
Objective: 
 

In this exercise, the students will explore how a line of text can be given a variety of meanings 
based on how he or she reads the text using inflection.  The students will then adapt the skills 
learned in this exercise to a Reader’s Theater story for discussion and presentation. 
 

Resources/Materials: 
1.   Slips of paper with Reader’s Theater character statements or questions. (See page 2.) 
2. Pens/Pencils 
3. Paper 
4. Classroom Board 
5. Reader’s Theater Story 
 
Activities: 
 

1. Distribute to each student a slip of paper with one character’s statements or questions. 
 

2. Explain to the students  that inflection is a change in pitch or tone of the voice and can help 
give meaning to words.  By using inflections, students can create context for their lines and 
give them a wide variety of meanings.  

 

3. Read aloud in a monotone voice one sentence such as, “I didn’t say she liked him.”   
  

4. Model fluent reading by rereading the same sentence, “I didn’t say she liked him,” with 
vocal variety showing the students how the meaning of the sentence can vary just by 
changing the inflection of one word in the sentence.  (See video demo in October 2007 
Playbooks, Inc. E-Burst.)  Show how an expressive reader makes his or her voice go higher 
and lower, faster and slower, louder and softer. 

 

5.  Students Read In Monotone Voice—Have each student read his or her line aloud using a 
plain speaking voice.  

 

6.  Students Read with Inflection — Randomly call students to read aloud his or her line in an 
individual way.  Continue until all the students have read aloud their lines in an original 
way at least once.  Encourage students to be unique by paying attention to their tone, pitch, 
speed, and pauses. 

 

7.  Class Discussion—As a class, discuss the various ways each statement was read aloud.  
What was implied by each version of each statement?  How did the readers use their voices 
to convey additional information about each statement? 

 

8.   Apply to Reader’s Theater Project - Encourage the students to apply this exercise to their 
character roles in the selected Reader’s Theater story. 

 
NOTE:  Adapt this exercise to your current Reader’s Theater story lesson plan.  Have 
each student pick one line from their character’s part in the story and apply steps five 
through seven. 
 

Continued…. 

Reader’s Theater Exercise I: 
Inflection 
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Directions:  Make multiple copies of this sheet.  Cut the table into eight slips of paper.  Distribute the slips 
of paper so each student receives one. 

 
FAN:  I love you, Lee!  You’re the best!  I’m your number one fan! 

 
LEE MAX:  I am number one.  I am the king.  I am the “Best in 
the West.” 

 
CHRIS COLE:  I hear you only eat salad.  Is that true? 

 
MAYOR CHATTERLY:  I am so surprised, that for once, I can’t 
think of anything to say! 

 
PAT O’REILLY:  I knew I could do it.  I just had to see it.  Here I 
go! 

 
CROWD:  Come on, Gregor!  Don’t give up! 

 
ROBIN BAILEY:  What’s happening, Chris?  Lee Max seems to 
have come to a complete stop! 

 
SPONSOR:  Dare to challenge the leader!  Take the taste test! 

Source:  Character lines from Playbooks® Reader’s Theater story, A Snail’s Pace Race. 

Reader’s Theater Exercise I: 
Inflection (continued) 
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Reader’s Theater Exercise II 
Breathing Correctly to Improve Vocal Volume 

 

1. Have your students exhale all the air from their lungs.  Encourage them to continue to push it out even when it might feel 
like it’s totally expelled.  When no more air can be forced out, they will automatically inhale.  Instruct them to inhale 
deeply.  Encourage them to observe how the air rushes in.  Only a deep, full inhalation will satisfy their hunger for air.  
Repeat this process three or four times.  This exercise teaches the students what a real breath feels like. 

2. Instruct your students to exhale comfortably.  Then, take a moderately filling breath.  Hold it for 15 seconds, then exhale 
quietly.  Repeat this process three or four times.  Each day increase the holding time until the students can hold their breath 
for a full minute.  This exercise helps the students develop breath control by strengthening the diaphragm muscles. 

