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What is Drama? 
 Activities that use imagination and creativity  

 “mime, role-playing, extended role-playing (or improvisation), simulation” (Davies, 1990) 
 Theater games and warm-ups used by actors (Dickson, 1989) 
 Music and theater voice-training techniques used by actors (Hardison & Sonchaeng, 2005) 

 
Why Drama in Teaching English? 
 The use of drama increases students’ motivation to learn English.  

 “Dramatic activities inspire students to want to learn another language” (Stern, 1980). 
 “Drama has the potential of making the learning experience fun for the students and even memorable 

because it is interactive” (Boudreault, 2010). 
 Drama activities enable students to “learn by doing something they enjoy” (Burke & O’Sullivan, 2002). 

 The use of drama can help students build their confidence in speaking English. 
 “A voice projection exercise, commonly practiced by actors, can help language learners overcome their 

shyness, quietness, and lack of confidence” (Hardison & Sonchaeng, 2005).  
 The use of drama can create classroom community. 

 Theater games make “teachers and students meet as fellow players, involved with one another, ready to 
connect to communicate” (Spolin, 1986). 

 Drama has a “positive effect on classroom dynamics and atmosphere, thus facilitating the formation of a 
bonded group, which learns together” (Maley & Duff, 2005). 
 

Teaching Context 
 Class 

Level 46 (high-intermediate) OCS/Listening at the American Language Institute (ALI) 
Size: 20 students 

 Students 
Age: 18~24 years old 
Home country: China, Taiwan, Korea, Japan, Saudi Arabia 
Goals: Attending undergraduate or graduate program in the U.S. 

 
Overview of the Project 
 

Phase 1 Curriculum Examination Examined the existing curriculum and figured out which drama 
activities and where to incorporate. 

Phase 2 Needs Analysis Observed students’ participation in the classroom and speeches and 
presentations. 

Phase 3 Creating Drama 
Activities 

Adapted drama activities from the literature and Dr. Whalley’s 
performance class. 

Phase 4 Piloting and Survey Piloted five drama activities and conducted a survey. (See Appendix B) 
 

Phase 5 Follow-up Interviews Conducted one-to-one interviews with 12 students. 
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How to Incorporate Drama Activities? 
 Warm-up activity (e.g. icebreaker, schema-building, before speech) 
 Review/Application activity (e.g. feedback on presentation, after learning new pronunciation features)  
 
What do Students Need to Improve? 
 Speech-delivery skills (e.g. eye contact, volume, confidence) 
 Pronunciation (e.g. vowels, intonation, rhythm) 
 Fluency 
 
Week  Day Existing Curriculum Drama Activity Type Skills 

2 5 Personal Possession Speech Making Your Voice Heard Warm-up  Speech-delivery skills 
3 7 Vowel Pronunciation Shadowing in a Circle Application Pronunciation 
5 15 Preparation for Survey 

Question Intonation 
One-liners Warm-up Fluency 

6 22 Basic Emphasis Pattern Nonsense Conversation Application Pronunciation 
9 31 Preparation for  

Problem Solution Speech 
Eye Contact Game Warm-up Speech-delivery skills 

 
Survey Results 

 
Interview Results 
 Nonsense Conversation 

“This activity helped me know the English is like the music, have the rhythm.” (Chinese male) 
“Very very interesting. It’s just very funny.” (Chinese female) 
“I try to practice with my partner, but I think both of us so nervous.” (Chinese female) 
“I’m not sure if this activity makes my rhythm more good, because we do just one time.” (Japanese male) 
 

 Eye Contact Game 
“You can eye contact with your classmates. It can help and maybe build your confidence.” (Chinese male) 
“I think it’s helpful for me to know others and to speak in more confidence.” (Chinese female) 
“I think it’s helpful because I haven’t done this exercise before.” (Chinese female) 
“Not like, but help. I have to like it because it help us” (Arabic male) 
“You just look and talk. I think it’s strange.” (Chinese male) 

 
Implications 
 Integrate various short drama activities into lessons 
 Repeat the activities multiple times 
 Give clear directions and rationale 
 Further research: Effectiveness of drama activities 
 

 The drama activity was helpful. I enjoyed the drama activity. 
Agree Disagree Agree Disagree 

Making Your Voice Heard 85 % 15 % 70 % 30 % 
Shadowing in a Circle 85 % 15 % 80 % 20 % 
One-liners 89 % 11 % 72 % 28 % 
Nonsense Conversation 47 % 53 % 53 % 47 % 
Eye Contact Game 63 % 37 % 47 % 53 % 
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Useful Websites and Books for Drama Activities 
Improv Encyclopedia <http://improvencyclopedia.org/games/index.html> 
Learn Improv <http://learnimprov.com/> 
Bany-Winters, L. (1997). On Stage: Theater Games and Activities for Kids. Chicago: Chicago Review Press. 

