stories with our 
bodies and our words? 
Hook: Pass the Motion 
What feeling word would you describe that last 
motion? 
Explore: Stage Picture (Have students make a stage 
picture from a photograph, and School, Citizen, 
American, Immigrant, Refugee) 
Have students write one word for each stage 
picture. Perform the stage picture with words. 
Review: Abstract, concrete  
Closing: Pass the Motion 

WEEK 4 October 27 8th 
WEEK 3   7th 

Essential Question: 
Hook: The Truth About Me 
Explore: Read short story out loud  
Discuss theme, main idea, emotion in the story 
Break story into 4 stage pictures 
Create 4 stage pictures 
Homework: Write an autobiographical story (linked 
to themes from the story) 
Closing: 16! 

WEEK 5 November 03 8th 
WEEK 4   7th 

Essential Question:  
Hook: Circle Dash 
Explore: Review stage pictures created the previous 
week 
Add dialogue/text from story to stage pictures 
through improv 
Homework: Write an autobiographical story (linked 
to themes from 10/27) 
Closing: Group Counting 

WEEK 6 November 10 8th 
WEEK 5   7th 

Essential Question: 
Hook: Zip Zap Zop 
Explore: Have students (that want to) share 
autobiographical story 
Create Stage Pictures of autobiographical story 
Add dialogue 
Review all stage pictures 
Closing: Group Counting 

WEEK 7 November 17 8th 
WEEK 6   7th 

Essential Question:  
Hook: The Truth About Me 
Explore: I am From Poems, Starter sentences 
(thematically linked) 
Share writing out loud 
Closing: 16! 
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WEEK 8 December 01 8th 
WEEK 7   7th 

Essential Question: How do you edit a collaborative 
script? 
Hook: Circle Dash 
Explore: Read through the script together, out loud. 
Make edits 
Stage directions   
Run thru play with blocking 
Closing: Group Counting 

WEEK 9 December 08 8th 
WEEK 8   7th 

Essential Question: How do you rehearse a play? 
Hook: Circle Dash 
Explore: Rehearsal 
Closing: 16! 

WEEK 10 December 15 8th 
WEEK 9   7th 

Essential Question: How does it feel to perform your 
story for others? 
Perform play (videotape and photograph) 
Closing: Post-Survey 
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Appendix C: Blake Middle School Curriculum 

CIS/BLAKE MIDDLE SCHOOL  8th Grade October 6, 2011 
FOCUS: CIS Theatre Group 
ESSENTIAL QUESTION: What is this group? Why would I want to participate? 
MATERIAL: markers, crayons, 2 sheets big paper, survey forms (10) 
 
ENGAGE: 
Introduce myself (wear a nametag). Welcome! 
SHAKE OUT 
In acting and theatre we use our bodies a lot, so today we are going to start by using our 
bodies. 
 
NAME & MOTION 
Say your name and do a motion (something you like to do). Then I will invite the rest of us to 
mirror that name and motion. 
 
EXPLORE: 
POSTER DIALOGUE 
What is Theatre/Acting? 
There is a question on this piece of paper. Would anyone like to read it out loud? I’m 
going to invite you to take a marker and write or draw what you think or imagine 
theatre/acting is. [*Visuals: theatre, actors] 
 
WHAT IS THIS GROUP? 
We are going to work together to write a play. Some of the play will come from a story that we 
read, some of the play you will write. Some days we will play games. Some days we will write. 
We will meet once a week until December. 
 
FORMS 
1. Survey from Sarah 
(After they fill out the survey) I am trying to learn if doing theatre and acting helps you 
learn English better. I need your help in answering this question. I need you to tell me if 
you think it does or does not help you and how. Throughout our time together I’ll be 
asking you this question and I invite you to let me know what you think. 
1. CIS Forms (Goal sheet, Rating sheet) 
 
DONKEY (Elephant, Bird, Rabbit, make one up together) 
 
WRAP UP: 
4! 3! 2! 1! 
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CIS/BLAKE MIDDLE SCHOOL  7th Grade October 13, 2011 
FOCUS: Introduction to theatre group 
ESSENTIAL QUESTION: What is this group? Why would I want to participate? 
MATERIALS: markers, crayons, 1 sheet big paper (What is theatre? What is acting?), 
survey forms (10) 
 
ENGAGE:  
NAME & MOTION 
In acting and theatre we use our bodies a lot, so today we are going to start by using our 
bodies. Say your name and do a motion (something you like to do). Then I will invite the rest of 
us to mirror that name and motion. Give them a minute to come up with motion. One 
time through, then one time though cumulative.  
 
EXPLORE: 
WHAT IS THIS GROUP? 
We are going to work together to write a play. Some of the play will come from a story that we 
read, some of the play you will write. Some days we will play games. Some days we will write. 
We will meet once a week until December. 
 
POSTER DIALOGUE:  
What is Theatre? What is Acting?  
There is a question on this piece of paper. Would anyone like to read it out loud? I’m 
going to invite you to take a marker and write or draw what you think or imagine 
theatre/acting is. [IMAGES] 
 
FORMS 
1. Survey from Sarah 
(After they fill out the survey) I am trying to learn if doing theatre and acting helps you 
learn English better. I need your help in answering this question. I need you to tell me if 
you think it does or does not help you and how.t\ Throughout our time together I’ll be 
asking you this question and I invite you to let me know what you think. 
2. CIS Forms (Goal sheet, Rating sheet) 
 
SCULPTURE  
We are going to create sculptures with our bodies. What do you know about a sculpture?  
Say your name and make a sculpture of who you are at school, who you are at home.  
Sarah model at school: abstract [love learning]   WRITE 
Sarah model at home: concrete [wash dishes]  WRITE 
Take a moment to come up with the moment to figure out your two sculptures. Go around and 
share school, then home. 
 