3. Have the students stand erect and inhale with five quick, short gasps through an open mouth.  Your students will notice that 
they can’t gasp like this without using their diaphragm.  After inhaling five gasps, tell them to exhale in five quick gasps or 
puffs.  Now have the students practice gasping and puffing through the nose with the mouth closed. 

4. Instruct the students to laugh heartily with a big HA, HA, HA.  Now have them do this until they have exhaled all the air 
from their lungs.  Then quickly inhale deeply and quickly. 

5. Have your students close their lips and laugh soundlessly through their nose.  Laughing silently through the nose promotes 
better breath control. 

6. This exercise can be demonstrated in the classroom and given as a homework assignment.  Have one of your students 
volunteer to lie on their back.  Place a book on their diaphragm.  Encourage them to relax each part of their body and 
concentrate on the diaphragm.  As she or he inhales, the books will rise.  When he or she exhales, instruct them to flatten 
their abdomen as much as possible.  At home the students should practice this exercise until it becomes automatic. 

7. Have your students stand and bend over as if to touch their toes, but just hang limply.  Remain in this position for a full 
minute and then straighten up.  Repeat the exercise.  Encourage the students to pay attention to when they exhale their 
breath.  It should naturally expel when they bend at the waist. 

8. While the students are standing, instruct them to place their hands on their hips, tilt their head back so they’re looking at 
the ceiling, and yawn.  Advise the students to pay attention to how their waist expands as the diaphragm flattens and draws 
in air.  Next, instruct the students to exhale and produce the “AH” sound and hold it as long as possible without discomfort. 

9. Next while the students are standing, encourage your students to speak in “sync” with their breath.  Try a counting exercise 
where they take a breath at each comma: 1, 12, 123, continuing until the count of 10. Encourage the students to let their 
breath flow easily.  This helps students learn breath management. 

10. When your students read aloud a character part in a Playbooks® Reader’s Theater story, have them pick a section that has 
a mixture of long and short sentences.  Read each sentence on a single breath, if possible, inhaling before the sentence, then 
controlling when to exhale while reading. 

TIPS: 

1.    If students feel their abdominal muscles contract or throat tightening, they need to practice using shorter breath spans.  
Encourage them to release their abdominal muscles at the end of exhaling their breath and a new breath will easily drop in. 

2.    Proper posture and alignment is crucial to students maximizing their breathing.   Let your students imagine two strings are 
holding them up like a marionette, one attached to the head and one attached to the sternum.  The strings need to remain 
taut throughout the breathing cycle. 

3. Students can periodically monitor their breathing by placing one hand above their navel and the other hand below the 
navel.  The belly will move out as they inhale and float in as they exhale.  The breath and not the hand should be moving 
the body. 

As the students practice these exercises, they will learn better breath control, improve their vocal volume, and 
vary its rate to reflect their intentions and emotions. 

Sources:  “Breathe & Speak with Ease Professionally Speaking Tips” by Lucille Schutmaat-Rubin, Ph.D. 
Voice & Speech Coach, NYC, “Your Speaking Voice” Toastmasters International 
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Reader’s Theater Exercise III 

Using Pauses to Increase Audience Comprehension 
 
Remind students that when speaking from a written text, the use of pauses is not restricted by the printed 
punctuation.  Some sentences have long sequences and may contain too many words to be read aloud 
comfortably in one breath.  When this happens, the students need to break it down into smaller sections and 
write in some extra punctuation marks to indicate where to pause for a breath.  Usually the longer the 
sentence, the more pauses one will make.  A common code for pauses is the double dash (//). 
 
Here are some guidelines to help students determine when and where to add pauses when they read 
aloud.   
 

1.   Use pauses after phrases that begin with prepositions and adverbs.  For example: 
a.    By the end of the class period, (pause) Stacey had fallen asleep at her desk. 
b.    Despite all John’s efforts, (pause) the team still lost the game. 
c.    Even if the students liked the fund raising project, (pause) it needed to be approved by the 

teacher. 
 

