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M a r y H i n e s

One day a hungry beggar went to the house of a rich man. He asked for some-
thing to eat. The rich man invited the beggar in and gave him some soup.

The beggar drank the soup very quickly. When he finished the rich man asked, “Do
you want more to eat?”

“No, thanks,” the beggar answered. “That was enough. I’m full.”
But the rich man gave the beggar a large plate of meat.
The beggar finished that very quickly also.

“Do you want more to eat?” the rich man asked again.
“No, thanks,” the beggar answered. “That was enough. I’m full.” 
But the rich man didn’t stop. He gave the beggar some delicious chocolate cake. The

beggar quickly finished the food again. “Why do you lie to me?” the rich man asked.
“Every time I ask you if you want more to eat, you say no; but every time I give you
more, you eat it quickly.”

The beggar looked around. Outside the kitchen there was a box. He filled the box
with stones and asked the rich man, “Is this box full?”

“Of course it’s full, the rich man answered.
Then the beggar put some sand in the box that was full of stones. “Is this box full?”

he asked again.
“Of course it’s full,” the rich man answered.
Then the beggar got a pail of water. He poured the water into the box that was full

of stones and sand. “You see,” he said to the rich man. “Every time I ask you if the box
is full, you say yes; but every time you say yes, I fill the box again. It’s the same thing
with the food you gave me. There’s always room for more.”



This is a tale for students to tell. I’ve cho-
sen to begin with it to give a context for what
is to follow, and to demonstrate that Story
Theater can be used with students of all ages
and all levels of English proficiency. With it,
we can highlight basic features of Story The-
ater that will become more varied and com-
plex as the tales become longer, with wider
vocabulary and more challenging images for
student actors to project.

Story Theater takes a text—a piece of fiction,
a fable, or a folk tale—and students act it out.
They have not written this text, but if there is
narration, they recite that narration. They do
not write dialogues; but if characters in the
story have dialogue, then students will speak
that dialogue. Students will orchestrate the
drama that a story portrays, choosing sound
effects, props, and blackboard pictures to pro-
vide background. They decide who stands
where and what actions are needed to bring
the story alive…in a special way.

In Story Theater, students, not the teacher,
do the telling, although the success of the
telling depends, first of all, and mostly, on the
teacher’s original decision in selecting a tale. In
making this choice, the teacher should
remember that while students may become
frustrated, truly exasperated, as they struggle
with this foreign language, they also have the
faculty of imagination. 

Story Theater evokes imagination, putting a
number of formal pedagogical principles into
play simultaneously as action proceeds. For
instance, language materials ought to be intrin-
sically motivating. They ought to engage the
students, pique their curiosity, and be within
their range of proficiency so that they are nei-
ther bored, because the materials are too famil-
iar, nor frustrated, because they are loaded with
too many new features, new words, new
sounds, or new grammatical structures. 

Story Theater is especially relevant at that
time when students are tired or are about to
become tired. It is also useful with students
who are afraid to make mistakes, or with those
who have a knowledge about the language and
can recognize words, but cannot easily pro-
duce what they can recognize. The text of a
story gives words to them so that they can
actively use the language. This provides securi-
ty. But if the teacher reads the story, if students
recite the story after her, they remain at the

same level of language  where they were when
they began the activity, perhaps with a wider
range of passive knowledge, but not with
increased fluency in using the language. 

Theorists concerned with foreign language
learning remind us of the role that affect plays
in foreign language learning. Krashen and Burt
and Dulay highlight the role that reduced anx-
iety plays in the classroom, as does Lozanov
when he advises us to de-suggest negative atti-
tudes toward the difficulty of formal learning,
pointing to the use of roleplaying as one means
of recalling the joy of learning. Charles Cur-
ran’s Community Language Learning and
James Asher’s Total Physical Response tell us to
reach for the whole person, mind, body, and
psyche in teaching. And Earl Stevick, investiga-
tor and a story teller himself, describes how
measurably the imagination prompts the facul-
ty of memory. That mental leap that the cre-
ative impulse makes enhances the likelihood
that new constructs and the words to convey
them will be remembered by learners.

There are other reasons for using Story The-
ater. Since ancient times, universal themes have
been expressed in the myths and legends of all
cultures. Whatever our background, whatever
our culture, stories are there, from Aesop to La
Fontaine, Noh plays, and Grimm’s Fairy Tales.
Tales from one society resonate in the minds
and psyches of students from another. Images
from Aesop (“the hawks and the doves,” “sour
grapes,” “cry wolf”) are common coin through-
out the world. The competition to get a crown
(“The White Cat from France”) or the presence
of a sorcerer challenging heroes (the princess
hidden in the cat or the man submerged with-
in the beast of “Beauty and the Beast”) cut
across cultures. Worries that attractive material
might be useless because of culture-bound ref-
erences are no concern when fables are used. A
story from Colombia will be appreciated by a
class in Vietnam.