WRAP UP: 
4! 3! 2! 1! 
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CIS/BLAKE MIDDLE SCHOOL  8th Grade October 13, 2011 
FOCUS: 
ESSENTIAL QUESTION: Who are we? 
MATERIALS: Markers bag, world map, big paper,  
 
Post: What is Theatre? What is Acting?  
 
ENGAGE:  
HELLO 
Say hello in Spanish:     WRITE 
Say hello in Nepali:    WRITE 
Say hello in English:    WRITE 
 
NAME & MOTION 
 
WHAT IS THIS GROUP? 
We are going to work together – acting and writing a play. Some of the play will come from a 
story that we read, some of the play you will write. Some days we will play games. Some days 
we will write. We will meet once a week until December. Today we are going to learn more 
about everyone who is in the room.  
 
GROUP CONTRACT 
We are going to be working together and we should set up some guidelines that are important 
to all of us. What are some guidelines that might be important to how we are together during 
this group? Guidelines that remind us how we try to act, how we treat each other. 
 
 
EXPLORE: 
MAPPING GEOGRAPHIES 
We are going to play an activity where we are going to imagine that the floor of this room is a 
map. 
Start by looking at the map and pointing out where we are now, where students are 
from. Make signs for the countries where the students are from. Make signs for each 
place as new ones come up. 
Stand where you were born. 
Stand where your family is from. 
Stand where you live today. 
Stand where you would most like to travel to. 
Stand where you call home. (Where is home? What is home?)  
 
Have students write their name next to their home country. Save it. 
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SCULPTURE  
We are going to create sculptures with our bodies. What do you know about a sculpture? 
[IMAGE] 
Say your name and make a sculpture of who you are at school, who you are at home.  
Sarah model at school: abstract [love learning]   WRITE 
Sarah model at home: concrete [wash dishes]  WRITE 
Take a moment to come up with the moment to figure out your two sculptures. Go around and 
share school, then home. 
 
FORMS 
1. Survey from Sarah 
(After they fill out the survey) I am trying to learn if doing theatre and acting helps you 
learn English better. I need your help in answering this question. I need you to tell me if 
you think it does or does not help you and how. Throughout our time together I’ll be 
asking you this question and I invite you to let me know what you think. 
1. CIS Forms (Goal sheet, Rating sheet) 
 
WRAP UP: 
4! 3! 2! 1! 
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CIS/BLAKE MIDDLE SCHOOL  7th Grade October 20, 2011 
OBJECTIVE: Students will participate in making stage pictures and create/say text for 
the stage picture.  
ESSENTIAL QUESTION: How do we tell stories with our bodies and our words? 
MATERIALS: Markers bag, big paper, LEAD rubric for all students, Pre-surveys 
 
Post: Agenda, Word wall 
 
ENGAGE:  
Hola, Hello. How do we say hello in Vietnamese? Chào ban or Xin chào  
We are using a lot of new words in this group, so it is important to me that you tell me 
if I am talking to fast or if you do not understand what I am saying. I have a motion just 
for that. Tap forehead. Practice. 
Introduce colleague. He’s helping me out today and making notes about how loud we 
are speaking today. You can ignore him. 
 
PASS THE MOTION 
Have the students pass the sound and motion the instructor starts around the circle. 
Go around three times. What feeling word would you use to describe the motion we just 
passed? 
 
EXPLORE: 
STAGE PICTURE 
Last week we worked with statues. We created statues of who we were at school. 
We talked about abstract and concrete statues (VISUAL). Can anyone tell us the different 
between abstract and concrete statues? 
Today we are going to expand statues into Stage Pictures. Stage picture is when we 
make a picture using our bodies. Sort of like we were posing for a photograph.  
 
A good stage picture have different levels, facial expression and is frozen.  
 
Let’s start by practicing. When I call your name you are going to walk into the stage 
space (point it out) and freeze as if you were excited. How might you show me excited 
with your body?  
 
Invite half the students by name enter the space one at a time and create the stage 
picture. Make sure that they are touching or near the other students. [PHOTOGRAPH] 
 
Repeat with the other half of the students (Angry).  [PHOTOGRAPH] 
 
Getting responses from the students who are “audience,” ask If this were a character and 
we asked them what they were thinking, what do you think they would say? Ask student to 
say the line. Repeat. 
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Invite the class to imagine that they were a playwright (someone who writes a play, like 
an author of a book) what order would they say the sentences in? What order should 
we say the sentences? 
  
Perform this. [RUBRIC] 
 
We just created a stage picture with our bodies that told us about an emotion. Now we 
are going to create a stage picture that tells a story. We are going to pretend that we 
are at a kid’s birthday party. Brainstorm what might be happening at a kid’s birthday 
party. (WRITE ideas on big paper).  
 
Call out the names of students to enter and create the stage picture. Ask for student 
audience to come up with sentences or words for the frozen students to say. What 
might this character say is we asked him/her what they were doing? What might this character 
be feeling? Decide on the order of the lines. Have the students say their lines, with 
emotion, when I tap them on the shoulder. [PHOTOGRAPH/NOAH MARK] 
 
Repeat with Family Dinner. [PHOTOGRAPH/RUBRIC] 
 
Great work. What did we do today in our theatre group? If you go back to class and 
one of your friends or teachers asked you what you did, what would you tell them? 
How did we use our bodies to tell stories? How did it feel to use your body in class?  
 
WRAP UP: 
PASS THE MOTION 
4! 
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CIS/BLAKE MIDDLE SCHOOL  8th Grade October 20, 2011 
OBJECTIVE: Students will participate in making stage pictures and create/say text for 
the stage picture.  
ESSENTIAL QUESTION: How do we tell stories with our bodies and our words? 
MATERIALS: Markers bag, big paper, LEAD rubric for all students, Pre-surveys 
 
Post: Agenda, Word wall 
 
ENGAGE:  
Namaste, Hola, Hello. 
Reminder about visual cue if you don’t understand what I’m saying, what we are doing, 
or a word I say. 
Introduce colleague. He’s helping me out today and making notes about how loud we 
are speaking today. you can ignore him. 
 
