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Words In Action: Using Theater as a dynamic teaching 
tool in Language Arts 

 

“The benefits of literature can emerge only from creative activity on behalf of the reader 
himself…..We accept the fact that the actor infuses his own voice, his own body, his 
own gestures-in short his own interpretation - into the words of the text. Is he not 
simply carrying to its ultimate manifestation what each of us as readers of the text must 
do?” 

     -L Rosenblatt, the Reader, the Text, the Poem  

At  Main  Street  Theater’s “Performing  Arts  Playground”  our  teaching  artists  work  as  mentors  to  
not only create plays with children but also to help them develop 21st century skills such as 
leadership, teamwork, and empathy. We believe that  “play is the work of children”, and in our 
partnerships with schools, we work together to find  playful ways to help remove barriers to 
learning  in  core  subjects  such  as  Science,  Social  Studies,  and  Math.  Today’s  presentation  focuses  
on English Arts.  

    PART 1: EXERCISES 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

INTRO - While many students love reading and language, many more shy away 
from it. For different learners (Kinesthetic, Spatial, etc) and children in ESL, the 
task can be even greater for the teacher.  We use drama and theater to help 
students take words off the page and literally get the  words  “in  their  bodies”.   

EXERCISE #1: SPONTANEOUS POEM (or SPONPO) - Students sound out the sounds 

that make up their name, and create a gesture for each sound. The sounds can be staccato or 

elongated  (“Jon”  has  three  sounds,  dj-ah-n, but you can do sustained gestures like dj-

aaaaaaaahhhhh-n or dj-ah-nnnnnn) Depending on age or aptitude, you can have them get in 

pairs  and  do  “synchronized  swimming”  presentations  and/or  combine  a  couple  of  names  in  a  

“name dance”.   

EXERCISE #2 SPELLING WORDS WITH SILLY STRING- Spread out newspapers, hand 

students cans (after being VERY clear of the rules …) and explore with writing names and 

words in a visceral, fun, and unexpected way. This may also be modified for younger children, 

who may trace the letters! 
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STORY- In learning, students often have to memorize facts in lists  (ABC’s,  Times  
tables).  Daniel Pink writes of the use of Story as a 21st century skill: “…today  facts  

are  ubiquitous,  nearly  free,  and  available  at  the  speed  of  light…When  facts  

become available and instantly accessible, each one becomes less valuable. 
What begins to matter more is the ability to place these facts in context and 
deliver them with emotional impact. And that is the essence of the aptitude of 
story-context enriched by emotion.”  By giving context to lists, students are able 
to visualize, hear, or gesture their way to understanding.  

 

EXERCISE #3 PACKING FOR PARIS 

Form the group in a circle. The kids have to say something that begins with the same letter as 

their first name in addition to memorizing what everyone else is bringing. For example, if 

Christine was first and is bringing cats, Lauren is second and she's bringing lasagna, you're third 

and bringing a jack, I would say, "Her name is Christine and she's bringing cats, her name is 

Lauren and she's bringing lasagna, his name is Jonathan and he's bringing a jack, and my name 

is Dabrina  and I'm bringing dinosaurs.") 

 

READING ON YOUR FEET-For some children, reading is regarded as a passive act. 
While  a  book  can  often  be  dramatized  by  assigning  “roles”, a class can also go 
through a journey by  “walking  through”  the  book  and  exploring.   

 

EXERCISE #4 VIRTUAL BOOK - A book like WHERE THE WILD THINGS ARE may seem 

slight  to  “perform”, but with everyone on their feet moving through the book: as Mom, as Max, 

as Wild Things, even a bowl of soup (How fast can the class form a bowl of Soup?), kids start to 

make connections with characters, follow a story, and more importantly, USE their imaginations 

to go as far as the teacher leads them. Asking “What if? “Questions help stimulate original 

thought.  “Do  the  Wild  things  have  names?”” What kind of soup is it? “ ”What do you do in a 

Wild Rumpus?”   
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    PART 2: DISCUSSION 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 Conversations with Rachel Clarke (Former Asst Principal Cunningham 
Elementary), Macaire Donough Davies, (Principal, North Belt Elementary) 

Ms.  Clarke  will  share  experiences  and  success  stories  from  Main  Street  Theater’s  
four-year residency at Cunningham Elementary, and Ms. Davies will talk about the 
upcoming Main Street Theater partnership with North Belt Elementary.  

 

Rachel Clarke – "The Partnership with Main Street Theater  began back in 2010 
while I worked as an Assistant Principal at Cunningham Elementary in Houston 
ISD.  I quickly came to realize that many of the students in my little global village 
of Gulfton who often took a backseat during traditional classroom instruction due 
to linguistic limitations came alive in this project.  Likewise, my 'frequent flyers' or 
young boys who were regulars to my office, were appropriately engaged and 
excited about learning in a way that was rare.  From there, I was hooked and 
jumped at the chance to bring this opportunity with me when I joined the team in 
Humble ISD." 

