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Theater for Language Teaching and Learning:
The E Theater, a Holistic Methodology

Teatro para la ensefanza y el aprendizaje de lenguas:
“The E Theater”, una metodologia holistica

Evelyn Gualdron*

Edna Castillo**
Universidad Nacional de Colombia — Sede Bogota, Colombia

This article reports the findings of a qualitative study based on a long-term application of a theater content-
based methodology for L2 learning, supported by professionals in theater and in foreign languages, in The
E Theater: an English as a foreign language theater interdisciplinary group at Universidad Nacional de
Colombia that has been active since 2008. The data were collected through a longitudinal semi-structured
survey, interviews of the participants of the event, and a focus group. As a result, participants stated lowering
their affective filter and benefits in their production and comprehension of 12 skills, their intercultural
competence, and their cognitive processing of the language derived from the methodology carried out.
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Este articulo reporta los hallazgos de un estudio cualitativo a largo plazo, basado en la aplicacién de
una metodologia de contenido desde el teatro, y apoyada por profesionales en teatro y en lenguas
extranjeras, en The E Theater, un grupo interdisciplinario de teatro en inglés que opera en la Universidad
Nacional de Colombia desde 2008. Los datos se recolectaron mediante una encuesta semiestructurada
longitudinal, entrevistas a los participantes y un grupo focal. Como resultado, los participantes sefialaron
una reduccion del filtro afectivo, ademas de beneficios en sus habilidades de comprension y produccion
en L2, su competencia intercultural y su procesamiento cognitivo de la lengua.
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Introduction

Learning English as a foreign language (EFL)
in Colombia has become a priority for the Colom-
bian government in the last decades. Programs like
“Colombia Bilingiie” and “Bogota Bilingiie” (Bilingual
Colombia and Bilingual Bogota) have been launched
to improve the proficiency level of students (Alcaldia
Mayor de Bogotd, 2005; Ministerio de Educacion
Nacional, 2005). Accordingly, students entering higher
education in Colombia must complete a B1 level of
proficiency in accordance with the Common European
Framework of Reference (Council of Europe, 2001)
as a requirement for graduation.

At Universidad Nacional de Colombia, students
need to achieve this level focused on the reading
comprehension of academic texts (Consejo Superior
Universitario, 2008), and fulfilling this requirement is
the main reason why students access the formal study
of English when they reach the university level. Two
thirds of the population moving into higher education
were found to have an A1 Basic User English proficiency
level by 2012 (British Council, 2015; ICFES, 2016).

The Student Welfare Division at Universidad Nacio-
nal de Colombia in Bogota encourages the creation of
spaces to enhance the academic, interpersonal, and
artistic skills of its students, who mostly belonged to
the lowest three socioeconomic strata of the city, at the
time of the study (Oficina Nacional de Planeacion de
la Universidad Nacional de Colombia, 2014). Students
have access to EFL classes and specialized materials in
universities (Council of Europe, 2001); nonetheless,
there are not many authentic grade free settings for the
practice of the language. It is in this context that The E
Theater was conceived. This paper presents the effects
on the 12 skills and competences of the participants
in The E Theater: an EFL theater group at Universidad
Nacional de Colombia.

The project was created in March of 2008 by a group
of students majoring in English Philology and Language.
It aims to promote the learning of the English language

through a literary and cultural approach by means
of performing primarily literary pieces from English
speaking authors. The E Theater is supported by the Project
Management Unit, a section of the Welfare Division of
the University that grants funds for the development of
students’ initiatives, projects, and research conducting
to students’ well-being. Every semester the approval by
the University is renewed, and every year or semester
a new piece is chosen and staged. The group combines
the advisory on theater provided by its director with
the linguistic and pedagogical expertise of the language
professionals that are in the head of its coordination
and that guide the group’s L2 development (Castillo &
Gualdron, 2008). Itis also the oldest theater for L2 learning

group in the city, as documented by Sudrez (2012).

Theoretical Framework

Theater and language learning share some of their
foundational constructs. Through the findings presented
in this study, we expect to tie the experiences lived
by the participants of The £ Theater’s workshops and
methodology to the major existing literature constructs
that support the idea of theater as a holistic strategy to
teach and learn L2. Likewise, since the group’s meth-
odology has been open and experimental, emergent
categories of analysis are expected to appear. Major
second language acquisition and theater constructs

are explored henceforth.

