Using Theater/Performance to Teach ESL
Some Theory before the Fun:

Architecture of the Classroom:  The structure and layout of the classroom promote a pedagogy based on the teacher at the front of the classroom and students sitting at their desks.  The majority of their lives are spent sitting in desks reading, writing and, at times, speaking.  Unfortunately, this is not conducive to creativity.
AVTK Learners:   Neil Fleming’s VAK/VARK learning style model.  AVTK stands for Auditory/Visual/Tactile/Kinesthetic learning styles.   For students who are Auditory or Visual learners, the typical classroom enables them to learn information more readily than those whose natural learning styles may be Tactile or Kinesthetic.  For example, book work or writing activities, while important in the ESL classroom, will not stimulate a student who learns through touch, doing or performing.  How do we create an environment that incorporates all learning styles without prioritizing one over the other?
Theater is an excellent approach to incorporating speaking, listening, movement/action/touch, as well as writing (when teaching roleplaying via skits).
Language and the Body:   Mind and body are interlinked, though we tend to believe they are separate.  When it comes to knowledge the body is often silenced or ignored.  This is because the language of the body isn’t written and cannot be learned through reading.  

A large amount of our interpersonal communication is based in the body and is learned subconsciously via imitation.  A very large amount of how we express our feelings honestly is found entirely in the non-verbal communication that we are constantly displaying to others (whether we realize it or not). 

While the extent to which it is used varies among English speaking cultures, gesturing is a large part of communicating with the English language.  

So…how do we bring theater into the classroom?    
Theater/Improv Games:

Sports based games:  Invisible Volleyball, Sports Team, Sports Mime Relay
Drama games:  Gestures Telephone, Open Scenes, I Think I’m Gonna Die!,  Image Theater, Freeze Tag, Taxi Cab, Foreign Film, 60 Second Fairy Tales
Use Music (people move to music)/Sing (pick songs the students want to learn).  Trick students into dancing.  (  

Final words:  VEGAS, baby.    Find what works in your classroom and don’t be afraid to create your own versions of games by using movement where there is typically none (ie  Jeopardy/quiz games can have a category that is improv/gestures based).  Make your ESL classroom fun. 
Sports Games

Sports Team
(Quick warm up) 
The teacher calls out the name of a sport and the students must get into groups the size of the team (soccer has 11 players, rugby has 15, basketball has between 10-15, etc).  Those left over get a slip of paper.  When a student has collected 3 slips of paper they have to do a forfeit/batsu game (physical activities:  jumping jax, push ups, etc).  
Invisible Volleyball
Divide the class into two teams and assign them team names.  Explain that there is an invisible net running down the center of the room and that each team must take turns “hitting” the ball (which is invisible).  To “hit” the students mime the volleyball action and call out the name of a person on the other team.  Points are socred by the serving team when the other team makes an error, speaks too quietly to be heard, or does not respond on time.  You should model the language before playing:  “I serve to _____.”  “I return to ________”  “I spike to _________.”
Sports Mime Relay

Form groups.   If the groups have an uneven number, you should instruct one person in the smaller group to perform twice.  Have a list of sports on a sheet of paper at the front of the class.  Cover these and only show one at a time.  One individual from each group comes up to the front.  They then line up and you start the race.  The first team that can come up with the answer to the gesture/mime of the sport gets a point (if you want to keep score).  You then continue down the line until all have had a chance to act out the words on the paper.  
Drama/Theater Games

From Augusto Boal (a Brazilian Theater practioner who created the Theater of the Oppressed to help non-actors use drama to deal with community issues):
Image Theater  

· Individual Images:   Students stand in a circle facing outwards.  The teacher (or students) call out a word or theme and then count down 5-4-3-2-1.  The students then all must collectively turn around facing into the center of the circle with a body gesture or image of that word/theme.  This is a nice warm up game. 

· Complete the Image:  This can be done in small groups, though it should be modeled a few times beforehand in front of the class.  It will work for HS students, but could potentially work for JHS as well.  Two people meet, shake hands, greet each other (hello, how are you doing?  What’s up, etc) and then freeze.  Spectators outside of the group then say what they imagine the two are going to do next.  One person is tagged and leaves the image and the person who tagged them replaces them and continues the action.  This can continue until time is called.  Teachers can adapt this to incorporate a few lines of dialogue into this game that the students must say.    

From Amiel Schotz (Israeli theater practioner who teaches ESL workshops with drama)
The Great All-Purpose Do-It-Yourself Dialogue
Amiel Schotz suggests “that our dependence on language goes hand in hand with our loss of contact with the very words coming out of our mouths.  We rely on our words to convey our thoughts but find that those who hear us understand something quite different.  The same words can have a multitude of meanings.”

Dialogue can be interpreted in a variety of ways:  funny, scared/nervous, sad, happy, pathetic, in love, etc.  You can choose a variety of emotions and for higher level you can even use particular situations as context, though using simple concepts can often give you interesting results.

For example…this game (borrowed from the JET Handbook from 2001):
I Think I’m Going to Die!!

Write a script on the board like this (you can format it to fit your students level):

Woman/man at restaurant:  “I’d like to order __________ please.” (student’s favorite food, spaghetti, pizza, natto, sushi, taco rice etc)
Waiter: “Here’s your food sir/miss.”

Woman/man at restaurant tries food and then screams out “I think I’m going to die!” (having been poisoned by the food)

Waiter:  “Is there a doctor in the house?”

Doctor goes to the patient and says:  He/she’s dead!

End of dialogue/skit.

Now give each team a card with emotions:  happy, sad/depressed, confused, surprised, in love, angry, crazy, etc.  and have three from each team present the skit while playing it with these emotions.  Have the students guess which emotion the team is presenting.  
Foreign Film

This is a version of a game called Gobbledygook or Nonsense.  The teams are broken up into four.  They are given a theme such as “at the airport” or “at Starbucks” or “on the bus”.  Any simple theme will do as long as it gives them an idea for a setting.  If they need more prompts, you can assign their characters as well.  

Two people are the foreign film actors and two people are the interpreters. 

The foreign film actors speak in a nonsensical language while gesturing or using actions. 

The interpreters must then interpret the words.  

For example:

Foreign Film actor #1:  Giiarginannnan aigeigh soleleleleloingi.

Interpreter 1:  Do you like ice cream?
Foreign Film actor 2:  Balaigna algogigiglaogogigogl!!! Gogo!!!

Interpreter #2:  No.

60 Seconds with Open Scenes
Moderator:  ALT/JTE

Cast/Team:  4-5

Moderator asks class for well known fairy tales (or Disney movies).  You can even take characters from pop-culture (Manga, Anime, American comics, etc)
Story is chosen.  Students get 4-5 minutes to think up their story.  To help them out, give them some prompts  (very simple dialogue), where they must incorporate the phrases used from the lesson they are learning, but are also free to create their own original story around the characters. 
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Cheerleading (this always gets them to say “that’s a sport?”)
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