 
Macaire Davies- “At North Belt Elementary School in Humble ISD, we are thrilled 
to partner with Main Street Theater this year. Providing a MST teacher in 
residence at our Title I school will allow our students to experience 
the performing arts and the connection to literacy. By creating and performing 
plays, students will develop the written and communications skills necessary for 
success in the 21st Century. We're excited to watch our students build confidence 
as they learn to read stage directions, create original works, and apply their new 
skills across all subject areas.” 
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Appendix : 12 Rules of the Theater 

1)    Our ultimate authority is the play and the production. We all 
work to a common goal   (What is my goal?). We are cooperative 
rather than competitive. 

2)    We are all an ensemble.  We  are  a  team.  (How  do  I  “cast”  this  
class?) 

3)    Everyone contributes according to talent and brings different 
skills. 

4)    Repetition is honorable in art. 
5)    We rehearse with a game plan, but adapt as needed. We work 

with what is there today. 
6)    Play and emotions are part of the job. 
7)   We use rituals to get us back to ensemble mindset. 
8)   Failure is not only encouraged, it is essential to break through to    

the next level. 
9)    There is a public performance. 
10) Homework at home is different from that at the rehearsal 

hall. 
11) In the theater, mentorship and apprenticeship came before 

theatre schools. 
12) We work with limitations and problem-solve to overcome 

them daily. 
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Presenter Bios 

Jonathan Gonzalez, Director of Education, Main Street Theater is a New Mexico 
native who lived for 15 years in the San Francisco Bay Area where he served as Education Director for the 
Marin Shakespeare Company where he was also an actor and teacher in the company. He was a Teaching 
Artist-in Residence at The San Francisco Shakespeare Festival, Marin Theatre Company, Peninsula Youth 
Theatre in Palo Alto, and Youth-In-Arts in San Rafael. Jonathan has taught theatre in over two dozen schools, 
and directed and acted in more than 200 productions. Since arriving in Houston he has worked at Katy Visual 
and Performing Arts Center, The Alley (H.Y.P.E), Country Playhouse,Texas Repertory, The Landing Theater, 
Trebuchet players, The Tulane Shakespeare Festival in New Orleans, Prague Shakespeare Festival, Houston 
Revels, Puppet Pizzazz, The Curt Miller Magic and Comedy Show at Moody Gardens, Rice University, Texas 
A&M and The University of Houston where he received his MFA in directing. Jonathan came to Main Street in 
2009 and has directed and performed in MainStage and Theater for Youth productions. Jonathan is the co-
creator  of  MST’s  Peer-To-Peer Shakespeare program which includes a two-person touring show, classes in the 
public schools, a Summer Shakespeare show for teens, and projects geared towards incarcerated youth. 
Jonathan is the Founding Director of Shakespeare in The Shade Trees, and a proud member of The 
Shakespeare Theatre Association, TCG, and Houston Arts Partners. 

Rachel Clarke, Humble ISD Elementary Dual Language Specialist, has over 15 years of experience in 
social work and education working with at-risk youth.She has taught students from ages 5 to adult and 
mentored teachers and other campus staff on working with English Language Learners. For seven years she 
has been Assistant Principal at Cunningham Elementary in Houston ISD, a campus whose population is 
comprised of students from across the globe representing 15 different home languages.  As an advocate for 
educating the whole child, she has partnered with the Main Street Theater and continues to collaborate and 
actively seek out funding sources to maintain the program at her campus. Currently Rachel serves as Humble 
ISD Elementary Dual Language Specialist, working with 9 campuses across the district on coaching teachers 
and supporting leadership in working with students so that they truly become bilingual, bi-literate, and bi-
cultural citizens of the 21st century.   
 
Macaire McDonough-Davies, Principal of North Belt Elementary School in Humble ISD, leads a Title I 
school that focuses on the whole child. She and her staff work diligently to ensure that all students are 
prepared for college and careers through rigorous and relevant learning. Ms. Davies holds several advanced 
degrees including the Rice University REEP Business Fellowship for School Leaders where she learned to 
seek innovative ways to reach students. Prior to joining Humble ISD, Ms. Davies worked for a Wall Street 
investment bank where she provided guidance to a Nobel Prize laureate and many internationally known 
analysts and economists. While  she  didn’t  begin  her  career  as  a  teacher,  Ms.  Davies  comes  from  a  family  of  
teachers,  so  it  was  inevitable  that  she  too  would  ultimately  find  her  life’s  passion  in  education.   
 

