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he students were listening intently as
their classmates read a Readers The-
atre adaptation of Joanna Cole’s The
Magic School Bus Lost in the Solar System. At

this point, Ms. Frizzle and her class have left
Mars in their school bus:

All:

Shirley:

Florrie:

All:

Narrator:

Ms. Frizzle:

Tim:
Narrator:

Ms. Frizzle:

Arnold:

Thousands of asteroids were spin-
ning around us.

The area between the inner and the
outer planets is called the asteroid
belt. It is filled with thousands and
thousands of asteroids.

Asteroids are chunks of rock and
metal in orbit around the Sun. Sci-
entists think they are building
blocks of a planet that never
formed.

All at once, we heard the tinkling
of broken glass. One of our tail-
lights had been hit by an asteroid.
Ms. Frizzle put the bus on auto-
pilot and went out to take a look.
She kept on talking about asteroids
over the bus radio.

The largest asteroid is only '/ the
size of our moon. Most asteroids
are the size of houses or smaller.

1 wish she'd come inside.
Suddenly there was a snap. Ms.
Frizzle's tether line had broken!
Without warning, the rockets fired
up, and the bus zoomed away! The
autopilot was malfunctioning.
Kids, I'll meet you later...la-
ter...later (her voice grows
fainter).

Come in, Ms. Frizzle. Do you
read me?

(Adapted from The Magic School Bus Lost in the Solar
System by Joanna Cole. Copyright ® 1990 by Joanna
Cole, Reprinted by permission of Scholastic Inc.)
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Many concept books and informational books lend themselves well to Readers Theatre. Phato by Michael Siluk

The book and script go on to tell of the re-
mainder of the field trip through the solar sys-
tem and the class’s eventual return to earth. In
the process, students are introduced to infor-
mation about the planets in a fresh and appeal-
ing manner. They seldom encounter the same
kind of information in textbooks with such
enthusiasm.

Reading content area textbooks can often
be tedious. Yet, many students enjoy reading
nonfiction literature. Nonfiction literature to-
day includes all kinds of books whose primary
purpose is to share information. Factual books
about dinosaurs, insects, cars, biographies of
heroes and contemporary celebrities, and even
books that weave facts into a storylike narra-
tive (e.g., Tomie dePaola’s The Popcorn Book)
are increasingly popular with young readers.
Some readers even prefer such nonfiction over
fiction. “How to” books on various crafts, ex-
periments, and hobbies captivate child read-
ers, just as they do adults. Nonfiction writers
manage to bring to life the same content that
can be cold and clinical in textbooks. Their
books reflect the authors’ individual interests,

viewpoints, and concerns in contrast to the
cautious collaboration leading to textbook
content and adoption. Nonfiction authors’ tal-
ents and skills shape their writing. Students
often respond to this nonfiction exactly as they
do to a wonderful novel or picture book. After
reading Buffalo Hunt one fifth grader ex-
claimed, “I want to read another book by Rus-
sell Freedman.” What an excellent opportunity
this can be to link reading for pleasure with
reading for information in the content areas.
The increased amount of reading required
in the content areas often contributes to what
has been referred to as the “fourth-grade
slump” in learning (Chall, 1983)—a time
when student progress seems to plateau or
drop. This problem is partially due to the
structure of the content area textbooks them-
selves. Students who are used to reading fic-
tional narratives find textbooks difficult to
read. It has been suggested that basals in the
primary grades should contain more quality
nonfiction to make such a transition easier
(Anderson, Hiebert, Scott, & Wilkinson,
1985). Another problem, however, is that text-
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books are often poorly written and difficult
for students to understand (Tomlinson,
Tunnell, & Richgels, 1992; Tyson &
Woodward, 1989). Both teachers and students
who may be excited about a topic find them-
selves disappointed when they encounter it in
a textbook. We suggest a focus on topical non-
fiction literature as an alternative source of
meaningful content. Further, we suggest
Readers Theatre as an innovative, exciting ap-
proach to content reading and study.