Story Theater not only embraces principles
of learning and universal themes, it allows us to
use in a refreshing way, tried-and-true tech-
niques that have been frowned upon in recent
years. For instance, choral activities—in ill re-
pute because they were associated with mean-
ingless drill—become transformed in a new
guise. There is an amazing difference in group
recitation when it is called a Greek chorus in-
stead of the familiar whole class “repeat after
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me” recitation. A teacher can check this for her-
self by having a class recite in chorus a story or
dialogue that she models line after line. Then
without modeling, she can ask small groups of
students to take the above story and tell it,
reading it out loud to their classmates who
simply sit and listen, with their books closed.
There may be false starts at first, but after one
or two tries, the group becomes one voice as
did the actors of Greek tragedy or Japanese Noh
drama. Given even a crude drawing of the
masks of “comedy” and “tragedy” on a black-
board, the tale tellers and their listeners recog-
nize the difference immediately. The recitation
is no longer a drill but a speech with meaning
and a purpose.

In your mind’s ear, listen to the first lines of
the opening tale told by a trio of students: 

“One day a hungry beggar went to the house
of a rich man. He asked for something to eat.
The rich man invited the beggar in and gave
him some soup.”

Because the conventions of story telling are
so universal, students realize that they are tell-
ing a tale, not merely reciting a passage. Even
beginning learners strive for rhythm, and the
cadence of the sentences fall into place. Add
the direction that the student/beggar must look
and act the beggar and that the student/rich
man must look and act the rich man: you will
have in front of you—with perhaps no more
prop than a cup (if even that!)—one student
bent over, holding out his hand, and looking
the supplicant while the other shows the self-
possession of a rich man by taking on a differ-
ent facial expression and a more confident
stance. Just how students convey these two
images is up to them, not the teacher; but if
they know the meaning of the words “rich man”
and “beggar,” the physical projection will be
there. We are using the student’s imagination,
not the teacher’s.

To introduce the Story Theater way of tell-
ing a tale, have two of the students become the
rich man and the beggar, and the rest of the
class, the chorus. In harmony and in unison,
the chorus begins the tale:

“One day a hungry beggar went to the house
of a rich man. He asked for something to eat.
The rich man invited the beggar in and gave
him some soup. The beggar drank the soup
very quickly. When he finished, the rich man
asked…

When the chorus finishes the phrase, “…
the rich man asked,” the student/actor rich
man steps forward and says, “Do you want
more to eat?”
“No, thanks,” the beggar student/actor
replies “that was enough. I’m full.”

Assign roles before the first reading begins
and go through the text together. Using the con-
text of the whole story, students can make intel-
ligent guesses about the meanings of strange
words and determine how they will convey
them in narration. Beginning-level students may
not know the English word for “beggar,” and
its meaning can be translated quickly, ideally
by a classmate.

Students go into reading circles as profes-
sional actors do, and keeping original roles,
run through the narration. When ready, the
rich man and the beggar and three chorus
voices go to the front of the class to act and
speak the whole story. Enjoy the surprise of the
action and don’t over-rehearse or push students
into performing a role until they show that
they are ready.

If, knowing his/her class, the teacher has
chosen a tale within their reach, students, un-
distracted by strange words, will move from a
passive knowledge of the language to active
command. That is important enough to say
again: students who are ready for Story Theater
recognize the words and their meaning and the
meaning of a story. If they were asked any num-
ber of comprehension questions about the tale,
they would answer them, in monosyllables,
perhaps, or as is often the case, in grammatical
phrases. What Story Theater does is give them
a chance to use their language actively and sen-
sibly to convey meaning.

If the story is a good one and within their
range of proficiency, students will work on the
material gladly. The given text frees them to
use their imagination as they speak the lan-
guage carefully and repeatedly within the safe-
ty of the group that traditional audiolingual
classes relied upon.

Unlike traditional roleplaying activities
that call for students to act out words given in
dialogues or skits, or to improvise their own
words when given a character role, a setting,
and a situation or conflict, Story Theater works
with the whole text of a story, freeing students
to focus on whole messages, not individual
words. Indeed, students focus so much on
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chunks of meaning that the rote, word-by-
word recitation of so much class reading dis-
appears and the deep structure of the story
becomes primary.

Fables are not what they appear; 
The moralists are mice and such small deer.
We yawn at sermons but gladly turn
To moral tales, and, amused, we learn.”