PASS THE MOTION 
Have the students pass the sound and motion the instructor starts around the circle. 
Go around three times. What feeling word would you use to describe the motion we just 
passed? 
 
EXPLORE: 
STAGE PICTURE 
Last week we worked with statues. We created statues of who we were at school. 
We talked about abstract and concrete statues (WW). Can anyone tell us the different 
between abstract and concrete statues? 
Today we are going to expand statues into Stage Pictures. Stage picture is when we 
make a picture using our bodies. Sort of like we were posing for a photograph.  
 
A good stage picture have different levels, facial expression and is frozen.  
 
Let’s start by practicing. When I call your name you are going to walk into the stage 
space (point it out) and freeze as if you were excited. How might you show me excited 
with your body?  
 
Invite half the students by name enter the space one at a time and create the stage 
picture. Make sure that they are touching or near the other students. [PHOTOGRAPH] 
 
Repeat with the other half of the students (Angry).  [PHOTOGRAPH] 
 
Getting responses from the students who are “audience,” ask If this were a character and 
we asked them what they were thinking, what do you think they would say? Ask student to 
say the line. Repeat. 
Invite the class to imagine that they were a playwright (someone who writes a play, like 
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an author of a book) what order would they say the sentences in? What order should 
we say the sentences? 
  
Perform this. [RUBRIC] 
 
We just created a stage picture with our bodies that told us about an emotion. Now we 
are going to create a stage picture that tells a story. We are going to pretend that we 
are at a kid’s birthday party. Brainstorm what might be happening at a kid’s birthday 
party. (WRITE ideas on big paper).  
 
Call out the names of students to enter and create the stage picture. Ask for student 
audience to come up with sentences or words for the frozen students to say. What 
might this character say is we asked him/her what they were doing? What might this character 
be feeling? Decide on the order of the lines. Have the students say their lines, with 
emotion, when I tap them on the shoulder. [PHOTOGRAPH/NOAH MARK] 
 
Repeat with Family Dinner. [PHOTOGRAPH/RUBRIC] 
 
Great work. What did we do today in our theatre group? If you go back to class and 
one of your friends or teachers asked you what you did, what would you tell them? 
How did we use our bodies to tell stories? How did it feel to use your body in class?  
 
WRAP UP: 
PASS THE MOTION 
4! 
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CIS/BLAKE MIDDLE SCHOOL  7th Grade November 3, 2011 
OBJECTIVE: Students will share autobiographical stories. 
ESSENTIAL QUESTION: How do we define home? 
MATERIALS: World map, tape, big paper, script paper, I am from paper. 
 
ENGAGE:  
Hola, Hello, Chào  
 
THE TRUTH ABOUT ME (w/ tape) 
 
EXPLORE: 
MAPPING GEOGRAPHIES 
Set up the map in the space.  
Stand where you were born. Stand where your family is from. Stand where you live today. Stand 
where you would most like to travel to. Stand where you call home.  
 
HOME 
What is home? What does home mean to you? Brainstorm on big paper what words 
describe how you feel at home. What do you see? What do you smell? What do you 
taste?  
 
Gather autobiographical stories that we can start to put together to make our play. 
 
WHAT DO YOU REMEMBER? 
In partners, ask your partner, “What do you remember about when you moved to the 
United States? 
Write down the conversation on the paper. You can write in complete sentences, or in 
one or two words. 
Tell your partner when you moved here. Tell them what you remember most about 
moving, about being in the United States. You might think back to the ideas that we 
learned about in the story we read last week. We heard about Kek and how his ESL 
class was new to him, as was the food. He also felt sad and bad about being in the 
United States while other people from his family did not get to be. 
Share out. 
 
REVIEW STAGE PICTURE 
Review a stage picture of United States of America  
 
WRAP UP: 
PALMS UP, THUMBS DOWN 
4! 
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CIS/BLAKE MIDDLE SCHOOL  8th Grade November 3, 2011 
OBJECTIVE: Students will share autobiographical stories. 
ESSENTIAL QUESTION: How do we define home? 
MATERIALS: World map, tape, big paper, script paper, I am from sheet. 
 
ENGAGE:   
Namaste, Hola, Hello. 
 
THE TRUTH ABOUT ME (w/ tape) 
 
EXPLORE: 
MAPPING GEOGRAPHIES 
Set up the map in the space.  
Stand where you were born. Stand where your family is from. Stand where you live today. Stand 
where you would most like to travel to. Stand where you call home.  
 
HOME 
What is home? What does home mean to you? Brainstorm on big paper what words 
describe how you feel at home. What do you see? What do you smell? What do you 
taste?  
 
Gather autobiographical stories that we can start to put together to make our play. 
 
WHAT DO YOU REMEMBER? 
In partners, ask your partner, “What do you remember about when you moved to the 
United States? 
Write down the conversation on the paper. You can write in complete sentences, or in 
one or two words. 
Tell your partner when you moved here. Tell them what you remember most about 
moving, about being in the United States. You might think back to the ideas that we 
learned about in the story we read last week. We heard about Kek and how his ESL 
class was new to him, as was the food. He also felt sad and bad about being in the 
United States while other people from his family did not get to be. 
Share out. 
 
REVIEW STAGE PICTURE 
Review our stage picture of United States of America  
 
WRAP UP: 
PALMS UP, THUMBS DOWN 
4! 
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CIS/BLAKE MIDDLE SCHOOL  7th Grade November 10, 2011 
OBJECTIVE: Students will write I am from poems. 
ESSENTIAL QUESTION: Where are you from? 
MATERIALS: I am from worksheet, pencils, big paper (Where are you from. I am 
from…), markers 
 
ENGAGE:  
Hola, Hello, Chào  
 
MOVEMENT CHECK IN 
Have the student share a movement that shows how they feel or something that they 
did this today. 
 