Benefits of nonfiction trade books
in the content areas

Teachers can use an abundant variety of
available nonfiction trade books to supple-
ment or substitute for select areas of content
treated in textbooks. A number of benefits can
be gained by incorporating nonfiction litera-
ture into content study (Brozo & Tomlinson,
1986; Holmes & Ammon, 1985; Mathison,
1989). First, an impressive variety of topics is
often available. This diversity in tradebooks is
important since the range of readability, so re-
stricted in textbooks, is an impediment for
many students. Thus, an array of trade books
can provide a better range of reading levels
than textbooks. Second, trade books are often
more appealing than textbooks. The inviting
format, illustrations, and writing style of trade
books attract students. Since these books re-
flect the voice and style of an author with a

Nonfiction writers manage to bring to
life the same content that can be cold
and clinical in textbooks.
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passion for the subject, comprehension and
motivation can be enhanced. Third, nonfic-
tion trade books allow students to study topics
in greater depth than do textbooks. Many
books on the same topic can be gathered; stu-
dents can synthesize information, compare
viewpoints, and construct semantic maps. Fi-
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nally, trade books enable students to read ma-
terial as up-to-date and accurate as possible.

By combining Readers Theatre with non-
fiction trade books in the content areas, teach-
ers can incorporate content reading and
learning with the dynamic and interactive
process of Readers Theatre. Students can re-
tain more information, find greater enjoyment
in reading content, and be more actively in-
volved in their learning than in a textbook-
based content curriculum.

We define Readers Theatre as a presenta-
tion of text that is expressively and dramati-
cally read aloud by two or more readers. Our
definition is similar to conceptions of Readers
Theatre offered by others (Coger & White,
1982; Harste, Short, & Burke, 1988; Sloyer,
1982) who place the primary emphasis on
reading as opposed to memorization, action,
props, or costumes. The intent is for the read-
ers to read in such a way that they paint an
image of the events and actions in the minds of
the audience (Moffett & Wagner, 1992). Nev-
ertheless, our use of Readers Theatre differs
somewhat from the norm in that the material
used is different. Whereas narrative story and
poetry are usually the suggested text for Read-
ers Theatre, we are suggesting that teachers
also use Readers Theatre as the medium for
bringing nonfiction into the curriculum.

Benefits of Readers Theatre

There are numerous benefits for students
in Readers Theatre. One student, who was in-
volved in a summer Readers Theatre project,
explained: “It is like reading aloud and being
in a play, but a lot more fun!” Equally impor-
tant, students can improve their reading ability
and attitudes toward reading through partici-
pating in Readers Theatre because of the repe-
tition of exposure to the material (Wagner,
1991). Readers have the opportunity to prac-
tice oral reading and engage in reading the
text several times as they prepare their
performance (Busching, 1981). Therefore,
students can develop larger sight-word
vocabularies, increased reading rate, and im-
proved reading fluency (Johnson & Louis,
1990). As readers learn how to use their
voices to alter their delivery, tone, pitch, and
volume, the quality and expressiveness of
their oral reading also improves. Additionally,
comprehension may improve since the reading
experience is one of dramatic participation
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with the focus on interpretation rather than
performance (Johnson & Louis, 1990; Sloyer,
1982; Swanson, 1988).

The audience also benefits from Readers
Theatre. Listening to Readers Theatre per-
formances can be enjoyable and entertaining
as the audience is exposed to many voices and
many texts. Since characterization and content
are conveyed by the readers and the narrator
rather than by costumes, action, and props,
the audience listens critically and apprecia-
tively. The text “comes alive” through oral in-
terpretation; thus, both listening skills and
comprehension are practiced (Coger & White,
1982; Norton, 1989).

Adapting the script

Both teachers and students can select non-
fiction books or excerpts to adapt to Readers
Theatre scripts if they relate to individual in-
terest areas or the content subject matter to be
studied. Some books are more adaptable than
others to Readers Theatre. Informational
books with dialogue work beautifully (for ex-
ample, the Magic School Bus series, the
photo-essay books of Joan Anderson, or the
“Dinosaur” books by Marc Brown). It is not
necessary to use the entire text for the script;
excerpts can be chosen. In addition, many
shorter informational picture books, which
are generally viewed as most appropriate for
the primary grades, can be very effective
across the grades because their simplicity and
focus make it easier to absorb new and unfa-
miliar information (e.g., the science books by
Seymour Simon, such as Whales, Oceans, or
Deserts).