Jean de la Fontaine

There are longer pieces with more complex
sentence structure and varied vocabulary. The
Golden Swan, a story from Laos, is a good ex-
ample of how an entire class can be involved in
telling a story in groups, in teams. 

The teacher might read this tale once to a
group of intermediate level students, modeling
the pronunciation, stress, and intonation. S/he
might also have students read the text as they
listen to a recorded version. It is important,
though, to remember the virtue of keeping the
material fresh and not to limit the students’ im-
agination. Any repetition of the telling should
happen within student groups which are as-
signed sequential segments of the story. Break-
ing the narration at natural junctures, in logi-
cal sections, or perhaps even in length, four
groups of five students are given the tale and
asked to spend 10–15 minutes in acting circles
to imagine how they will portray their section
of the story. In this case each group has a Chief
Hunter and a Widow assigned to speak dia-
logue. The three (or more) students who will
present the narration in Greek chorus must
decide who will step forward to mime the
descriptions and what props they will use. The
various versions each group acts out—with the
narration as the common thread—are charac-
teristic of Story Theater as groups listen to
each others’ piece of the tale and anticipate
adding their own. This approach has the added
advantage of maintaining student interest,
piquing their curiosity as they wonder how the
other groups envisioned the same tale. There is
laughter and fun and shouts of recognition as
the same character portrayed by four different
groups has four sets of accidental characteristics.
There is appreciation and recognition and real-
ization that another mind, another group came
up with a different image of the same person.

Once students feel prepared, Group A
moves to the front of the class and begins the
tale. When A finishes, they slip quietly to the

side and join the audience for Group B which
has just as quietly moved to the center. Hold-
ing to the rhythm, even aiming for a seamless
transition from group to group is part of the
challenge and fun of Story Theater.

Besides being within the range of the stu-
dents’ language proficiency, and appropriate to
the age and maturity of the students, the con-
tent of material selected for Story Theater pre-
sentation has to be attractive enough to work
with, familiar enough to hold students’ atten-
tion, and relevant enough to sustain their
interest. Otherwise presenters may be deflect-
ed from acting, if they need to learn too many
new words, or if the theme is beyond their
comprehension because of age or experience.
But if the story is well chosen, students will
work with it gladly, becoming so involved in
the telling that they focus not on individual
words but upon the message, the most ele-
mentary requirement for genuine expression.
The deep structure of the story and the words
used to tell it become primary, as it does in
their first language.1

Length is another important concern. Pas-
sages should be brief enough to be told within
a three to five minute period, keeping in mind
that perhaps 20 minutes have been spent in
preparation. More than 15 or 20 minutes of
preparation may make the activity tedious and
in the process kill spontaneity, a key dynamic
for successful Story Theater. Still, a brief perfor-
mance has in fact been preceded by earlier small
group work. For a story to run smoothly, per-
formance time may be only five or 10 minutes.

As with the tales used here, stories chosen for
portrayal should have lots of descriptive detail
and concrete images that student actors can
mime or convey with simple props or pictures.
Abstract expressions need to be graphic enough
for quick representation by upper beginning
level students.

There are lots of reasons for using Story
Theater in the classroom. It is fun. And effec-
tive! It appeals to students’ unconscious—that
part of us that theorists in second language ac-
quisition stress is so important. Story Theater
lowers students’ anxiety level, a major concern 

1. If in doubt about the difficulty of a story, a teacher
can use elementary cloze procedures to confirm that it is
within her group’s proficiency range. Since the purpose
here is to let students immerse themselves in language
they recognize, the teacher should select a story of which
the class as a whole knows a good 90 percent.
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continued from page 29

of Krashen; it reaches the whole person, Cur-
ran’s requirement for successful learning; it
addresses the unconscious which the psychia-
trist Lozanov recognized as playing a funda-
mental role in language learning; and by link-
ing meaning and imagination, it enters
memory, which Stevick sees as central to acqui-
sition. But most compelling of all reasons for
using Story Theater, is Joseph Campbell’s
observation that the themes of fables and myths
are so universal that a story from Japan will be
appreciated by a class of students in Athens. 
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The Swan 
stood in 

the moonlight 
and said, 

“I wish I could 
be here 

with you.” 

Group A chorus: “There was once a mighty hunter who
lived in Laos. He was a good husband and a kind father,
and he looked after his family well. In fact, he was such
a good hunter that people called him the Chief Hunter.
People knew he was a very lucky man.

Everything about the Chief Hunter’s life was for-
tunate. His children always had food. His wife could trade
the birds and animals he caught for the best rice in the vil-
lage. They had the best cloth to make their clothing. Life
was rich and happy for the Chief Hunter’s family.

Then one day the Chief Hunter hurt himself
while he was hunting. He came home to his wife, and she said, (it is here that the student-
actor/Widow speaks) “What is wrong? Your face is pale, and you are moving so slowly. What
happened?”