2.   Use pauses when running down a list of items.  To help the listener better absorb information, it’s a 
good idea to add a short pause after each item in a series.  For example: 

a.    We need scissors, (pause) tape, (pause) cardboard, (pause) paints, (pause) brushes, (pause) 
water, (pause) and rags to make these drawings. 

b.    Before you can go out to play, you need to do your homework, (pause) clean your bedroom, 
(pause) and take out the trash. 

 
3.   Use pauses before connecting words such as “but,” “or,” “and,” “because,” “however,” and so on.  

For example: 
a.    Stephanie is a good student, (pause) but she does like to talk in class. 
b.    It’s snowing outside, (pause) so I want you to wear your boots. 
 

Exercise 1 – Have the students read aloud the following quotes.  The first time, they should read the quotes 
without pauses. The second time they should read the quotes with pauses.  Record their readings and play it 
back to them to demonstrate the difference. 
 
“Champions aren’t made in the gyms.  Champions are made from something they have deep inside them – a 
desire, a dream, a vision.”  Muhammad Ali 
 
“You can fool all the people some of the time, and some of the people all the time, but you can not fool all 
the people all the time.”  Abraham Lincoln   
 
“And the Grinch, with his Grinch-feet ice cold in the snow, stood puzzling and puzzling, how could it be so?  
It came without ribbons.  It came without tags.  It came without packages, boxes, or bags.  And he puzzled 
and puzzled ‘till his puzzler was sore.  Then the Grinch thought of something he hadn’t before.  What if 
Christmas, he thought, doesn’t come from a store.  What if Christmas, perhaps, means a little bit more.”  Dr. 
Seuss 

 
Exercise 2 – Have the students write a one-page composition describing their daily activity.  
They’re to use proper punctuation and include (//) dashes where they want to include additional 
pauses.  Have each student read his or her composition aloud.  The student audience will 
evaluate the reading based on how well the student used phrasing and pauses. 
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Reader’s Theater Exercise IV 
Varying Tempo and Rhythm 

 
           The following is a passage from the newest Playbook® Reader’s Theater story, 
The Great Rhyme Travel Machine, which we featured in this month’s e-newsletter. 
(Please refer to the newsletter or our website for the complete synopsis of this imaginative 
story about two students’ invention.)  There are five character parts in this passage.  The 
reading level for each character part is identified below.  Use this as a guideline for 
assigning the character parts to your students. 
 

Kelly – Stage 2 
Marcus – Stage 3 
Melinda – Stage 4 
All – Stage 4 
Narrator – Stage 5 

 
           The students are to read through the passage aloud twice.  For the first reading, 
they should read it mechanically at one pace.  Before they read the passage a second time, 
instruct the students to mark their pages where they’d like to change the tempo of certain 
words.  They can use dashes (- - -) between the letters of the word, arrows (←) below the 
word, or they can underline the word (___)  to remind them where they want to slow 
down or speed up.  After they read the passage aloud the second time, ask them which 
time they most enjoyed listening to the other readers.  During which reading did they want 
to learn more about the story?  This experience will convey the importance of changing 
the tempo or adding rhythmic variety to their reading skills.  
 
 

Marcus                  Wait! That’s way too confusing! Let me put it into simpler terms. “We 
read a special rhyme from a Rhyme Travel book. It brings back a 
famous kid from history.” That’s easier. 

Melinda                 We do have huge imaginations! 
Narrator                 Suddenly, the main lights in the classroom flickered off. Oddly, the 

string of old lights on the Rhyme Travel Machine flashed to life, 
glowing in the darkness. The classroom desks rattled along with the 
machine.  