Guidelines for adapting scripts

Once a teacher has developed a script and
the students have had the experience of partic-
ipating in Readers Theatre, students can also
participate with teachers in the adaptation
process. When the students are familiar with
Readers Theatre, the teacher can lead them
through the following script development
steps, modeling the decision making that oc-
curs at each interval. Students can work in
pairs or small groups to develop sections of
the script, rehearsing as they go.

1. Provide students with the opportunity
to read or skim a potential book or excerpt be-
forehand; or the teacher or student who chose
the book can give a brief “booktalk.” which

provides background information. It helps to
begin the scripting process with familiar mate-
rial.

2. Choose a portion of the text that is
particularly interesting and contains the de-
sired content. It may be only a few pages. The
entire text of a typical picture book is only 2-5
typed pages without illustrations.

3. Reproduce the selected portion of the
text.

4. Delete lines that are less critical to the
topic, such as those not critical to the develop-
ment of the script, those peripheral to the
main actions, those that represent complex
imagery or figurative language that is difficult
to express, or those that simply state that a
character is speaking (Cox, 1988; Swanson,
1988). This is not a new approach to “round
robin reading” where each student simply pre-
pares to read the next paragraph aloud. Read-
ers Theatre strives to weave a coherent
whole —a narrative, a sequence of events—
told in many voices. Some portions of the text
can be omitted.

5. Decide how to divide the parts for the
readers. Naturally, dialogue can be assigned
to appropriate characters (Swanson, 1988). In
other text, it may be necessary to rewrite the
text as dialogue or with multiple narrators.
Converting third-person point of view to the
first person (“I” or “we”) can create an effec-
tive narration in many cases. There are a num-
ber of creative possibilities for dividing the
text.

6. Add a “prologue” to introduce the
script in storylike fashion. If necessary, a
postscript may be added to bring closure to
the script.

7. Label the readers’ parts by placing
each reader’s name in the left-hand margin,
followed by a colon.

8. Provide time for all readers to read
over their parts (at least silently), and if time
allows, perform the Readers Theatre twice.
The first run through, readers are still work-
ing on their timing and expressiveness. An ad-
ditional incentive for a second more polished
reading is to audiotape the final version for
further listening pleasure, or to perform the
script for another audience (peers, principal,
parents, etc.).

Typing the script is not necessary. Stu-
dents can often cut and paste the speaking
parts from the reproduced script. The speak-
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ing parts can be added to the student-written
narration, prologue, and epilogue and pasted
on a sheet of paper to “construct” the script.
The completed script can be field tested by
asking others to read it aloud. Sometimes lis-
tening to the script makes it easier to add voice
directions, revise narration, etc. (Harste,
Short, & Burke, 1988; Swanson, 1988).
When students are satisfied with the script,
copies can be made for each of the partici-
pants.

Student participation in the development
of the script involves critical reading and re-
vising. Though the entire process can take 2
weeks or more to complete, students learn
along the way, as well as in the final perform-
ance of the Readers Theatre script. When the
process is complete, students are often inter-
ested in going beyond the excerpt to read the

When the process is complete, students
are often interested in going beyond the
excerpt to read the rest of the book or
another book by the same author.

400

The Reading Teacher

rest of the book or another book by the same
author. This exposure to new information also
provides a kind of scaffolding into the content
that can lead to further reading on the subject.
Now that they’ve performed The Magic School
Bus Lost in the Solar System, students feel
better prepared to read more about the plan-
ets, stars, and space exploration in other
books. In addition, each script adaptation is a
unique experience as new material is handled
in increasingly creative and collaborative
ways. Students may begin by simply breaking
the text into parts, but as they gain experience
with Readers Theatre, they may enjoy elabo-
rating on the text (creating their own Magic
School Bus adventure, for example), or syn-
thesizing two or more texts together into one
script and adapting the text into an altogether
new creation (like a news report or documen-
tary). In the figure, we illustrate how a script,
“Sojourner Truth,” was adapted from Ina

Vol. 46, No. 5

Chang’s (1991) book, A Separate Battle:
Women and the Civil War.