“I don’t know,” the Chief Hunter said wearily. The Chief Hunter/actor utters the direct
speech, “I don’t know;” and the three students narrate as a Greek Chorus “the Chief Hunter said
wearily . . .” while the Chief Hunter shows his weariness by facial expression or body movement.
“I feel very sick. Let me lie down.” So he took to his bed, and his family nursed him devot-
edly and watched him with great care. 

(The Chorus continues): At first the Hunter seemed to get better, but then he slipped back.
He died a week later.

His widow grieved terribly. (The Widow shows her grief and her poverty). She missed her
husband, and she did not know how to live without him. The family became poor, and it
was difficult to find enough food to eat. The children (one chorus voice continues as other
chorus members step forward to mime the children’s distress) often cried when they went to
sleep because they were hungry. The Widow was at her wits’ end. She could not sleep for
worry and grief. (As the first group leaves the stage, Group B moves quietly into place and con-
tinues the story.)

Group B’s Chorus: “One night, as the poor Widow tossed and turned in her sleep, she
heard her husband’s voice. (As the Widow tosses, a chorus member speaks for the Hunter.) “I
have come back to help you,” the voice said.

The Widow sat up and looked around. She knew she was dreaming, and in her dream
she went outside. A large Swan spoke to her with the Chief Hunter’s voice. (Ideally the stu-
dent story tellers, not the teacher, will have decided how to convey a swan, by physical miming,
a stick figure on the board, a mask, a white sheet, etc. Invariably student imagination produces
an image that the listeners will recognize.)

“I know how hard it is for you,” the Swan said in the Chief Hunter’s voice.

The Widow was happy to hear her husband’s voice, yet sad because she knew it was a
dream. Her throat closed so she could not speak. The Swan stood in the moonlight and said,
“I wish I could be here with you.” Then it came closer. She could see that many of its feath-
ers were made of gold. In the moonlight it seemed to be a golden swan.

The Golden Swan said, “Put your hand out and take one of my golden feathers. Use the
money for food and clothing for yourself and the children. Go on. I will return whenever
you need more. Pull a feather out of my wing.” So, very gently, the Widow pulled a feather
out of the Golden Swan’s wing.
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The Golden Swan said in the voice of the Chief Hunter, “Go to sleep now. In the
morning you will know that this was a special dream.” So the Widow put the feather
beside her bed and went back to sleep. She slept so well and so deeply it was as if her
man were still alive.

(Group B slips away and Group C moves forward)  When she awoke, she remembered
the dream and looked for the golden feather. There in its place was money and gold.

The wife wept with gratitude. Her husband was kind and generous even after death.
Later she went to the village and bought food and clothing. She was careful not to
spend too much. She was very quiet about her good fortune and decided to try to
make the money last a long time.

She looked after the money well, but after a while there was very little left, and she
began to worry. Would the Golden Swan come back again? On the day she spent the
last coin, she felt alone again—just like when she was first a Widow.

The Golden Swan came back to her, and she took a larger feather than before. The
Golden Swan flew away, and the Widow dreamed on and planned what she could do
with the money.

The next day, sure enough, there was an even larger pile of gold and coins. The
Widow laughed and gave her children a little money to buy food in the market. Then
she went to find the people who ran the gambling in the village. She was sure she could
double her money.

(It is Group D’s turn to move forward and continue the narration with its own inter-
pretation of the Widow and Swan; the narrating chorus will speak the lines of the gam-
blers, a good example of how apt the chorus is since the gamblers indeed are representa-
tive tempters.) “I would like to gamble,” she said. “Will anyone play with me?”

“Do you have any money?” the gamblers asked.

“I have money,” the Widow said, and she let the gamblers see part of the gold. The
game started that morning, and by nightfall the Widow had no money left. She went
home, angry and depressed. On the way she thought of a plan.

“My husband will be angry when he finds out how I lost the money,” she thought.
“If I had a lot of money, I would not need to ask him for more.”

That night as she lay down, she waited for the Golden Swan to come. He came as
usual and offered his feathers. This time she plucked all the golden feathers she could
find. She did not care how much she hurt the Swan. She was possessed by greed. The
Widow put the feathers into a pile by her bed so that she could see them as soon as she
woke up. “Such a large pile of feathers should turn into a lot of money,” she thought.

The next morning she woke up and looked for the money. All she found was a pile
of dull dead swan’s feathers.

That night the Widow was afraid to go to sleep, but at last she did. The Golden Swan
came to her in her dream and said, “I will never come to help you again. You do not
deserve anything from me, and from now on you must look after yourself.” Then the
Swan flew away and never returned.
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