Ties Between Theater

and L2 Learning

Diverse connections between the disciplines of
theater and language learning have been described.
Theater is a highly experiential art, not only for the
audience, but also for the actors intervening and
interacting during the set-up of the play. Hence, theater
is a constructivist art in nature (Barris, 2013). Acting
training is appropriate to provide learners with the
simulation of real, authentic, and meaningful language

interaction environments necessary for the acquisition
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of L2 (Herrera & Murry, 2016; Long, 1981). Both theater
and L2 learning share communication elements and
aim for effective communication (Busa, 2015; Gross,
1977; Ryan-Scheutz & Colangelo, 2004). In addition, L2
and theater get processed similarly in cognition, and
theatrical audiovisual elements assist the audience when
making sense of a theatrical piece (Dancygier, 2016;
Fennessey, 2006; Morrison & Chilcoat, 1998; Radulescu,
2011; Sofia, Spadacenta, Falletti, & Mirabella, 2016).

In the same fashion, L2 and theater teaching and
learning are said to involve different kinds of intelligences
(Bernal, 2007; Gardner, 1983). Both practices enhance
cultural understanding (Essif, 2011; Sobral, 2011) and
facilitate cooperative and collaborative learning too
(Perone, 2011). Drama has been used as a tool to empower
individuals (Leisse, 2008; Skeiker, 2015), and it has been
previously found to motivate learners to study a foreign
language (Tindall, 2012). Moreover, theater has been
shown to incorporate productive and receptive language
skills (Gill, 2013; Morrison & Chilcoat, 1998).

Most previous research based on the subject has
focused on theater as a way to improve the reading
fluency and comprehension of texts (Casey & Cham-
berlain, 2006; Chou, 2013; Clark, Morrison, & Wilcox,
2009; Lin, 2015; Peregoy, Boyle, & Cadiero-Kaplan,
2008; Ratliff, 2000; Tindall, 2012). Diverse theater
techniques like improvisation have been applied for
the practice and development of 12 skills (Dinapoli
& Algarra, 2001; Kurtz, 2011; Perone, 2011). On this
subject, this study results interesting for addressing a
longer application of the theater methodology, as well
as an exploration of the benefits, other than linguistic,

that this practice facilitates.

Second Language Acquisition
Constructs Through Theater

Motivation
Motivation influences the execution of conducts that

produce learning (Logan, 1976). It is related to aspects

such as personality, attitudes, beliefs, and personal needs,
which make participants feel attracted to performing
certain activities, roles, and tasks (Wright, 1987). Acting
training and performance in L2 in a theatrical ensemble
offer their participants the 4 cs of intrinsic motivation:
challenge, curiosity, control, and context (Lepper &
Henderlong, 2000). Effective foreign language teaching
and learning contemplates the phenomenon of intrinsic
motivation as the will that comes from the wishes and
needs of the individual to carry out a learning task
(Brown, 1994). L2 learning through acting allows
meaningful, motivational, and inspirational learning

(Lin, 2015; Sudrez, 2012; Tindall, 2012).

Language Hypotheses
Krashen (1982) presented five key determining
hypotheses in second language acquisition; two of
the most important are “the input hypothesis” and
“the affective filter hypothesis.” The author proposed a
causative relationship for acquisition to take place where
there are two key factors, an input just a little more
complex than what the learner is able to understand and
alow affective filter. For Radulescu (2011), theater allows
non-native speakers to be part of a non-threatening
environment. It lets students have a voice when there
is not an autocratic director that imposes his or her
viewpoint. In The £ Theater, the role of the director is
the one of a facilitator and guide of the process.

Constructivism

According to Herrera and Murry (2016), language
learners acquire the L2 more quickly when they are
immersed in a communicative language learning envi-
ronment. They learn more effectively when they can
extract meaning from context and communication,
and have a linguistic and social interaction focused on
learning (Herrera & Murry, 2016). Social constructivism
places its focus on the social interactions with others
(Piaget, 1974). According to Pritchard (2013), it gives
a great importance to language since it is the vehicle
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upon which knowledge is built. Suarez (2012) stated that
applications like The E Theater involve active learning
and Vygotsky’s (1962) zone of proximal development
due to the heterogeneous nature of theater. Acting as a
discipline not only implies an introspective study done
by the actors and actresses where they build a character
from the inside nourished by their own experiences
(Stanislavski, 1949/2013), but also it is the interactive
art par excellence, in which there is a tangible social
and environmental exchange in verbal and non-verbal
communication both with the audience and amongst
actors during the setting-up process of a play. Theater
can constitute a platform for real situation simulations
for second language acquisition, and theater training in
L2 represents an engaging social and building community
interaction where L2 acquisition can take place (Chesler
& Chesler, 2005; Ortuzar, 2014; Shosh & Wescoe, 2007).