Adaptations for primary-grade students

Children in the middle grades and beyond
are generally able to follow the steps outlined
above once they’ve learned the ropes. But even
primary-grade students can participate in
Readers Theatre. Their participatory reading
is very similar to joining in on a song’s refrain
or reading a poem chorally. Many simple con-
cept books and informational books with min-
imal text lend themselves to Readers Theatre
adaptation. For example, Eric Carle’s books,
such as The Very Hungry Caterpillar, A House
Jfor a Hermit Crab, or The Very Quiet Cricket,
contain both science content in a story frame
and repetitive lines that can serve as script for
student participation. Children often naturally
join in anyway when they begin to discern the
repetitive pattern! Sentence strips with the key
lines written on them, rather than full-blown
scripts, and visual cues (such as a hand
cupped around the ear) can prompt individual
children when their turns come. Once the stu-
dents have heard the book read aloud and are
familiar with the story, the teacher can read it
aloud again as students, individually or in
groups, wait their turns to read/say their lines
as they occur in the text. Other useful titles
that use story narrative to integrate informa-
tional content for younger children include /s
Your Mama a Llama? and Is This a House for
a Hermit Crab?, as well as many of the non-
fiction concept books of Ann Morris, Donald
Crews, Ron Hirschi, Lois Ehlert, and Bruce
McMillan. As students gain familiarity with
this kind of participatory reading, they can
also suggest books of their own.

Readers Theatre across the
curriculum

A variety of nonfiction books can be used
to enhance all the content areas across the cur-
riculum. Informational books come in all
kinds of “packages” nowadays, from biogra-
phies and autobiographies (like Franklin De-
lano Roosevelt and Bill Peet) to photographic
essays and interviews (like The American
Family Farm or Families), from simple con-
cept books to factual books with rhyming text
(like Planting a Rainbow or The Reason for a
Flower). Even many alphabet or counting
books now use their letter or number frame-
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Example of adaptation for Readers Theatre

Original text

Grimké and other women who joined the aboli-
tionist movement in the decades before the Civil War
faced opposition from many sides. Not only was their
cause unpopular, but the women were called indecent
and unladylike for expressing their views in public.

Among the women abolitionists, few were so bold
as Sojourner Truth, a former slave. Tall and muscular,
with a commanding voice and lightening wit, Truth
was at her best before an unfriendly crowd. At a wom-
en’s rights rally in Akron, Ohio, in 1851, the first
women to speak were constantly interrupted by men
who insisted that females were inferior. A crowd of
boys jeered from the balcony. When Sojourner Truth
rose from her seat, and the unruly members of the au-
dience saw that a six-foot-tall black woman was ap-
proaching the stage, they hissed loudly.

Standing at the podium, Truth fixed her gaze on
one of the men who had interrupted the meeting.
“That man over there,” she said in a strong voice,
“says that women need to be helped into carriages,
and lifted over ditches, and to have the best place ev-
erywhere. Nobody ever helped me into carriages, or
over mud puddles, or gave me any best place. And
aren’'t | awoman?” She pushed the sleeve of her gray
dress up to her shoulder. *‘Look at me! Look at my
arm! | have plowed and planted, and gathered into
barns, and no man could head me. And aren’t | a
woman? | could work as much and eat as much as a
man—when | could get it—and bear the lash as well.
And aren’t | a woman?” By now, her voice was thun-
dering through the hall. “I have borne thirteen chil-
dren and seen them most all sold off into slavery, and
when | cried out with a mother’s grief, none but Jesus
heard. And aren’t | a woman?” When Truth was fin-
ished, the audience erupted into loud cheers.

(From A Separate Battle: Women and the Civil War by
Ina Chang. Copyright © 1991 by Laing Communica-
tions, Inc. Used by permission of Lodestar Books, an
affiliate of Dutton Children’s Books, a division of Pen-
guin USA Inc.