EXPLORE: 
ACTOR SKILLS 

SHAKE OUT: Use our bodies in acting. 
COUNTING: Use our voices so that everyone can hear us. 
YES! NO!: Use our bodies and our voices to show emotion. (What is emotion?) 
 

Last week we talked about what we remember about moving to the United States. I 
know that it was sad to think about, but it is also good to share those stories so that 
other people, your friends, teachers, me get to know who you are. Thing that happen to 
us in the past make us who we are. Today we are going to think more about who we 
are. 
 
If I were to ask you where you were you from, what would you say? Where are you 
from?  
In theatre, because we artists, we can break the rules a bit and say we are from things 
that are not places. Like, I might say I am from birthday parties with my cousins or I 
might say I am from cold, snowy weather. 
 
I AM FROM POEMS 
Invite students to fill out I am from… 
You do not need to write them all in English. You can write some in Spanish or 
Vietnamese. 
Read I am from poems out loud, going around the circle. 
 
REVIEW STAGE PICTURE 
Review a stage picture of United States of America. Remember to think about how we 
use our body (frozen), our voice (loud) and emotion. 
 
WRAP UP: 
PALMS UP, THUMBS DOWN (count in Spanish and Vietnamese) 
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CIS/BLAKE MIDDLE SCHOOL  8th Grade November 10, 2011 
OBJECTIVE: Students will share autobiographical stories. 
ESSENTIAL QUESTION: What is your story? 
MATERIALS: Tape, big paper, Interview worksheet 
 
ENGAGE:   
Namaste, Hola, Hello. 
 
THE TRUTH ABOUT ME (w/ tape) 
 
EXPLORE: 
ACTOR SKILLS 

SHAKE OUT: Use our bodies in acting. 
COUNTING: Use our voices so that everyone can hear us. 
YES! NO!: Use our bodies and our voices to show emotion. (What is emotion?) 
 Angry, Excited, Shy, Scared. 
 

Last week we talked about where we were from, both in the world, and things that 
made us who we are. This week we are going to speak and write an autobiographical 
story. Does anyone know what I mean when I say autobiographical?  
 
WHAT’S YOUR STORY? 
In groups of two, ask your partner, one or both of the questions on the sheet.  
What is your story? 
What do you remember about when you moved to the United States?  
What do you want people to know about who you are? What story do you want 
people to know about you? 
 
You can write in complete sentences, or in one or two words. If you need help writing 
in English, I will help you. You can first talk with your partner, then write it down. 
If you were to ask me what I remember about moving to Texas what would you want 
to know? What kind of details would you want to know? 
 
 
WRAP UP: 
PALMS UP, THUMBS DOWN (in Spanish, Nepali) 
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CIS/BLAKE MIDDLE SCHOOL  7th Grade November 17, 2011 
OBJECTIVE: Students will write I am from poems. 
ESSENTIAL QUESTION: Where are you from? 
MATERIALS: I am from worksheet, pencils, big paper (Where are you from. I am 
from…), markers 
 
ENGAGE:  
Hola, Hello, Chào  
 
MOVEMENT CHECK IN 
Have the student share a movement that shows how they feel or something that they 
did this today. 
 
EXPLORE: 
ACTOR SKILLS 

SHAKE OUT: Use our bodies in acting. 
COUNTING: Use our voices so that everyone can hear us. 
YES! NO!: Use our bodies and our voices to show emotion. (What is emotion?) 
 

Last week we talked about what we remember about moving to the United States. I 
know that it was sad to think about, but it is also good to share those stories so that 
other people, your friends, teachers, me get to know who you are. Thing that happen to 
us in the past make us who we are. Today we are going to think more about who we 
are. 
 
If I were to ask you where you were you from, what would you say? Where are you 
from?  
In theatre, because we artists, we can break the rules a bit and say we are from things 
that are not places. Like, I might say I am from birthday parties with my cousins or I 
might say I am from cold, snowy weather. 
 
I AM FROM POEMS 
Invite students to fill out I am from… 
You do not need to write them all in English. You can write some in Spanish or 
Vietnamese. 
Read I am from poems out loud, going around the circle. 
 
REVIEW STAGE PICTURE 
Review a stage picture of United States of America. Remember to think about how we 
use our body (frozen), our voice (loud) and emotion. 
 
WRAP UP: 
PALMS UP, THUMBS DOWN (count in Spanish and Vietnamese) 
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CIS/BLAKE MIDDLE SCHOOL  8th Grade November 17, 2011 
OBJECTIVE: Students will rehearse a draft of the script, talk about the order and setting 
of the script. 
ESSENTIAL QUESTION: How do we collectively edit a script? 
MATERIALS: Sentence sheets (homework) pencils/pens, big paper (order of the script), 
markers 
 
ENGAGE:  
Hola, Hello, Namaste 
 
MOVEMENT CHECK IN 
 
ACTOR SKILLS 

SHAKE OUT 
CHEWING COUNTING 
YES! NO!: Use our bodies and our voices to show emotion. (What is emotion?) 
 Angry, Excited, Shy, Scared. 

 
EXPLORE: 
READ THRU 
How do you read a script? Read thru the script together.  
 
COLLECTIVE EDIT 
What is the order of our script? What is each section about? 
 
You noticed that there were some missing lines where we need to fill in the blank.  
 
STUMBLE THRU 
Walk through the script together and collectively figure out how to stage/block the play. 
 
WRAP UP: 
PALMS UP, THUMBS DOWN (count in Spanish, Nepali) 
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CIS/BLAKE MIDDLE SCHOOL  7th Grade November 29, 2011 
OBJECTIVE: Students will block and rehearse script 
ESSENTIAL QUESTION: How do we use theatre skills we have learned during rehearsal?  
 