Authentic Environment

Dinapoli and Algarra (2001) proposed theater as

a way to involve learners in the use of real discourse.
Improvisation as part of theater allows individuals to
learn from an experience that involves them intellectu-
ally, physically, and intuitively (Spolin, 1963). In this
way, improvisation has the potential to be meaningful,
engaging, and authentic; it represents an experiential
technique to promote language learning (Hodgson &
Richards, 1966; Perone, 2011). Similarly, Kurtz (2011)
explained that improvisation allows students to exer-
cise problem solving involving their past experiences
to produce a response in a given situational context.
Moreover, improvisation fosters creativity, playfulness,

and willingness to speak (Kurtz, 2011).
Theater and The E Theater

Theater in Education

Theater in education (TIE) started in Britain in the
1960s (Prendergast & Saxton, 2009). TIE has historically
spread around the world and has opened the space for

the creation of participatory programs that have been
effective in approaching young audiences and producing
an active engagement in their own learning process
(Jackson, 2013). The E Theater has engaged its participants
in language learning through performing arts.

Theater for language learning can be mainly seen
in two forms. One in which a theater company presents
plays in a foreign language to enrich its context and pro-
mote language learning (Viennas English Theater, 2017),
and another one that is related to the implementation
of applied theater as a way to develop the participants’
communicative competence. The E Theater encompasses
both perspectives (Castillo & Gualdron, 2008).

Group Theater

Kubicki (1974) used the terms Ensemble Theater

or Group Theater for a theater troupe made of non-
professional actors that get involved in the setting-up
of a play. The author identified four different ways to
carry out the process of ensemble: A group guided
by its director can get involved in the production of
an existing creation; it can adapt a literary work to
ensemble style; it can create an original script through
improvisation; or it can engage in the making of an
originally literary collective creation. The E Theater
has mainly worked on the adaptation of previously
written pieces. Nevertheless, the group has also made
of improvisation a major device for the creation of short
original performances. Pammenter (2013) presented
participatory theater as a form of TIE that meets the
needs and wants of young people and that allows them
to exercise their values, experiences, opinions, and

communicate these to the world.

Reader’s Theater

The Reader’s Theater is one of the most researched
and well-known theater strategies for L2 learning; it has
been shown to improve different aspects of the reading
domain like the fluency and comprehension of texts.

The Reader’s Theater can be defined as an expressive and
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dramatic reading of a script that may or may not include
the following: props, staging, and costumes (Casey &
Chamberlain, 2006; Chou, 2013; Clark et al., 2009; Lin,

2015; Peregoy et al., 2008; Ratliff, 2000; Tindall, 2012).

Teaching as Performing

Not only can language learners benefit from theater,

but the teacher as a stage figure can get much from
it, too. Sarason (1999) presented several arguments
about why teaching should be seen as a performing
profession, and why this view should be included in
teaching programs. Teachers need to effectively deliver
the curriculum to their audience: their students. He
concluded that entering the traditional performing
arts has huge implications for the teaching of a person

(Burgess, 2012; Sarason, 1999).

The E Theater

The E Theater’s methodology follows four main
phases: The first one is theater training, where the
members have the opportunity to explore different theater
workshops; the second one is where the members present,
discuss, and choose the play they want to perform; the
third one is where the literary piece is adapted by the
members; and the fourth, in which the performance
is put together, rehearsed, and finally presented to an

audience. The whole process can last a semester or a year.

Method

The present study is of a qualitative nature. A lon-
gitudinal semi-structured survey based on pre-existing
literature on the subject was applied at different points in
time (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006). The data to be reported
correspond to an interpretative-descriptive exercise in
which the case studied was observed through the eyes
of participants involved in the event (Bonilla-Castro
& Rodriguez Sehk, 1997). Subcategories were obtained
inductively from open questions, and individual and
group interviews. Participants were purposefully chosen

due to their relation to language learning or to theater,

the duration of their participation in the group, or their

country of origin.

