
DIALOGUE THEATER

Just as students love to respond to favorite read-aloud literature in writing (see
Literature Response Stories on pages 68–70), they also love to enact these stories.

Dialogue Theater scripts make great fluency-building materials that engage students
in repeated reading for a purpose: to practice expressively reading the dialogue
they enjoyed listening to in the read-aloud. The simplified Dialogue Theater script
contains sight and vocabulary words students recognize from the literature, which
students will practice reading repeatedly as they rehearse. Children tend to get so
involved in learning to read their parts well that they never mind practicing the
parts over and over, thus increasing their accuracy, rate, phrasing, and expression.  

The Problem

The struggling unfocused reader has little motivation to read.

The Symptoms

Reads too slowly, with inappropriate rate, phrasing, and expression, and lacks
appropriate oral interpretation; or reads too rapidly and lacks expression 

Toby, a first grader, had a sense of humor and a ready grin. But he was a disfluent
reader with limited sight vocabulary and he read with a lack of expression. Unable
to sit for long,Toby was constantly up and down and it was a struggle to get him
to focus on his work. He liked being the center of attention and created daily
disturbances in class.

The Solution

Dialogue Theater helps struggling readers to focus on the meaning of a text and
improve their oral interpretation skills. It works particularly well with children
who thrive on interaction and attention. 

Toby was a natural for theater. He loved read-aloud stories with funny problems
and dialogue. His favorite book was The Little Red Hen. He loved hearing the story
over and over and repeating the words as I read them: “‘Not I,’ said the cat, ‘Not
I,’ said the rat, ‘Not I,’ said the dog.” Toby loved practicing his favorite lines from
the scripts I created and adding gestures and movements.When he fluently
performed his part, he glowed with pride.

81



Putting It to Work in Your Classroom

Use Dialogue Theater with classes of struggling readers who have similar
needs. I find the scripts that work best come from stories and books with lots
of dialogue and predictable repetitive phrases, lines, or sentences, such as The
Little Red Hen (“‘Not I,’ said the pig”), The Three Billy Goats Gruff (“Trip trap,
Trip, trap”), and The Three Little Pigs (“ ‘Not by the hair of my chinny chin
chin”’). I also look for a story problem that provides opportunities for reading
with expression. Encourage children to add movements to their performance
and allow those who need lots of movement to act out their parts. 

On pages 84–89, you’ll find scripts that I have written for my struggling beginning
readers. These scripts use sight words and simple text to tell the story of The
Little Red Hen and two stories based on Caps for Sale by Esphyr Slobodkina:
Trees for Sale and Three Homes for Three Puppies.

1. Preparing and Introducing the Activity 

l Select a story or scene from a favorite read-aloud book that contains a lot
of dialogue. (Make sure that you recently have read the book to the class
or to a small group of struggling readers.)

l Discuss with children how the voices of the characters should be performed
(orally interpreted) before you have them work with the script. For example,
you might ask how the children will read animal noises or the voice of a
worried mother.

l Prepare a script that uses sight words that students have encountered.

l Write the lines of dialogue in simple sentences that your readers can handle
without experiencing frustration.

l Make copies of the script for the group and distribute.

l List words that may give your students trouble.

l Review the words, saying the words and pointing to them. 

l Assign the script parts. Two or more children may be assigned to each of
the parts, and the parts can be read chorally.
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You can change the number of characters in the script, depending on the number of parts needed. To
create more parts, I sometimes split a single part into two, or have several students read the part of
the narrator or chorus; to create fewer parts, I stick with the most important characters and have
them explain or summarize the parts that I’ve cut.



2. Modeling Fluent Oral Reading 

l Read aloud the script fluently with children reading along in their scripts.

l Read the script fluently a second time, emphasizing the appropriate expres-
sion that each character’s lines and personality suggest. Demonstrate how
the mood or tone of the scene determines how you interpret the lines with
your voice (for example, you might show frustration as you read the part of
the Little Red Hen, who is left to do all the work while the other animals
won’t help her but want to eat the bread).

3. Guiding Repeated Oral Reading 

l Have children read through the script until they can read their parts fluently
with appropriate phrasing and expression. Encourage students to use
appropriate movements, gestures, and facial expressions to convey the
appropriate tone and feelings intended by the author.

l When children can read their parts well, have them perform the script for
the class. For students who need to move, encourage them to keep their
gestures simple so they can also deliver their lines.

4. Extending Repeated Oral Reading 

Compare-and-Contrast Group Dialogue Theater Assign the same script to several
small groups. Provide minimal guidance, encouraging each group to interpret
the script. Have the groups practice reading their parts and then perform the
script. In a class discussion, compare and contrast the different ways each
of the groups approached the task, their oral interpretations, and the merits
of each. 