Narrator 1:

Man #1;

Man #2:

Narrator 2:

Narrator 1:

Man #3:

Boys:

Narrator 1:

Sojourner:

Narrator 2:

Sojourner:

Sojourner:

All:

Readers Theatre adaptation
Sojourner Truth

Women who joined the abolitionist or anti-
slavery movement in the decades before
the Civil War faced opposition from many
sides.

It's indecent for ladies to speak in public
like this!

A woman'’s place is in the home!

Among the women abolitionists, few were
so bold as the former slave, Sojourner
Truth.

Sojourner Truth was at her best before an
unfriendly crowd. At a women’s rights rally
in Akron, Ohio, in 1851, the first women to
speak were constantly interrupted by men
who insisted that females were inferior.
Women can't do nothing! They need men
to help them do everything!

Boo! Boo! Go home!

Truth fixed her gaze on one of the men who
had interrupted the meeting and spoke in a
strong voice.

That man over there says that women need
to be helped into carriages, and lifted over
ditches, and to have the best place every-
where. Nobody ever helped me into car-
riages, or over mud puddles, or gave me
any best place. And aren’t | a woman?

She pushed the sleeve of her gray dress up
to her shoulder.

Look at me! Look at my arm! | have plowed
and planted, and gathered into barns, and
no man could head me. And aren't | a
woman? | could work as much and eat as
much as a man—when | could get it—and
bear the lash as well. And aren’'t | a
woman?

| have borne thirteen children and seen
them most all sold off into slavery, and
when | cried out with a mother’s grief, none
but Jesus heard. And aren’t | a woman?
(applaud and loudly cheer)

work as a means of gathering and organizing
information (like ABCedar and Ten Little Rab-
bits). Contemporary authors are experiment-
ing with all kinds of innovative formats for
nonfiction that beg for classroom sharing. The
1992 winner of the Orbis Pictus Award for
Outstanding Nonfiction for Children, given
annually by the National Council of Teachers
of English, was a book focusing entirely on
Charles Lindbergh’s historic 33'/2 hour flight
from New York to Paris, Flight, by Robert
Burleigh.

Choosing appropriate nonfiction titles for
Readers Theatre begins with finding books re-
lated to the subject matter (library/resource
media specialists are tremendously helpful
here), then continues with a careful selection
of a book with interesting, informative text (or
portions of text) written in a lively way. If it is
interesting enough to show a friend or col-
league, contains excerpts that read well aloud,
and has received positive reviews from critics
and kids, it may be an appropriate choice. Ad-
venturing With Books (Monson, 1985) and
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Eyeopeners (Kobrin, 1988) are two sources
that offer helpful listings of nonfiction litera-
ture organized in content categories. Follow-
ing, we offer a few suggested titles and a few
sample script excerpts that lend themselves to
the Readers Theatre format in major content
areas of the curriculum.

Health

Children are interested in their bodies and
how they develop, and Joanna Cole’s The
Magic School Bus Inside the Human Body
provides readers with a good understanding of
how bodies function. Cole uses a school
teacher, Ms. Frizzle, to take a class on an
imaginary field trip inside the body of a fellow
student. The digestive and circulatory systems
are vividly portrayed in this book. Like The
Magic School Bus Lost in the Solar System,
the very format of the book, with narration,
speech balloons, and mock student reports
lends itself to script adaptation.

Iliness and disease, death and divorce are
issues of special concern to students and their
friends who are experiencing these life trau-
mas. Krementz introduces students to children
who share their own real life experiences in
the books How It Feels to Fight for Your Life,
How It Feels When Parents Divorce, and How
It Feels When a Parent Dies. Based on inter-
views with children, these books are real, per-
sonal, and powerful. The health curriculum
often also has an-affective component that fo-
cuses on helping students feel good about
themselves. Many nonfiction books feature
topics such as divorce, illness, death, and
feelings. Two examples are Feelings by Aliki
and Dinosaurs Divorce: A Guide for Chang-
ing Families by Laurene Krasny Brown and
Marc Brown. (See also Dinosaurs, Beware! A
Safety Guide by Marc Brown and Stephen
Krensky and Dinosaurs Alive and Well! A
Guide to Good Health by Laurene Krasny
Brown and Marc Brown.) Here is a portion of
a script based on Dinosaurs Divorce: A Guide
for Changing Families.