Research Questions
The following are the research questions that guided

this investigation.

Main Question

What are the effects on the 12 skills and compe-
tences of the participants in a theater content-based
EFL interdisciplinary and multilevel group of young

adults, as perceived and described by their experience?

Related Questions

What are the characteristics of a theater content-based

EFL interdisciplinary and multilevel group of young adults?

What are the linguistic and non-linguistic effects

for the participants, from the methodology applied in
The E Theater?

Participants

The E Theater has had five theater directors from
its foundation until 2017. We were its two founders
(researchers), and have been its coordinators since its
very beginnings. They all were participants of this study,
along with 52 of the students who took part in the process
in The E Theater, in one or several of its cycles, reaching
a total of 59 participants. All the theater directors had
majored in theater and one of them had an MA from a
university in the uk. The students mostly belonged to
undergraduate programs at Universidad Nacional de
Colombia, four were studying German, three of them

had master degrees, and one was in a phD program.

Data Collection Instruments

Longitudinal semi-structured surveys, in-depth
semi-structured interviews, and a semi-structured focus
group were held with members of the pool of partici-
pants. Table 1 shows the relation between participants

and data collection instruments.
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Table 1. Participants and Data
Collection Instruments

Instrument Nur'nl.)er of
participants
Students’ only individual interview 7
Only survey 37
Only focus group, coordinators 2
Only focus group, student 1
Focus group, survey 2
Focus group, interview 2
Interview, survey 3
Total number of students 54
Director interviews 5
Total number of participants 59

The first phase of data collection for this study
was carried out during the second academic semester
of 2013, and the first of 2014. A second phase of data
collection took place during the first academic semester
of 2017. The first phase relates to the existence of The
E Theater from its origins in 2008 until the year 2014
and the second phase gives account of the processes
carried out in the second semester of 2015 and during
2016. Within the study, students were designated a
number, and the teacher-directors the letter p and a
number to keep their anonymity. The coordinators
acted as researchers and were not considered.

Findings

Through the process of categorization, we expected to
find out how the methodology had contributed to develop
or improve the participants’ L2 skills and competences
compared to how they perceived them at the beginning
of the process. The major categories were initially the
productive and receptive L2 skills as well as the intercultural
competence. Nevertheless, the responses of the participants
led to the establishment of two other categories: the affective
and the cognitive dimension of learners. The additional
benefits and challenges of the methodology as well as the
impact of the group in its context were also identified.

In the study, 15 students (28%) were majoring in or
had already graduated from a modern language program,
another 15 had studied English at a school with a low
intensity, 13 (25%) had studied at a bilingual or high
intensity language training school, and the rest had
studied English at the university or language institutes.

When asked about their productive and receptive L2
skills, students in the surveys rated their own proficiency at
the beginning of the process with The  Theater from one to
four. Forty-eight percent of the students on average graded
themselves Level 3, considering all of the aspects they were
asked about in L2 (speaking, writing, reading, fluency,
pronunciation, vocabulary, grammar, confidence, and
listening), followed by 32% who rated their skills at Level
2. Forty percent identified themselves with a high level of
reading comprehension, and only 9% considered themselves
to be atalow command level of the language on average in
all the skills. However, 20% rated the area of confidence ata
low level. With this analysis, we can see that most students
considered themselves within the range of intermediate
proficiency at the time of participation in the group.

When asked about the progress they had made
through the group, 75% of the students on average
rated themselves at Level 3 or 4 out of 4 regarding
their advancement in all the language skills except for
grammar and writing. Forty-six percent and 40% of
the students rated grammar and writing at Level 2 or
lower, respectively, showing that these skills were not
addressed in the process as much as the others.

Participants stated that the process in the group had
helped and addressed their 12 skills and competences
enhancement (Gill, 2013). The sub-categories shown in
Table 2 were pointed out in the open questions within
the instruments.