ISBN: 1-55652-324-6 
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Appendix A: Sample Drama Activities 
 
Activity 1: Making Your Voice Heard – adapted from Hardison & Sonchaeng (2005) 
 Time: 10 minutes 
 Rationale: To make students successful in projecting their voices 
 Procedures: 

1) T takes Ss outside and pairs them up. Ss stand in line by facing their partners. 
2) In pairs, S1 says one sentence from his/her speech and S2 listens. If S2 hears the sentence clearly, he/she 

takes one step back. If not, he/she remains still and S1 has to say the sentence again. 
3) Ss take turns producing one sentence and keep taking one step back until time is up. 

 
Activity 2: Shadowing in a Circle – adapted from Hardison & Sonchaeng (2005) 
 Time: 10 minutes 
 Rationale: To raise students’ awareness of the lip movements when pronouncing vowels 
 Procedures: 

1) T pairs up Ss. 
2) T provides each S with a list of vowels in English (e.g. /a/ /e/ /i/ /o/ /u/). 
3) In pairs, S1 mimes one vowel sound from the list and S2 guesses which sound it is by looking at S1’s 

mouth movement. 
4) Ss take turns and continued until each S has a chance to mime all the vowels. 

 
Activity 3: One-liners – adapted from Burke & O’Sullivan (2002)  
 Time: 15 minutes 
 Rationale: To introduce question intonation and help students keep speaking English 
 Procedures: 

1) T pairs up Ss. 
2) T gives each pair one index card that has a question (y/n questions, wh-question, or choice question). 

 e.g.) “Can you do me a favor?” “Why are you running?” “Do you prefer cats or dogs?” 
3) In pairs, Ss improvise a dialogue by starting the conversation with the question given.  
4) T asks some pairs to perform their dialogue in front of the class. 

 
Activity 4: Nonsense Conversation – adapted from Burke & O’Sullivan (2002)  
 Time: 15 minutes 
 Rationale: To help students get used to the rhythm and intonation of English 
 Procedures:  

1) T pairs up Ss. Each pair picks a nonsense sound. (e.g. blah, ba, pa, di) 
2) T distributes a written dialogue with dots. (see Appendix B). 
3) In pairs, Ss read the dialogue by using the nonsense sound, emphasizing big dots more than small ones. 
4) T asks some pairs to perform their dialogues in front of the class. 

 
Activity 5: Eye Contact Game – adapted from Dr. Whalley  
 Time: 10 minutes 
 Rationale: To make students feel comfortable with looking at the audience while giving a speech  
 Procedures: 

1) T divides the class into small groups (4 or 5 people). Each group stands in a circle by facing inside. 
2) Ss say their names, speech topic, and why they chose the topic one person at a time by taking one step 

back. (e.g. “My name is _______. My topic is _________. I chose this topic because _____________.”) 
3) Ss make one-to-one eye contact with every person in the group by looking around the circle. 
4) Ss take turns and continue until everyone gets a chance to share their topics. 



5 
 

Appendix B: Sample Questionnaires 

 

Activity Evaluation Sheet: Eye Contact Game 

Directions: Think about the activity you just did and circle the number that best describes your opinion for each 
sentence below. 

 Disagree                                                  Agree 
 
I think this activity helped me practice eye contact. 
 

    
   1          2          3          4          5          6  

 
I feel more comfortable with making eye contact. 
 

 
   1          2          3          4          5          6  

 
I enjoyed this activity. 
 

 
   1          2          3          4          5          6 

 
I would like to do this activity again. 
 

 
   1          2          3          4          5          6 

 
 

 
 
 

Activity Evaluation Sheet: Making Your Voice Heard 

Directions: Think about the activity you just did and circle the number that best describes your opinion for each 
sentence below. 

 Disagree                                                     Agree 
 
I think this activity helped me practice projecting my voice. 
 

    
   1          2          3          4          5          6  

 
I feel confident with giving my speech. 
 

 
   1          2          3          4          5          6  

 
I enjoyed this activity. 
 

 
   1          2          3          4          5          6 

 
I would like to do this activity again. 
 

 
   1          2          3          4          5          6 
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Appendix C: Handout for “Nonsense Conversation” Activity 
 

Nonsense Conversation 

Directions: Read the following dialogue with a partner by using one sound (e.g. blah, ma, la, pa, da). The big 
dot is stressed and the small dot is unstressed. 

A: ズ ズ  ズ ズ ? 

B:  ズ  ズ ズ  ズ ズ. 

A: ズ  ズ  ズ  ズ ズ ? 

B: ズ  ズ  ズ,  ズ  ズ  ズ ズ ! 
 
 
Directions: Practice the following dialogue with a partner by stressing the content words and de-stressing the 
structure words. 

             ズ   ズ  ズ  ズ 
A: What’s the matter? 
 
B: I’ve lost my glasses. 
 
A: Where did you put them? 
 
B: If I knew, I could find them! 

 
 
 
 

*Adapted from ALI Level 46 OCS/Listening Course Reader* 