Narrator 1: When your parents divorce, it's nat-
ural to feel
Dinosaur 1:  sad

Dinosaur 2:  angry
Dinosaur 3: afraid

Dinosaur 4: confused
Dinosaur 5: ashamed
Dinosaur 6:  guilty
Dinosaur 7: relieved
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Dinosaur 8:  worried about who will take take of
you.

Narrator 2: The bad feelings won't last forever,
and there is plenty you can do to
help yourself feel better.

Narrator 1: It helps to talk about these feelings

and to let them show.

{(Copyright © 1986 by Laurene Krasny Brown and Marc
Brown. Originally published by Atlantic Monthly
Press.)

The script consists of actual excerpts with the
only modification being the assigning of
parts. Such text helps children realize that
there is a range of emotions that children of
divorced parents experience and that such
emotions are normal. Books like Dinosaurs
Divorce enable children whose parents are di-
vorcing to identify with others who have simi-
lar problems. Moreover, children whose
parents are not divorcing may become more
empathetic to their peers whose parents are.

Math

Nonfiction authors can skillfully present
complex concepts in comprehensible fashion
in mathematics (Stewig, 1988). David M.
Schwartz’s How Much Is a Million? is such a
book. Schwartz introduces students to the
concepts of millions, billions, and trillions.

Let Marvelossissimo the
Mathemagical Magician
guide you into the world of
large numbers. You'll sail
past one hundred thousand
stars and see towers of chil-
dren reaching out towards
Saturn’s rings.

If one million kids climbed
onto one another’s shoul-
ders, they would be...
Taller than the tallest build-
ings,

Higher than the highest
mountains,

And farther up than air-
planes can fly.

If you wanted to count from
one to one million...

It would take about 23
days.

If a goldfish bowl were big
enough for a million gold-
fish...

It would be large enough to
hold a whale.

(Readers Theatre adaptation of brief text excerpt from
How Much Is a Million? by David M. Schwartz. Copy-
right ©® 1985 by David M. Schwartz. Reprinted by per-
mission of Lothrop, Lee & Shepard Books, a division of
William Morrow & Company, Inc.)

Narrator:

Marvelossissimo:

Group 1:

Groups 1 and 2:
Groups 1, 2, and 3:
Marvelossissimo:
Reader 1:

Marvelossissimo:

Reader 2:

In this script, the narrator’s introduction is
from the book jacket. Other than dividing the
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text into parts, there is no modification of the
author’s work.

Teachers can use If You Made a Million,
another of Schwartz’s books, as a follow-up on
the subject of money. Other math books that
can be adapted are Anno and Anno’s Anno’s
Mysterious Multiplying Jar and Burns's This
Book Is About Time and The I Hate Mathemat-
ics! Book. For additional related titles, see
Children’s Mathematics: A Critical Bibliogra-
phy by Margaret Matthias.

Science

Christy Ellingson, a seventh-grade
teacher at Park Middle School in Kennewick,
Washington, adapted Goodman’s A Kid's
Guide to How to Save the Planet into a Read-
ers Theatre script by creating a radio call-in
show hosted by Earthman Jack and other DJs.
What an exciting way for students to celebrate
Earth Day 1993!

Earthman Jack:  Good morning people of our
planet. It is Earth Day 1993
and my buddies and I have a
message for you. Please lend us
your ears as the bright sunshine
soaks in on our bright sunny

Earth.

All DJs: Your planet’s in trouble!

DI #1: Unless you've been asleep for,
oh say, the past several years,
you know that the Earth is in
trouble. Turn on the TV. You
see pictures of garbage or dead
dolphins washing onto a beach.
Open the newspaper. You read
that scientists predict the Earth
is getting hotter. Towns all over
the country are having a hard
time figuring out where to stash
their trash. The tropical rain
forests are being burned at an
incredible rate. They might
even disappear in our lifetime.