MATERIALS: 8 scripts, 1 teacher script, scene outline poster, theatre words poster, 
camera/flip camera, painter’s tape 
 
ENGAGE:  
Hola, Hello, Chào  
 
SHAKE OUT / CHEW COUNTING / YES! (Embarrassed) NO! (Scared) 
What acting tools did we just warm up? 
 
MOVEMENT CHECK IN 
Have the student share a movement that shows something that they did today. 
 
EXPLORE: 
Today we are going to continue to rehearse our script. What do you think it means to 
rehearse?  
When we rehearse something it usually means that we are going to perform it. 
Performing is part of theatre. We are going to perform our play for the 8th graders, and 
they are going to perform for you. This is going to happen on December 15th. I thought 
we might also invite some of your teachers. I want to make sure that you feel like you 
feel confident (ready, prepared, safe) when performing. Rehearsal is what helps you fell 
that way. Practice.  Just like you practice your reading, writing, math, we will do the 
same with theatre.  
 
Read thru the script again. Sitting in a circle on the ground.  
 
Block through the script. 
 Create Family Portrait frozen picture 
 
 
WRAP UP: 
PALMS UP, THUMBS DOWN (count in Spanish and Vietnamese) 
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CIS/BLAKE MIDDLE SCHOOL  8th Grade November 29, 2011 
OBJECTIVE: Students will block and rehearse script 
ESSENTIAL QUESTION: How do we use theatre skills we have learned during rehearsal?  
MATERIALS: 8 scripts, 1 teacher script, scene outline poster, theatre words poster, 
camera/flip camera, painter’s tape 
 
ENGAGE:  
Hola, Hello, Namaste 
 
SHAKE OUT / CHEW COUNTING / YES! (Embarrassed) NO! (Scared) 
What acting tools did we just warm up? 
 
MOVEMENT CHECK IN 
Have the student share a movement that shows something that they did today. 
 
EXPLORE: 
I made the changes we talked about to our script, and I added in some of the other 
writing that we worked on last time we were together. How about we start by reading 
through the script? Then we can get up on our feet and begin to block it. 
 
STUMBLE THRU 
Walk through the script together and collectively figure out how to stage/block the play. 
 
WRAP UP: 
PALMS UP, THUMBS DOWN (count in Spanish, Nepali) 
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CIS/BLAKE MIDDLE SCHOOL  8th Grade December 8, 2011 
OBJECTIVE: Students will block and rehearse script  
ESSENTIAL QUESTION: How do we use theatre skills we have learned during rehearsal?  
 
MATERIALS: 8 scripts, 1 teacher script, scene outline poster, theatre words poster, 
camera/flip camera, painter’s tape 
 
ENGAGE:  
Hola, Hello, Namaste 
 
SHAKE OUT / CHEW COUNTING / YES! NO! (Students chose emotion) 
What acting tools did we just warm up? Body / Voice / Emotion 
 
MOVEMENT CHECK IN 
Have the student share a movement that shows something that they did today. 
 
EXPLORE: 
Today we are going to continue to rehearse our script. What does it mean to rehearse?  
Guidelines or rules around rehearsal. Quiet so that we can hear instructions from me 
and the lines of our classmates. Patience because we have to do the same thing over and 
over. Attentive so that we can make sure it is the best play it can be. 
 
BLOCK through the script. 
 Create opening frozen pictures [Knock on door & Entrance] 

Add ending. [I hope, I wish, In the future] 
 
 
WRAP UP: 
PALMS UP, THUMBS DOWN (count in Spanish, Nepali) 
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CIS/BLAKE MIDDLE SCHOOL  7th Grade December 14, 2011 
OBJECTIVE: Students will block and rehearse script 
ESSENTIAL QUESTION: How do we use theatre skills we have learned during rehearsal?  
MATERIALS: 8 scripts, 1 teacher script, scene outline poster, theatre words poster, 
camera/flip camera, painter’s tape, theatre surveys. 
 
ENGAGE:  
Hola, Hello, Chào  
 
SHAKE OUT / CHEW COUNTING / YES! NO! (Students chose emotion) 
What acting tools did we just warm up? Body / Voice / Emotion 
 
EXPLORE: 
Guidelines or rules around rehearsal. Quiet so that we can hear instructions from me 
and the lines of our classmates. Patience because we have to do the same thing over and 
over. Attentive so that we can make sure it is the best play it can be. 
 
BLOCK through the script. 
Give more specific notes about acting. Have pencils for students to write down notes.   
 
WRAP UP: 
PALMS UP, THUMBS DOWN 
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CIS/BLAKE MIDDLE SCHOOL  8th Grade December 14, 2011 
OBJECTIVE: Students will block and rehearse script. 
ESSENTIAL QUESTION: How do we use theatre skills we have learned during rehearsal?  
MATERIALS: 8 scripts, 1 teacher script, scene outline poster, theatre words poster, 
camera/flip camera, painter’s tape, theatre surveys. 
 
ENGAGE:  
Hola, Hello, Namaste 
 
SHAKE OUT / CHEW COUNTING / YES! NO! (Students chose emotion) 
What acting tools did we just warm up? Body / Voice / Emotion 
 
EXPLORE: 
Guidelines or rules around rehearsal. Quiet so that we can hear instructions from me 
and the lines of our classmates. Patience because we have to do the same thing over and 
over. Attentive so that we can make sure it is the best play it can be. 
 
BLOCK through the script. 
Give more specific notes about acting. Have pencils for students to write down notes.   
 
WRAP UP: 
PALMS UP, THUMBS DOWN 
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CIS/BLAKE MIDDLE SCHOOL 7th and 8th Grade December 15, 2011 
OBJECTIVE: Students will perform final play and reflect on the process. 
ESSENTIAL QUESTION: How do we use theatre skills we have learned during rehearsal?  
 
MATERIALS: 8 scripts (7th grade), 10 scripts (8th grade), 2 teacher scripts, theatre is… 
poster, tripod, camera/flip camera, painter’s tape, theatre surveys. 
 