All Readers           (All readers stomp their feet loudly for several seconds.) 
                              Beep, Bop, BING, BANG … BOOM! 
Narrator                 The earthquake continued as the students stood in shock. After a few 

moments the familiar sounds of the school building returned and the 
classroom lights came back on. Then Melinda and Marcus heard a 
beeping sound again. It sounded far away and close at the same time.  

 

Continued…. 
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All Readers            Beep, Bop, BING, BANG … BOOM! 
Marcus                   What’s that? 
Melinda                 (in disbelief) I think it’s coming from our project! 
Narrator                 They both listened. Their twin eyes blinked wildly. They could hear 

the sound very clearly though it was a bit softer now. 
All Readers            (softer) Beep, Bop, Bing, Bing … Bop! 
Narrator                 Kelly was walking down the hall from Miss Chalk’s office just as 

the machine made one last “beep.” 

All Readers            (very softly) .…Beep. 
Kelly                      Are you guys okay? Miss Chalk sent me to check on you, and then 

the power went out. 
Marcus                   Kelly, you can’t fool us! How did you get those sounds to come out 

of our machine?  
Melinda                 That’s a pretty fancy joke, even for a skilled prankster! 
Kelly                      What joke? I was helping Miss Chalk. 
Melinda                 (alarmed) Oh my!  There’s a silver book beside our machine! I’m 

not kidding. Look! 
Kelly                      Wow! Where did that come from? 
Marcus                   Read what it says on the cover, Melinda.  It didn’t appear until the 

lights went out. You’re pretty smooth, Kelly. 
Kelly                      I did not put that there! 
Melinda                 It says: Rhyme Travel Instructions.  Please read carefully. 
Kelly                      Read it! I want to hear it! 
Marcus                   I’ll go along with the joke if we can all read it together. 
Narrator                 The thick silver book was carefully opened. Inside, the writing 

appeared to float across the pages like words on a computer screen. 
The kids were stunned! Finally, they all took a deep breath and read 
the first part together. 

All Readers            Greetings, students from the past; 
                               We’ve found your Rhyme Machine at last. 

                        Using future technology, 
                        We’ve made it work, as you’ll soon see. 
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Reader’s Theater Exercise IV 
Varying Tempo and Rhythm (continued) 



Reader’s Theater Exercise V: 
Gestures to Enhance Reading Comprehension 

       

Described below are three exercises that will help your students develop a 
better understanding of body language and how it can improve their 
ability to interpret the meaning of a story. 
 
Part 1 – Looking for Body Language 
Sometimes we learn best by watching others.  As a homework assignment, 
students have one of two choices for observing techniques used by others to 
convey meaning.  Ask the students to share their assignments with the class. 
 

a.  Watch one short TV show with the sound turned off.  Observe and 
record what types of facial expressions, gestures, and other body 
movements the actors used. Include an interpretation for the various 
body actions.  Classic vintage shows like “I Love Lucy” are especially 
instructive when watching body signals, because of the exaggerated 
style demonstrated. 

 
b.  Bring to class family photos or photo clippings of people from a 

magazine or newspaper.   Add a caption to each photo that interprets the 
emotions shown through the people’s facial expressions, poses, and 
physical proximity to each other. 

 
Part II – Interpreting Body Language 
On separate slips of paper, write down the names of various animals, such as 
mouse, lion, monkey, horse, duck, pig, dog, bird, and cat. Fold and put the slips 
of paper in a container.  Have the students randomly draw a slip of paper.  One 
at a time, each student’s task is to 1) create a pose of the animal, and 2) make 
animal gestures and sounds.  The rest of the class is to guess which animal the 
student is trying to convey by the posture and gestures.   
 
Part III – Which Character Am I? 
Select a Playbooks® Reader’s Theater story.  Have the students read aloud the 
story several times.  Divide the students into small groups.  Randomly assign a 
character part to each group.  Without mentioning the character’s 
name, the group acts the part of the character using dialogue and 
movement.  The class attempts to guess the character. 