Dabrina Sandifer, Teaching Artist, Main Street Theater, is a teaching artist, director, writer, community 
advocate, and actress born and raised in Houston, Texas. Her educational background includes the High 
School for the Performing and Visual Arts (HSPVA) and the University of Houston. She has worked in arts 
education and administration at HSPVA, Main Street Theater, the Alley Theatre, Young Audiences of Houston, 
Dance Houston, and more. She is passionate about the arts and education with hopes of building programming 
that integrates the two.   
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Selected Resources for Theater Games, theory and pedagogy 

A note about theater games:  While we list some books and websites as resources for finding new theater games, 
the sharing of theater games among  theater  practitioners  is  really  an  oral  tradition.  Reach  out  to  your  school’s  
theater teachers or to the education staff of one of the Houston Arts Partners to find out what they know!  
Additionally, the same game may appear in many books under different names and/or with slight variations to the 
rules. There is no one right way to teach or learn a theater game. In the context of the classroom, games are 
tools—and if the tool you have would work better with a little modification, take a chance and try it!   

Funny Bones, On Stage, and Show Time 
Lisa Bany-Winters 
 
Frames of Mind: The Theory of Multiple Intelligences 
Howard Gardner 
 
IMPRO 
Keith Johnstone 
 
Improvisation for the Actor and Theatre Games for the Classroom 
Viola Spolin  
 
 
Kids Take the Stage 
Lenka  Peterson  and  Dan  O’Connor 
 
A Whole New Mind: Why Right-Brainers will Rule the Future 
Daniel Pink 
 
To Sell is Human 
Daniel Pink 
 
Imagining to Learn: Inquiry, Ethics, and Intergration through Drama 
Jeffery Wilhelm and Brian Edmiston 
 
 
 
www.LearnImprov.com 
www.CreativeDrama.com 
www.DramaResource.com  
http://artswork.asu.edu/arts/teachers/lesson/drama/lesson/ed_resources.html  
GREAT resource from Arizona State with dozens of games as well as advice on evaluation, working with special 
populations, etc. 

http://www.learnimprov.com/
http://www.creativedrama.com/
http://www.dramaresource.com/
http://artswork.asu.edu/arts/teachers/lesson/drama/lesson/ed_resources.html
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About Main Street Theater 

For 37 years,  Main  Street  Theater  has  been  a  professional  theater  company  and  magnet  for  Houston’s  most  
creative theater artists.  We have built a large and loyal audience of curious and intelligent people hungry for 
theater that takes them beyond the ordinary.  In naming MST the recipient of its Best of Houston - Best Theater 
Company Award in 2010, the Houston Press said,  “Throughout  the  season,  Main  Street  has  produced  all  its  shows  
with a lustrous dexterity that belies its pint-size venue, keeping us close and thoroughly  enthralled…  Main  Street's  
abiding professionalism — its ability to do so much within a space that's so little — is the essence of great theater. 
It  creates  worlds  where  none  exist.”  While there are many outstanding theaters in the Houston area, we offer 
challenging, engaging programming for all Houstonians.   

 

 Our Equity MainStage programs new works, rediscovered classics, thoughtful revivals, and neglected 
musicals in the intimate setting of our Rice Village location, reaching nearly 20,000 people.   

 The professional Theater for Youth offers a similarly wide-ranging repertory for children 4 – 18 and served 
over 130,000 children last season (2013-2014).   

 MST’s  Education  Department provides creative opportunities for almost 4,000 children at our two 
locations and at more than 20 area schools, community centers, and residential treatment facilities. Our 
summer camp alone gives over 1,000 students a chance to create an original play.  

 

Main Street Theater has created a thriving organization by nurturing these three distinct programs whose 
individual successes combine to forge one healthy company through a thoughtful allocation of manpower and 
resources.  The larger community may know us only through one program, but all three together are essential to 
the  company’s  identity  and  fiscal  well-being.    The  professional  Equity  MainStage  primarily  occupies  the  company’s  
smaller stage but is the flagship program which gains local and national media attention for its provocative, 
passionate, thoughtful productions.  The professional Theater for Youth performs in the larger theater space to 
accommodate the tens of thousands schoolchildren and family groups who fill the theater throughout the school 
year.  The Education Department offers classes for children ages 4 – high school and performing arts camps during 
longer holidays and also increasingly supplies arts education programs to area schools, community centers, and 
youth programs.  Each arm of MST employs and provides a substantial source of income to hundreds of Houston-
based theater artists, who in turn choose to live in Houston and contribute to the local economy in numerous 
other ways.  A full-time staff of thirteen carries out the day-to-day planning and operations needed to sustain this 
activity, and many staff members have responsibilities in all three programs.   

 