SET UP: Tripod and camera. Set up the room (perform with back to the windows?)  
 
ENGAGE:  
Hola, Hello, Chào, Namaste 
 
SHAKE OUT / CHEW COUNTING / YES! NO! (Students chose emotion) 
What acting tools did we just warm up? Body / Voice / Emotion 
 
EXPLORE: 
Thank you for coming today. We are glad you could join us. We have been working 
together once a week to create a play together, about the ourselves. I think it works 
best for us to share our two pieces – first the 7th graders, then the 8th graders. Then I 
would love to open it up for questions. I have one final activity for the students to 
complete and then we can break for pizza and drinks. 
 
POSTER DIALOGUE 
Theatre is… 
 
SURVEYS 
 
WRAP UP: 
PALMS UP, THUMBS DOWN 
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Appendix D: Student Pre and Post Surveys 

PRE-SURVEY 
Please read the questions and write the answer. You do not need to write in complete 
sentences. If you need help, please raise your hand. 
 

What is your home country?  _______________________________________________  

What language do you speak at home? ________________________________________  

Do you speak any other languages? What other languages do you speak? ____________  

_______________________________________________________________________  

_______________________________________________________________________  

Did you go to school before you moved to the United States?  ______________________ 

What are some ways that you learn English? What are some things that help you be more 

comfortable with English? __________________________________________________  

_______________________________________________________________________  

_______________________________________________________________________  

What do you hope you will do in this theatre group? _____________________________  

_______________________________________________________________________  

_______________________________________________________________________  

_______________________________________________________________________  
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POST-SURVEY 
Please read the questions and write your answers. You do not need to write complete 
sentences. 
 
What did you do during the theatre project with Sarah? ________________________________  

_____________________________________________________________________________  

_____________________________________________________________________________  

 

What did parts of the theatre project did you like? _____________________________________  

_____________________________________________________________________________  

_____________________________________________________________________________  

 

What parts of the theatre project did you not like? _____________________________________  

_____________________________________________________________________________  

_____________________________________________________________________________  

 

How did the theatre project help you practice English? _________________________________  

_____________________________________________________________________________  

_____________________________________________________________________________  

_____________________________________________________________________________  
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Appendix E: What is Theatre? Poster Dialogue 

 



 

 137 
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Appendix F: Student Writing Prompts 

PATTERSON/BLAKE WRITING PROMPTS

 

NAME:  

__________ 

 

__________ 

 

 

 

 

 

__________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

LINE: 

What do you remember about moving to the United States? 

 

________________________________________________  

________________________________________________  

________________________________________________  

________________________________________________  

________________________________________________  

________________________________________________  

What do you remember about moving to the United States? 

________________________________________________  

________________________________________________  

________________________________________________  

________________________________________________  

________________________________________________  

________________________________________________  
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PATTERSON WRITING PROMPT 

 
Living in the United States I feel _________________________________________  

 

Living in Mexico/Russia/Iraq/Eqypt I felt ___________________________________  

 

I am Mexican/Russian/Iraqi/Sudanese because _______________________________  

________________________________________________________________  

 

I am American because _______________________________________________  

________________________________________________________________  

 

What I miss most about Mexico/Russia/Iraqi/Egypt is _________________________  

________________________________________________________________  

 

In the future, I hope _________________________________________________  

________________________________________________________________  
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BLAKE WRITING PROMPT 

 
Living in the United States I feel _________________________________________  

 

Living in my country I felt _____________________________________________  

 

I am Mexican/Vietnamese/Cuban/Nepali/Congolese/Guatemalan because ___________  

________________________________________________________________  

 

I am American because _______________________________________________  

________________________________________________________________  

 

What I miss most about my country is ____________________________________  

________________________________________________________________  

 

In the future, I hope _________________________________________________  

________________________________________________________________  

 

Someday I will _____________________________________________________  
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Appendix G: Playscripts 

WHERE WE ARE FROM: ONE FOOT HERE, ONE FOOT THERE 
 
Dylan, Luke, Richie, Allison, Courtney, Jaron and Julian walk onstage and stand on the 
“map” where their country would be. 
 

COURTNEY:  I am from Mexico. 

JARON:  I am from Iraq. 

DYLAN:  I am from Sudan. I am from Egypt.  

JULIAN:  I am from Mexico. 

ALLISON:  I am from Russia. I am from Krasnoyarsk. 

RICHIE:   I am from Iraq. 

LUKE:   I am from Mexico. 

Actors stand facing the audience. 

DYLAN:  I moved to  

ALL:    the United States  

DYLAN:  in 2010 

JULIAN:  2010 

LUKE:   2010 

ALLISON:  2009 

JARON:  2010 

RICHIE:  2010 

COURTNEY:  2010 
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ALL:   We moved to the United States. 

Actors’ freeze in Luke’s stage picture stage left. Other actors’ freeze in Richie’s stage 
picture. 
 

LUKE: When I was leaving my grandmother’s house I was happy and sad. 

RICHIE:  My first day in the U.S.A. is sad because I don’t have any friend or 

someone to talk with. I miss my friends. 

Actors’ freeze in Jaron’s stage picture stage left. Other actors’ freeze in Allison’s stage 
picture. 
 

ALLISON: It was another usual day in Krasnoyarsk. I and my mom were 

watching T.V.  Then suddenly my dad ran into our room and said, 

“You won a lottery! Now we are going to the U.S!” We were 

shocked. 

JARON:  Playing soccer with my friends in Baghdad, Iraq. 

Actors’ freeze in Courtney’s stage picture stage left. Other actors’ freeze in Julian’s 
stage picture. 
 

JULIAN:  When I came from Mexico to United States I was happy because 

my sister and my family were here. 

COURTNEY: My mom was leaving for work and my brother and I were eating 

cereal. 

Actors’ freeze in Dylan’s stage picture. 

DYLAN: I played soccer in Egypt.  