Table 3 reports the specific exercises or activities
that participants remembered helped them improve
in the different aspects of L2 learning. Improvisation
exercises were mentioned as enhancers of most L2 skill
categories (Hodgson & Richards, 1966; Kurtz, 2011;
Perone, 2011; Spolin, 1963).
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Table 2. Subcategories of Skills Worked

L2 Skills

Subcategories

Speaking

Authentic interaction (Dinapoli & Algarra, 2001; Herrera & Murry, 2016)
Creating speech

Fluency when talking

Pronunciation (Clark et al., 2009; Lin, 2015; Tindall, 2012)

Attempt to meet the communicative goal

Expressivity (Lin, 2015; Tindall, 2012)

Taking the risk to talk

Vocalization

Musicality (intonation)

Accent

Listening

Comprehension
Discrimination of sounds

Reading

Reading context

Comprehension

(Both in: Casey & Chamberlain, 2006; Chou, 2013; Clark et al., 2009; Lin, 2015; Peregoy et
al., 2008; Ratliff, 2000; Tindall, 2012).

Writing

Thinking about the impact of writing on the audience

Affective-filter

Gaining confidence when using the language (Leisse, 2008; Skeiker, 2015)

Cognitive

Thinking in the language

Exercising multiple intelligences and learning styles (Bernal, 2007; Gardner, 1983)
Attention training

Memory training

Metacognitive strategies

Note. Subcategories and activities in the tables are ordered from the most mentioned to the least mentioned in the instruments. Authors
cited had already identified the specified subcategories in their research.

Table 3. Skills and Related Actions or Activities

L2 Skills: Categories Activities

Speaking

Group exercises of conversation or improvisation
Support given by persons specialized in language
Rehearsals

Shows

Monologues

Repeating the script several times

Discussions within the group

Auditions or castings

Adapting and recording the script

Creating sketches and presenting them in front of the classmates
Pronunciation exercises

Saying all the text at the same time

Reading aloud

Voice and vocal exercises

Clown games
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Writing your own text

Taking a text and adapting it to theater

Script revisions and corrections

Keeping a journal

Elaboration of the advertisement and hand program of the play
Writing a funny memory from childhood

Writing a script for an audience

Writing about the characters

Writing

Reading the scripts
Comprehending the texts
Reading related texts

Reading a text to adapt it
Reading the scripts in group
Reading more than just one play

Reading

Exercises directed in English
Interaction with other characters of the play
Rehearsals in general
Following instructions in English
Listening actively to others
Sessions directed in English
Improvisation exercises in group
Listening Castings
Presentations
Listening to others say their text
The need to act the right way makes you make an effort for listening and
comprehending
Paying attention to others
All the oral exercises of repetition
Listening to your classmates

Reading of the different plays or literary works and bibliographical materials

Study and deep understanding of the scripts

Vocabulary improvisation exercises

Improvisation exercises

Tasks where you can use the vocabulary

Group exercises of conversation and improvisation

Need to understand the words we listen to, to make sense of them
Vocabulary Group preparation of scripts of unfamiliar contexts

Clarifications about the situations and the context

Studying the register of the language in the play

Games to connect synonyms and antonyms

Rehearsals

Activities in the workshops

Looking for the meaning of words in the dictionary

Writing of the scripts

218 Universidad Nacional de Colombia, Facultad de Ciencias Humanas, Departamento de Lenguas Extranjeras
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Having to expose yourself in front of an audience

Rehearsals and script practice

Improvisation exercises
Speaking in public

Rehearsals and corrections

The exercises of space and roles

Affective filter

Theater exercises to favor the participants’ expressions

Interaction and interacting exercises

Setting-up of the play

Saying a discourse while having to look at the audience

Conversation exercises

Theater exercises of agility and corporal expression
Exercises to get to know your classmates better

Remembering the script with corporal expressions

Cognitive

Exercises of concentration

All the exercises of space and movement

When determining if students had met their goals
within the group, we asked them what their initial objec-
tives were and if they had accomplished them. They
could choose several options or add their own. Seventy
percent said they approached the group with the objective
of exploring or practicing theater, 59.5% wanted to get
involved in an extracurricular activity, 74.4% wanted to
practice English, 57.4% wanted to improve their English,
12.7% wanted to know more about the language, and
36% wanted to extend their social circle. Ninety-three
percent of the students stated they accomplished their
objectives within the group.

Similarly, in regard to the language, students
indicated some of the expectations they had for the work
developed within the group. Among them were: finding
high level English speakers to be able to practice with,
improving their listening, improving their speaking,
learning more English in general, increasing their
vocabulary (Clark et al., 2009), and being in contact
with the language (Herrera & Murry, 2016). Also, they
expected it to be a nice space to learn English where
they were able to lose their shyness or fear of speaking
the language (Leisse, 2008; Skeiker, 2015). As a theater

exercise, students expected to develop their capacity

to act, to explore their artistic creativity, and to share
it with other people, to learn about theater techniques,
to improve their performing skills, to act in front of
the public, to explore a new theatrical paradigm, to
find good actors, to act on a more professional level,
and to improve their corporal expression, voice, and
communication skills in general (Busa, 2015; Gross, 1977;
Ryan-Scheutz & Colangelo, 2004). Analogously, 92.5%
of the students stated that they met their expectations
of the process.