Book Conversations Perform Dialogue Theater with conversations read directly
from the text. Have children pair up and read conversations between two
characters, such as Frog and Toad in Frog and Toad Are Friends by Arnold
Lobel, and from memorable scenes, such as those in Charlotte’s Web when
Fern pleads with her father for Wilbur’s life and when Avery finds out his
sister Fern has a pig.
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As they practice their lines, remind children to reread the text from which the script was written so
they can better understand the dialogue in context.
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Name ___________________________________  Date______________

The Little Red Hen
Dialogue Theater 

THE CHARACTERS

Narrator        Little Red Hen        Cat        Dog       Pig

Narrator: One day Little Red Hen found some seeds. 
Little Red Hen: Who will help me plant the seeds?
Cat: Meow, meow! Not I!
Dog: Woof, woof! Not I!
Pig: Oink, oink! Not I!
Little Red Hen: Then I will do it myself.
Narrator: And she did.

Little Red Hen: Who will help me cut this wheat?
Cat: Meow, meow! Not I!
Dog: Woof, woof! Not I!
Pig: Oink, oink! Not I!
Little Red Hen: Then I will do it myself.
Narrator: And she did.

Little Red Hen: Who will help me take this to the mill?
Cat: Meow, meow! Not I!
Dog: Woof, woof! Not I!
Pig: Oink, oink! Not I!
Little Red Hen: Then I will do it myself.
Narrator: And she did.
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Name ___________________________________  Date______________

The Little Red Hen
Dialogue Theater (continued)

Little Red Hen: Who will help me bake the bread?
Cat: Meow, meow! Not I!
Dog: Woof, woof! Not I!
Pig: Oink, oink! Not I!
Little Red Hen: Then I will do it myself.
Narrator: And she did.

Little Red Hen: Who will help me eat this bread?
Cat: Meow, meow! I will!
Dog: Woof, woof! I will!
Pig: Oink, oink! I will!
Little Red Hen: No, you will not. I will eat it myself!

Narrator: And she did!
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Name ___________________________________  Date______________

Trees for Sale
Dialogue Theater 

READING PARTS

Readers 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6

Reader 1: We have four trees. We must sell the trees.

Reader 2: I know how to sell the trees. We will sell them 
in town.

Reader 3: Trees for sale! Four trees for sale!  

Reader 4: May I buy a tree, please? I want a big tree.

Reader 1: Yes. You may buy a tree. Here is a big tree.

Reader 2: Now we need to sell three trees.

Reader 3: Trees for sale! Three trees for sale!

Reader 5: May I buy a tree? I want a little tree.

Reader 1: Yes. You may buy a tree. Here is a little tree.



87

Name ___________________________________  Date______________

Trees for Sale
Dialogue Theater (continued)

Reader 2: Now we need to sell two trees.

Reader 3: Trees for sale! Two trees for sale!

Reader 6: May I buy a tree? I want a tall tree.

Reader 1: Yes. You may buy a tree. Here is a tall tree.

Reader 2: Now we need to sell one tree.

Reader 3: I have an idea. Let’s keep this tree. We will
plant it at home.

Readers 1, 2, 3: Yes, let’s!
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Name ___________________________________  Date______________

Three Homes for Three Puppies
Dialogue Theater

READING PARTS

Readers 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6

Reader 1: Our dog Daisy has three puppies. 
Daisy has a black puppy, 
a brown puppy, 
and a black and brown 
and tan puppy.

Reader 2: We must find homes 
for Daisy’s puppies. 
We must find a good home 
for each puppy. 
We will need three homes 
for three puppies.

Reader 1: I know how to find homes 
for the puppies. 
I will find three good homes 
for Daisy’s puppies.

Reader 2: Puppies for free!   
Three free puppies!

Reader 3: Let’s see the puppies.
Can we keep the black puppy, please?
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Name ___________________________________  Date______________

Three Homes for Three Puppies
Dialogue Theater (continued)

Reader 4: Yes. We can keep the black puppy.

Reader 1: Now we need two homes 
for two puppies.

Reader 2: Puppies for free!
Two free puppies!

Reader 5: Let’s see the puppies.
Can we keep the brown puppy, please?

Reader 6: Yes. We can keep the brown puppy.

Reader 1: Now we need one home 
for one puppy,
a black and brown and tan puppy.
We must find a good home 
for this puppy.

Reader 2: I know a good home
for this puppy.
We can keep this black and brown
and tan puppy!

Readers 1, 2: This puppy will have a good home
with us and Daisy!
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