LUKE: GOAL! 
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Actors make United States stage picture. 

RICHIE:  United States of America is 

DYLAN:  Holding a flag 

COURTNEY:  Texas pledge 

ALLISON:  Statue of Liberty 

LUKE:   Writing something 

JULIAN:  Drinking Coca Cola 

JARON:  Reading 

ALLISON: Today 

Actors make school stage picture. 

JARON:  I am from Pearce. 

COURTNEY:  I am from learning. 

LUKE:    I am from sleeping all the time. 

RICHIE:  I am from wanting to be an astronaut when I grow older. 

ALLISON:   I am from the violin. 

DYLAN:   I am from wanting to be a doctor. 

RICHIE:  I am from school. 

Actors move into semi circle. 

COURTNEY: I am Mexican because my family is there and I was born there. 

RICHIE: I am Iraqi because I speak the Arabic language and I am Muslim. I 

am American because I go to school in the United States and I 

speak English. 
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DYLAN:   I am Sudanese because I was born there. I am not an American. 

LUKE 

& JULIAN: I am Mexican because I was born in Mexico  

LUKE: With all my family.  I am American because I came here to have a 

better life. 

JULIAN: I am American because I live here, in America. 

JARON: Living in Iraq, I felt good because I speaking the language and I 

have friends and family. Living in the United States I feel better, 

but I do not speak the same language. 

ALLISON:  Living in Russia I felt like a usual citizen. Living in the United 

States I feel happy and sad. I miss Russia but I like America. 

Actors walk down stage into a straight line when they say their line. 

LUKE:   In the future, I hope to work in something I like a lot. 

COURTNEY:  I hope to finish the college and find a work. 

ALLISON: I would like to be a violin player and at the same time a painter. I 

wish I would tell Russians about America. I would like to see the 

snow. 

RICHIE: In the future, I hope to finish my school and finish the college then 

go to my country. 

JARON:   I hope to go back to Iraq and see my family and my friends. 

JULIAN:   In the future, I hope working in mechanic. 

DYLAN:  I hope to go to college. 
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Actors make stage picture of home. 

ALL:   Home is 

COURTNEY:  Where you live 

JARON:  Where your family is 

DYLAN:  Where you come from 

JULIAN:  Home is language 

LUKE:   Being respected 

ALLISON:  Where you learn 

RICHIE:   Where you feel safe and comfortable. 

ALL:    Where I live and where I come from. 

 

END OF PLAY 
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OUR LIFE 
 

PRESET Offstage Left: Bonnie (1), Mary (3), Lisa (5),  

Offstage Right: Melanie (2), Josh (4), JON (6), Cecila (7) 

SCENE 1 

Actors enter and walk to their country on the map. Downstage is South, stage right is 
West. 
 
CECILA: One, two, three. 

ALL:  Where? 

JON:  I am from Mexico 

MARY: I am from Vietnam. 

BONNIE: I am from Guatemala. 

MELANIE: I am from Mexico 

CECILA: I am from Mexico. 

JOSH:  I am from Mexico. 

LISA:  I am from Cuba. 

Actors form Family Portrait stage picture. FREEZE 

MELANIE: Click 

ALL:  Who? 

JON:  I am from my grandparents. 

MARY & BONNIE: I am from my mom. 

CECILA:  I am from abuela, padre, madre. 
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LISA:  I am from sisters. 

JON & LISA: I am from my brothers. 

JOSH:  I am from my mother. 

MELANIE:  My grandma. 

JOSH:  I am from friends. 

SCENE 2 

Actors move into a straight line. 

ALL:  When and how? 

JON:  I moved here in 

Actors step forward when they say the year they moved to the U.S.  

CECILA, MELANIE, JOSH, JON: 2009 

MARY, LISA, BONNIE: 2010 

JON:   What do you remember about moving to the United States? 

JON: I came on a bus. It took one day. I felt happy and the same time sad 

because I wanted to stay in Mexico. 

LISA:   What do you remember? 

JOSH:  I was happy and sad. I came by car and walking with my bother. 

LISA: I came by airplane and car. I was sad and happy. I came with all my 

family. I miss all my friends in Cuba.   

MARY: I come here by airplane with my mom and my dad.  

MELANIE:  I came by car with my dad and my mom and my two sisters, three 

brothers.  
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CECILA: I came walking with my mom and sister and when I came I feel              

scared. 

CECILA: What did you like about Guatemala? 

BONNIE: Friends and family, house, and I miss the place I lived. 

MARY: Sometimes I feel little good and little bad, very bad. I miss the baby of my 

cousins, my friends and Vietnamese food.  

MELANIE: I miss the food. Sometimes I feel good and bad. 

LISA & JOSH: I like it there and here. 

SCENE 3 

Actors move into United States frozen picture. 

ALL:  In the United States of America 

MARY:  English is hard. 

JOSH:   Learning more. 

JON:  Working hard. 

CECILA:  Pledge of Allegiance to the flag. 

LISA:   No violence. 

MELANIE: No fighting. 

BONNIE: No stealing 

SCENE 4 

Actors start to do action of what they like to do. 

ALL:  What? 

CECILA: I am from playing with my friends. 
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JOSH:  I am from technology, computers. 

BONNIE: I am from watching TV. 

JON & MELANIE:  We are from playing soccer. 

LISA:  I am from playing Frisbee. 

MARY: I am from basketball. 

SCENE 5 

ALL:  Why? 

LISA:  I am from smart. 

BONNIE: I am from goodness. 

MARY: I am from respect. 

JOSH:  I am from being cool. 

JON:  I am from being happy. 

CECILA: I am from my freedom 

MELANIE: I am from helping my friends. 

SCENE 6 

MARY : Ai, Cái qi, O tau, Lúc náo, Tai sâu. (Vietnamese)  

ALL:  Quien, Que, Donde, Cuando, Por Que. (Spanish)  

ALL:  Who. What. Where. When. Why. 