Participants in the group had different English
proficiencylevels. In the survey, 53% of the students stated
it was an advantage, 19% stated that it was a disadvantage,
and 38% stated they had a neutral position. Most students
who saw it as an advantage stated that students with a
higher level helped the others to better their English.
Some students stated they enjoyed helping others to
improve, and that they learned by teaching, strengthened
their solidarity ties, and that the experience was also
useful for their life. Some of them pointed out that
having a variety of English proficiency levels in the group
strengthened the formative value of the group, meaning
it was not only a space in which to learn English (Perone,

2011). On the surveys, one student noted:

Profile: 1ssues Teach. Prof. Dev., Vol. 20 No. 2, Jul-Dec, 2018. ISSN 1657-0790 (printed) 2256-5760 (online). Bogot4, Colombia. Pages 211-227

219



Gualdron & Castillo

The more advanced people correct without being tough or offensive,
and it is easy for them to explain some aspects of the language that
beginners do not know. Learning happens in both directions, because

the beginners learn and the others reinforce their knowledge. (s42)

Some of the students who chose the neutral position
stated that a minimum level of English was required to
be part of the workshops. They also mentioned that the
participants with a high level did not advance in their
English proficiency as much as the ones with alow level,
and that if the difference in the levels is considerable,
this could limit the acting and theatrical process. The
students who thought having different proficiency levels
was a disadvantage pointed out that by including low
level students in the group lowered the quality of the
plays to be presented.

Students also gave their opinions about including
participants with experience and without previous
experience in theater in the group: 95% of the students
in the surveys stated that it was either an advantage
or they had a neutral position in regard to it. Some of
them mentioned that actors could learn from other
actors, and that the idea of a star did not align with
the pedagogical purpose of the group (Perone, 2011).
In the study, 62.5% of the students reported to have had
previous theater experience at the moment of joining
the group but even though some students did not have
previous theater experience, they were engaged in the
process. P5 stated in her interview that theater is not

discriminatory in terms of skills and everybody can do it.

Intercultural and Literary

Competence

The group had as one of its main objectives to work
with literary pieces to let participants be able to have
contact with the language culture (Essif, 2011; Sobral,
2011). Sixty-six percent of the students in the surveys
said the group met that objective. The intercultural
competence inside the group was mentioned as one

of the strengths of the project’s methodology. Table 4

shows the activities that according to the participants
helped them work on their intercultural and literary

competence.

Table 4. Actions or Activities to Approach
the L2 Culture

L2 Skill: Culture

« Studying the historical and social
context of the plays.

 Having contact with plays from
English speaking countries.

« Having contact with aspects of
culture present in the play.

o Social exchange with people with
a broad cultural experience in the
group.

o Scenes and performances based on
literary plays and cinematography.

o Analyzing the literary style of the
texts.

o Getting to know the author and
the context in which the play was

Activities

written.

« Plays written originally in the target
language.

o Observing the characters
historically.

One student commented on the interviews: “You
just do not interpret a nurse; you interpret a nurse from
that time, from that moment, and from that historical
condition” (16).

Provided the evidence, we can affirm that a literary
analytical approach to performing a play enhances the

intercultural competence in L2 of the students involved.

Interest for L2 Learning

Sixty-four percent (31) of the participants responded
that their interest in English had changed after their
experience in the group. Eight students explained that
the group had reaffirmed their interest in the language
(Lin, 2015; Sudrez, 2012; Tindall, 2012); another six

said that the group made them realize they needed to
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improve their English, and five more stated it helped
them approach the language more easily because of the
need to use it. For instance, one student commented:
“My participation in the group reaffirmed my inclina-
tion for the language and evidenced my weaknesses”
(s18). Moreover, 68% (33 participants) stated they felt
more inclined toward theater than before (Lepper &

Henderlong, 2000).