DJ #2: Today, we want all of you out
there in Earthland to call in and
tell us about how our planet
works and what we can do to
keep it working properly.

DJ #3: Let's hear from you now! Our

number is 1-800-5K EARTH.

Let’s go to line one with Mary

in Seattle.

Mary: Am I on now?

DJ #2: Yes, Mary, go ahead.

Mary: Oh! 1 think the newest and
maybe the worst environmental
threat is something invisible.
It’s not a poison. It’s not radio-
active. In fact, it's as ordinary
as the weather. It hardly sounds
dangerous. Maybe it even
sounds like fun. Here's the
problem: Over the next century

Earthman Jack:

the Earth will grow warmer.
Possibly in as few as 30 or 40
years, the climate may be an
average of 8 degrees warmer
than it is today!

DJ #3: Awwright! Let’s head for the
beach!

Earthman Jack:  Not so fast. Even a small
change in the temperature
could cause major problems.
Several summers in the 80s
were the warmest recorded in
this century.

DJ #1: Scientists believe that those
summers could become normal
in the next century. What could
cause such a climate change?

(Adapted from A Kid's Guide to How to Save the Planet.
Reprinted by permission.)

Of all the sample scripts included in this arti-
cle, this script represents the most manipula-
tion and rewriting. Facts from an
informational book were incorporated and
written in dialogue form for the radio talk
show script.

There are many books available for
studying ecosystems. Some samples are
Arnosky’s In the Forest, Wiewandt’s The Hid-
den Life of the Desert, and Silverstein and
Silverstein’s Life in a Tidal Pool.

Joanna Cole’s other Magic School Bus
books effectively combine science content and
humor. These books fit beautifully in the sci-
ence curriculum: The Magic School Bus at the
Waterworks and The Magic School Bus Inside
the Earth.

Dinosaurs are a topic of interest to many
students across the elementary grades. Fortu-
nately, many well-written books address this
topic, including Lauber’s The News about Di-
nosaurs, Lasky’s Dinosaur Dig, and Gibbons's
Prehistoric Animals.

Many other excellent nonfiction authors
known for their science writing have written
books that lend themselves beautifully to
Readers Theatre script adaptation. Investigate
the works of Franklyn Branley, Millicent
Selsam, and Jean Craighead George, among
others. For additional suggested titles, consult
the annual listing of “Outstanding Science
Trade Books for Children” published every
spring in Science and Children. See also the
excellent reference, Science Books for Chil-
dren: Suggestions from Booklist (Wilms,
1985).

Social studies
Nonfiction books dealing with social
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studies concepts and topics are often easy to
adapt to Readers Theatre scripts since dia-
logue and narration are frequently present in
these books. One book that lends itself well to
Readers Theatre and gives students an under-
standing of both the conditions of the May-
flower passengers and the account of the first
Thanksgiving is Joan Anderson’s The First
Thanksgiving Feast. An excerpt from the mid-
dle of the book follows:

Susannah Winslow: 'Twas not so pleasant
spending sixty-six days
aboard that tiny ship, the
Mayflower. We never knew
if we would reach our des-
tination. "Twas most com-
forting that God gave us
once again the sight of
land. How grateful we
were when we set foot on
solid ground.

I had hoped that the May-
flower would take us far-
ther south. But due to tides
and currents and the late-
ness of the year, we found
ourselves here. I was most
fearful because of tales
about the ill feelings the In-
dians did have for the white
man. This ‘thievish harbor’
was said to be heavily pop-
ulated with Indians. But [
and the other members of
our search party found no
one to fear.

I was in the search party
that sambled upon a hill of
sand under which was a
great basket. It was full to
the brim with fair kernels
of Indian corn. After giv-
ing the matter prayerful
consideration, we filled a
kettle with the kernels and
took it aboard the May-
flower. We thought we
would pay the Indians for
their corn when at last we
met up with them.