BONNIE: I hope to get a good grade. 

MELANIE: In the future, I want to travel to California and Florida. 

LISA:  I wish that Bonnie, Cecila, me and Melanie learn more English. 

JOSH:  I wish that I could be Spiderman. 
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JON:  In the future I want to play soccer in Mexico. 

CECILA: I wish that I could be again in Mexico with my family. 

MARY: I hope that I can go back to Vietnam and help my country to have freedom 

for all people in my country. 

ALL: What do you wish for? 

 

END OF PLAY 
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THE TRUTH ABOUT US 
 

SCENE 1 

Frozen picture of actors knocking on the door of a house. Unfreeze when Sue opens the 

door. 

SUE:  Hey! Come in. 

AUDREY: So, what are we going to do? 

MICHAEL: Let’s watch a movie. 

ABBIE: What movie should we watch? 

BEN:  Hey, have you all meet Ryan? He just moved here. 

DAVID: Ryan, where are you from? 

RYAN: I moved here from Nepal, but I was born in Bhutan. 

SUE:  Cool. I am from Cuba. Abbie, where are you from? 

ABBIE: I am from Nepal. 

EMILY I am from Nepal too. 

BEN:  I moved here from a refugee camp in Nepal. 

AUDREY: Hey, Michael, where are you from? 

MICHAEL: I am from Guerrero Huerto, Mexico. 

AUDREY: My family is from Michoacan, Mexicó but I was born in San Diego, 

California 

ABBIE: David, where are you from? 
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DAVID:  I am from Congo. 

ABBIE: Who are you from? 

AUDREY, EMILY: I am from my family. 

MICHAEL, BEN: From my mom  

MICHAEL: and my dad. 

SUE:  I am from my little brother. 

RYAN, DAVID: I am from family 

Facing the audience. 

SUE:  I am from the people that need me. 

Actors nod and say yes in agreement 

SCENE 2 

AUDREY: What do you think about the United States so far? 

RYAN: It’s a developed country. 

ABBIE: Yeah, there are so many big buildings and people have so much money. 

RYAN: When did you all move here? 

SUE, MICHAEL, BEN: 2009 

ABBIE, AUDREY, DAVID: 2010 

Actors make freeze in the following frozen pictures. AUDREY & SUE make Torn frozen 

picture, ABBIE, EMILY & MICHAEL make On an Airplane frozen picture, DAVID, BEN 

& RYAN make Sad frozen picture. 

JAZMIN, AUDREY & SUE unfreeze. 

SUE: How did you feel when you moved to the U.S.? 
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AUDREY: I feel sad because my parents did not come with me and I get really mad 

that they did not come with me and celebrate with me for my good things. 

How did you feel? 

SUE: When I come to the United States I feel sad because my family stay in 

Cuba, my dad, two of my sisters, my cousin. And I did not want to leave 

them back and start a new life without my friends and start a new school, 

new language and all that. 

SUE & AUDREY freeze, ABBIE, EMILY & MICHAEL unfreeze.  

ABBIE: What do you remember when you moved to the U.S.? 

EMILY: I remember when I moved to the United States I vomited because of 

stomach pain and I was sick. I eat nothing and I feel sad because I lost my 

house and my friend’s cousin. 

ABBIE: I remember when I moved to the United States that I was tired. I did not 

eat food and I feel sad because half of my family left back in my country. 

MITCHELL: When I came in an airplane. I remember seeing many cars. 

MICHAEL: I came on an airplane with my grandmother. My parents, my two brothers 

and sister were already in Austin. I remember seeing big stores for 

clothing and food. A big and cool school.  

ABBIE, EMILY, MICHAEL freeze, DAVID, RYAN & BEN unfreeze. 

DAVID: How did you come to the U.S.? 

RYAN: I came with my family. We took a plane from Kathmandu. The plane had 

bad food, it smelled so bad. I felt good when I got to Texas because I had 
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family in Austin, my father and brother and uncle. They meet me at the 

airport. 

BEN: There was fighting in my country. I took a bus to the airport with lots of 

people. I flew on an airplane from Kathmandu to London to New York. It 

was so cold. 

DAVID: To get here I took an airplane from Kibondo to Kenya to London to New 

York to Dallas to Austin. Five planes. When I came to the United States I 

saw different language, different food, different people. Here when it is 

night, in my country it is day.  

SCENE 3 

Actors move into United States frozen picture. 

ALL: Austin. Texas. United States of America. To us the United States is 

RYAN: Fun 

DAVID: Freedom 

SUE: Dancing 

MICHAEL: The Twin Towers 

EMILY: Christmas 

AUDREY: Party in the U.S.A 

BEN: Strawberry soda. 

ABBIE: A country of opportunity. 

SCENE 4 

Actors walk in a circle following SUE and return to “hanging out” scene 



 

 155 

RYAN: What do you like to do? 

ABBIE: I like dance and music. 

SUE:  I like singing and dancing. 

BEN:  I like my school. 

DAVID:  I like to eat chickens. 

RYAN:   I like to play soccer. 

AUDREY: I like the dramatic things, William Levy, Selena Gomez, and Rey 

Mysterio. 

EMILY: I like to dance to Remix. 

MICHAEL: I like to play goalie in soccer. 

SCENE 5 

AUDREY: What do you want people to know about you? 

ABBIE: That I am from rising sun. 

MICHAEL: I like to draw 

EMILY: I am from respect. 

SUE:  I am from trust. 

RYAN:   I am from love, respect.  

DAVID: I am from having fun. 

BEN:  That I am from smart. 

SUE: I want them to know that people are important for me so they don’t play 

with them. I want them to know that I love to make new friends and 

everyone that wants to be my friend they are all welcome. 
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AUDREY: I am from me. 

ALL:  I am from me. 

 

END OF PLAY 
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Appendix H: “Home is” Poster Dialogue 
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