Additional Benefits

Throughout the years, students have repeatedly
mentioned to us that the group has brought benefits
in many other different areas of their lives. When
participants were asked to say an adjective that
described their experience within the group, 96%
used positive adjectives. Some of the mostly used
were: interesting, enriching, creative, excellent,
learning, challenging, exciting, motivational, positive,
dynamic, interactive, and intense. Ninety-eight
percent (48 participants) established they greatly
appreciated the social ties and environment created
inside the group (Chesler & Chesler, 2005; Ortuzar,
2014; Shosh & Wescoe, 2007). Sixty-nine percent
(34 participants) reported they found an emotional
benefit in the group; many of them stated they felt
appreciated, respected, and accepted in the group,
and the space provided emotional relief for them.
They also mentioned that it was an inspirational
experience, and the group generated a sense of
belonging and trust (Pammenter, 2013). Fifty-one
percent (25 participants) said they felt more confident
personally and 14% (7 participants) said they improved
their communication skills (Busa, 2015; Gross, 1977;
Ryan-Scheutz & Colangelo, 2004). Nevertheless, the
second aspect with the largest participation was the
professional. Seventy-five percent (37 participants)
pointed out the benefits of theater as a pedagogical
tool for teachers (Sarason, 1999). The students and
professionals in foreign languages and philology

reported great benefits from theater that could be

implemented in their teaching of a second language.
One student commented in relation to this:
The fact that you get into the classroom and it is not to see a video
beam and a teacher who is far away, but instead you get to a classroom
that does not have chairs, and we come here to play with each
other, to connect as human beings, and to generate a collective
project. From that point, it is already changing even my subject

as a student. (s16)

Another student mentioned: “Using theater for
bilingualism gave to me tools for my job in the Us; I
put together plays in English” (s15).

Other aspects of the group’s methodology identi-
fied as assets by the participants in the interviews
were: cooperative and collaborative work (Perone,
2011), the values proper to the group like respect,
love, friendship, a spirit of growing together, and the
good treatment of others regardless of their English
skills or proficiency. Many students talked about the
creation of tight and meaningful social interactions
and relations with others (Piaget, 1974; Pritchard, 2013).
They also highlighted that it had a strong coordination
and administration.

Impact on the Context

Nine participants stated that the impact of the group
inside the university community was related to fostering
the motivation and inclination for the language. Five
students mentioned it represented a different way for
learning English, 13 participants noted that the major
impact was the group’s interdisciplinary nature that
joined students from different fields around a learning
experience; additionally, four students mentioned it
increased the cultural panorama of the university. Suarez
(2012) reported the creation of similar applications
in other languages inside the University by former
members of the group. Other students mentioned as
an important aspect that it was free of charge, and the
need for it to stay sponsored by the university as part
of the benefits offered to the students.
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One student, majoring in psychology and anthro-
pology in two universities commented:
I think it is nice as a formative space that can make you lose your
fear for English. If you see the level of English at the university,
personally, I think it is very low, compared to other universities
that demand a TOEFL. Universidad Nacional de Colombia takes
you to a fourth intermediate level and people accomplish their
graduation requirement but you do not see them confident about
their English. Then, this is something we can do as students to

contribute in this aspect. (s16)

Another student stated: “It helps us see that English
is ours, not only something that belongs to developed
countries” (s50). While another one pointed out:
“University groups are important because everybody
gives from their own careers and their experience is
vital” (p2).

With the intention of observing the impact of the
shows in L2 for the university community, participants
were asked if they thought the shows benefited the
audience: 72% agreed with the statement. They
expressed in the interviews that the shows made
the audience realize the pertinence of English. One
of the directors (ps) stated that in the forums after
the shows the comments were generally positive. The
director stated that the exercise was very beneficial
for the actors and for the audience who were all
exposed to different pronunciations, made the
effort to understand, and were doing the exercise
of correcting what they were hearing at the same
time. Another director stated that it was an exercise
of public interest (P3), and it was successful because,
“we had full house, and nobody stood up and left
the auditorium” (p3).

Challenges

Many students described their experience as chal-
lenging. Nevertheless, at the end they felt rewarded by
having accomplished their goal. The challenges identified
are shown in Table 5.