Provided by: Playbooks® Multi-Leveled & Colorized Reader’s Theater. www.playbooks.com 
For past exercises, visit: www.playbooks.com/NewsArchive.shtml 



Reader’s Theater Exercise VI 
 
Speaking a character’s part with an accent is an easy way to multiply the fun of reading, 

and even listening, with Reader’s Theater! The activities in this exercise, which introduce accents 
and dialects, are designed more for students in the upper elementary grades and beyond. When readers 
can hold an accent consistently, they can represent their characters more fully and creatively.  Unique 
accents allow students to feel as if they are really becoming their characters and help them get into their 
roles.  

 
Some Playbook® stories feature character parts with fun accents spelled out phonetically, 

making it easier to speak the part with an accent and helping children get used to pronunciation 
different from their natural speech. However, character parts without phonetic spellings or implied 
variations in speech can still be read with an accent designed by the teacher or students.  

 
For example, a Russian accent can be accomplished simply by replacing the “th” sound 

with “z,” “ing” with “ink,” and “w” with “v.” For instance, a character could say,  
 
“I must stick vith ze vay I have allvays taught ze ballet dance-ink.”  
 
Another example of sound replacement that might be easier for students is speaking the 

part with a lisp. A lisp can be represented simply by replacing “s” with “th.”  A lisping 
character might say,  

 
“Justht becauthe I lithp and I talk kind of funny doethn’t mean I’m a bad 

perthon.”  
 
There are many students that have a natural talent for speaking with accents and can 

make this conversion as they read, while others may need more preparation and practice. Some 
easier conversions of speaking dialogue with an accent that don’t need as much practice or 
effort can include simply changing the pitch or volume of  the voice (higher or lower), or 
changing the speed (faster or slower).  For example, a bird character might speak with a high 
pitch, and an “old person” character might speak at a slower speed. Using the breath can also 
change the way an accent sounds; an old person might be portrayed by speaking as if he or she 
is out of breath.  
 
To make a character’s part more believable, it helps when students understand the factors that 

influenced the character’s speech pattern and accent. Teachers can help students create in their minds a 
profile of the character’s background such as their social status, education, ethnicity, health, parental 
influence, religious background, outlook on life and other possible significant factors in the character’s 
upbringing. These variables contribute to the word choices and sentence structure in a character’s 
dialogue.  

 
Students can learn through the following exercises that accents and dialect can 

contain a lot of information about a person. You might begin by asking your students to 
make a list of the type of accents they have heard such as people from the South or from 
New York, or from other countries such as England or Ireland, or different sorts of 
people like cowboys, clowns, or even their favorite cartoon character.   
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Reader’s Theater Exercise VI (continued) 
Accents and Dialects of the English Language 

Part A – Voice Resonance 

1. Humming is the quickest and easiest way for students to feel the power and resonance of their voice.   
This is an exercise that your students are probably already familiar with since they may hum tunes while at 
home, in the shower, or while listening to music on a portable device. It may help them to imagine the sounds 
of a bumblebee, vacuum cleaner, or purring cat. 

* With lips together, instruct students to make a long humming sound. 

         “mmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm” 

* Now ask them to breath normally. 

* Instruct them to let the air flow out evenly and stop the sound just before they run out of air. 

* Now ask the students to hum the same sound but change the tone by going up and down a musical scale. 

* As the students hum, instruct them to be aware of any buzzing, vibrating, or tickling sensations in the lips, 
nose, throat, and chest. These are all signs of resonance. It may help them to place their hands on their chest 
or throat to feel the resonance.   

2. Voice resonance depends on where we focus the sound and muscle movement. How one uses the teeth, 
bridge, pallet, tongue, checks, lips, throat, nose all affect the sound resonance. Variations in the American 
English accent come from changes in how any or all of these elements are used. In the next exercise, students 
need to put their hands on their face and necks to feel what is and isn’t moving as they pronounce a list of 
words and write down the differences. It may help students to pair up so they can listen and see the muscles 
being used by the other speaker.  Part of learning a new accent is developing an ear for the sound differences. 