Thanks be to God that we
found fields already
cleared for planting. Imag-
ine the hours of labor it
would have taken to cut
down trees, pull out
stumps, and carry away
rocks. We would not have
been able to plant a single
seed until late summer, and
that would have done us
hardly any good. Cleared
fields assured us of a
goodly harvest.

I will never forget that cold
March day when the Indian
named Samoset suddenly
appeared in our street. We

Isaac Allerton:

John Alden:

Peter Browne:

Myles Standish:
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were taken by surprise, and
I had not time to even grab
my musket. But he greeted
us with, “Welcome, wel-
come, Englishmen.” We in-
vited him to stay the night,
and we finally learned why
there were cleared fields.
The Indians who did live
here had died in a plague,
which left our Plymouth
area empty. Our fear of In-
dians did diminish that
night.

(From the book The First Thanksgiving Feast by Joan
Anderson, published by Clarion Books/Houghton Mif-
flin Company. Copyright ® 1984. Reprinted by permis-
sion.)

Other Joan Anderson books also fit nicely
into the social studies curriculum: Christmas
on the Prairie; Christopher Columbus: From
Vision to Voyage; From Map to Museum: Un-
covering Mysteries of the Past; The Glorious
Fourth at Prairietown; Pioneer Children of
Appalachia; Seventeen Eighty-Seven; Spanish
Pioneers of the Southwest; and A Williams-
burg Household.

Elementary students have an enduring in-
terest in Native Americans. Newbery Medal
winner Russell Freedman has written three
books that present students with the Native
Americans’ view of history: Buffalo Hunt, In-
dian Chiefs, and An Indian Winter. Other rele-
vant titles include Totem Pole and Pueblo
Storyteller by Diane Hoyt-Goldsmith, and
Marcia Keegan's Pueblo Boy: Growing Up in
Two Worlds. The works by Hoyt-Goldsmith
and Keegan present contemporary perspec-
tives of Native Americans.

Biographies and autobiographies make an
important contribution to social studies since
textbooks often reduce historical events and
persons’ lives to a brief factual recounting.
History comes to life when students encounter
the personal sides of the people in history
(Fritz, 1981). Jean Fritz is successful in add-
ing this dimension to history in her books us-
ing well-researched, authentic details in books
such as these: The Great Little Madison; And
Then What Happened, Paul Revere?; Can'
You Make Them Behave, King George?;
George Washington's Breakfast; Where Was
Patrick Henry on the 29th of May?; Where Do
You Think You're Going, Christopher Colum-
bus?; and Why Don't You Get a Horse, Sam
Adams?

Many available biographies span the lives
of a variety of important people. The follow-
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ing are examples: Sills's Inspirations: Stories
about Women Artists, Faber's Eleanor
Roosevelt, First Lady of the World, and Freed-
man’s Lincoln: A Photobiography and Frank-
lin Delano Roosevelt. David Adler has written
several biographies for younger students in the
primary grades, including A Picture Book of
Martin Luther King, Jr.

For additional social studies titles, con-
sult the annual list of “Notable Children’s
Trade Books in the Field of Social Studies”
published every spring in Social Education.

Conclusion

Teachers can select from a variety of in-
viting nonfiction books available in all the
content areas. Children can bring their own
favorites on topics of special interest. There
are many, many excellent new books to
choose from, with many more published
every year. As students and teachers choose
nonfiction books for classroom use, both can
participate in the development and perform-
ance of Readers Theatre scripts.

Using nonfiction books as legitimate lit-
erature for reading and learning in the content
areas is an interesting, lively way to share up-
to-date information. Experiencing this litera-
ture through Readers Theatre is an option that
gives the words on the page a voice, and the
students in the classroom an active role in in-
ternalizing and interpreting new knowledge.
Through the multiple modes of silently read-
ing, attentively listening, and orally perform-
ing the script, students engage in a literacy
event. When they also participate in choosing
the literature and developing the scripts, their
learning is expanded. Their participation in
the process and performance of Readers The-
atre becomes not only a means of reading and
learning content, but also a source of personal
pride and accomplishment.
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