Table 5. Challenges of the Methodology

« Facing an audience

o Acting and talking in L2 at the same time

o Learning or memorizing the texts

o Theater related challenges: creating the character
using your body adequately

o Acting in a language I did not know well

« Improvising in English

« The pronunciation

» Adapting the proposed stories for the audience

o Getting out of your comfort zone

More specifically, a student wrote,
You have to think how you have to say it, or you have to think, how
you need to be standing, or the expression you need to have...to

me, I liked it, it was the challenge of fusioning everything. (s7)

Another student added,
Memorizing the script in a foreign language, to be able to understand
the jokes proper of the culture that we were representing and

correcting the pronunciation. (s57)

Discussion and Concluding

Remarks

The following discussion seeks to present a definition
of the The E Theater’s methodology and to summarize

the linguistic and nonlinguistic effects for its participants.

Defining the Methodology

The relevance of the application of The E Theater
as alanguage-theater laboratory for English language
learners is related to the benefits shown in the mul-
tiple language acquisition areas involved. Since the
methodology of the group is cyclical, it allows for the
interaction of new elements every time the process
starts, and the trial of many different theater tech-
niques. Additionally, the methodology used consists
not only of theater training and workshops, but also
the traditional Reader’s Theater approach. The time

upon which the product is built is usually longer
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than in most other studies done and based on drama
methodologies. The E Theater application allows the
students majoring in modern languages to grasp
theater elements and incorporate them into their own
future teaching practices. At the same time, English
language students are supporting the language learning
process of their peers majoring in other fields. The

traditional teacher figure and class is decentralized,

and a more interactive approach takes place. The
group lets participants help one another in the tasks
proposed. Students majoring in languages have in the
group a possibility to experience theater for language
learning with real subjects, enriching in this way their
pedagogical and professional perspectives. Figure 1
shows the synthesis of the most important elements

of the group’s methodology.

Figure 1. The E Theater’s Methodology

Implicit and rotating

Cooperative and collaborative work

elements in language learning and theater, Buildi it
Ensemble methodology of students share knowledge and utiding community
theater. functions.
4 )

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3 Phase 4
Acting training Exploring proposals to Set up and Performance and
exploration of perform. Choosing, rehersals of personal, acting
diverse theater adapting and the play. and linguistic

techniques. contextualizing the play. reflection upon
Specific the process.
Casting and assignation language
of ensemble roles and study.
roles within the play.
— - J — —

Supported by

Bilingual theater
director

Students and/or
professionals of
modern languages

CBI model, theater taught for language
learning (Herrera & Murry, 2006).
Addressing language skills holistically.

Effects and Benefits

for the Participants

The present study supports the affirmation that
theater and acting techniques can be used to exercise
an interactional, experiential learning and acquisition
of different L2 skills and competences.

The theoretical framework presented is reinforced

by the findings of this study by which reading, writing,

Understanding target culture and
pragmatics of the language.

listening, speaking, vocabulary, fluency, the intercultural
competence of language, and the affective dimension
of learners as well as the comprehension process of the
language can be addressed. Theater’s major contribution
seems to be that it lowers learners’ affective filter through
understandable input since it provides scaffolding for
their understanding, and a personal challenge within

a cooperative and collaborative environment.
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Individual and group improvisation exercises
constitute an important resource for learners to experi-
ence the vivid use of the language, and hence theater
techniques are valuable resources that teachers of lan-
guages can exploit in their own classes. Furthermore,
participants derived professional, emotional, and
social benefits from their experience in the group. The
study also showed evidence that team work, coopera-
tive, and collaborative methodologies are engaging
and rewarding for students; the theater ensemble
promotes community building and the creation of
strong personal connections.

In summary, The E Theater’s methodology is an
application that reinforces the idea of theater as a
holistic discipline to address through different exercises
and group dynamics, important aspects of language

learning.

Validity and Further Research

The population of this study was quantitatively
representative. Between 70 and 83% of the students
who participated in the longest processes carried out
by the group made part of the study. They experienced
the methodology for at least two semesters, four hours a
week, plus extra rehearsals to polish the final products.
All teacher-directors participated in the study.

Conclusive descriptive statistical data were found
in most categories explored, at different points in time,
and it was accompanied by voluntary participants’
descriptions or voices that allowed the understanding in
detail of the phenomenon of language learning through
theater. Similarly, the categories of analysis were found
simultaneously at different points of the data collection
and in more than one of the instruments used allowing
their triangulation.

The value of this study relies on its pertinent and
highly critical context, and in the length of the phe-
nomenon studied. Further quantitative research can be
done in regard to specific categories and subcategories

presented in this study.
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