3. Listed below is a website that has audio demonstrations for variations in pronouncing English 
words.   

http://www.soundcomparisons.com  (works better with Firefox browser) 
This website from the University of Edinburgh shows 50 accents for 110 common English words. For each 
word there are 50 accent labels. As one moves the mouse over the label, there is an audio demonstration for 
that pronunciation. 

Students can challenge themselves to see if they can imitate the pronunciation of various 
accents.  Using what they learned in exercise 2 above and after researching several words, ask 
them to recognize patterns in how the sounds are created in the accent.  Some of these patterns 
may also be created by how the syllables in a word are stressed, or the speaker may lengthen 
the syllables and space between the sounds.  
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Word Substitution Word Substitution Word Substitution 

Absorb /z/ used for /s/ Enough /i/ used for /e/ Little  /w/ used for /l/ 

Almost /l/ omitted Get /I/ used for /e/ Paid /b/ used for /p/ 

Ask /k/ omitted Heat /I/ used for /e/ Of /f/ used for /v/ 

Beautiful /i/ added Kindergarten /d/ omitted Quarter /d/ used for /t/ 

Center /t/ omitted Leave /f/ used for /v/ Sandwich /m/ used for /nd/ 
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Reader’s Theater Exercise VI (continued) 
(for older or more advanced students) 

Part B – Study of Dialects 

Studying the English language dialect introduces your students to how language varies 
geographically and socially.   Learning about dialects helps develop students’ critical thinking 
skills.  By comparing patterns, they develop a clearer understanding of their own dialect and an 
understanding for the real reasons for language diversity in this country.   It helps them see the 
social and educational consequences of dialects as well as the function it serves in mainstream and 
indigenous community settings. 

Project #1 – Ask your students to conduct a small interview with community members (parents, 
grandparents, relatives or friends from different neighborhoods).  They may ask the person to recall 
a local story about how they used slang in their era, how they learned English, or how language has 
changed in their lifetime.  The students may want to tape record the conversation to analyze the 
dialect for language patterns later.   

Project #2 – Students can research one of the over 24 dialects in the American English language 
and write a paper that discusses the history, geography, common word usage, grammar patterns, 
pronunciations, speech style, cultural characteristics, misconceptions and prejudices, and other 
interesting facets about a particular dialect.  (Examples: New England, Boston-New York, 
Southern, Cajun English, Tangier, South Midland, Western, Alaskan, Hawaiian, Southwestern, 
Appalachian, Valley-Girl, Chicano-American) 

Project #3 – Ask students to visit the following PBS link to test their understanding of regional 
dialects and accents.  This website asks you to listen to a phrase and identify the words.  It tests 
your ability to identify regional accent sounds. 

www.pbs.org/speak/ahead/change/vowelpower/vowel.html  

The PBS website also has a regional word quiz developed by DAR (The Dictionary of American 
Regional English) that documents the varieties of English usage.  For example in some parts of the 
US we call Pepsi a “soda” and other parts it’s known as “pop.”  This is a great test for students to 
learn about common word usage for various regional dialects. 

Using audio or video samples is the best way to demonstrate the variety of dialects in this 
country.  Listed below are two suggestions. 

“American Tongues,” 1987, Alvarez, L., & Kolker, A. (Producers) available through New 
Day Films, NY, NY 

“Story of English Series:  Black on White,” 1986, PBS series hosted by Robert McNeil, 
available from Films Inc., Chicago, IL 

Finally, the 1964 movie and Oscar winner, “My Fair Lady,” is a wonderful 
adaptation of a Broadway play where a linguistics professor takes on a bet to transform 
an unrefined Cockney accented flower girl into a young lady who speaks proper 
Queen’s English.  The movie allows you to discuss afterwards the exercises used by 
the professor to change the girl’s accent and the prejudices associated with certain 
dialects. 




