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Abstract 

The purpose of this study is to find out whether using Reader’s Theatre had a significant influent 
to improve students’ comprehension in reading. In Malaysia, English language is used and taught 
as second language. However, for some of the foreign students that come to Malaysia to study, 
there are having difficulties to use English and English may be a third language for them. It is 
important to use a method that is engaging enough to encourage the students to read aloud and 
the most important is to help them understand the text that they read. The samples for this study 
are 10 foreign students. The data were collected by distributing literature response questions 
form to test students’ reading comprehension. All of the students were given the form before and 
after Reader’s Theatre. Hence, using Reader’s Theatre has positive impact in improving 
students’ reading comprehension and it also provide opportunities for the students to improve 
their pronunciation and to be more confident. Reader’s Theatre is also proven to improve 
students’ reading interest and motivation.   
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Introduction 
Reading comprehension in English is a key to achievement in academic studies in many 

countries around the world (Hellerstein-Yehezkel, 2017). It is very important for the readers to 
be able to comprehend the material that they read, not only in English class, but for other classes 
as well. English is the first and second language in many countries, and usually, people who 
come from these countries will not be having too much difficulties to understand and 
comprehend the things that they read in English because they have at least familiarize themselves 
with English language. However, in some part of the world, English is still considered as Foreign 
Language. English is taught in schools, usually widely, but English does not play an important 
role in their social life and national life (Broughton, Brumfit, Flavell, Hill & Pincass, 2003). For 
example, Spanish, Portuguese and Japanese are the languages that are used as medium of 
communication and instruction in Spain, Brazil and Japan. They do not need English in their 
daily life or even for social or professional. Meanwhile, in the expanding-circle countries, 
English is taught and used as a foreign language. It includes countries like China, Russia, Spain, 
Lebanon, Saudi Arabia and many others where English is considered fundamental for 
international news, popular culture, and advanced education (Savignon, 2002, p. 19; Spicer-
Escalante & de Jonge-Kannan, 2014, p. 2439). Basically, some of the students from these 
countries sometimes will be having some difficulties when they want to go to the countries that 
use English as medium of communication and instruction, for example Malaysia. 

The purpose of this study is to find out whether using Reader’s Theatre had a significant 
influent to improve students’ comprehension in reading. In Malaysia, English language is used 
and taught as second language. However, for some of the foreign students that come to Malaysia 
to study, there are having difficulties to use English, and English may be a third language for 
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them. It is important to use a method that can is engaging enough to encourage the students to 
read aloud and the most important is to help them understand the text that they read. In this 
study, Reader’s Theatre is used as a method to attract and encourage students to read and at the 
same time to improve their comprehension and pronunciation. Reader’s Theater is a technique of 
repeatedly reading scripts with friends in order to improve fluency, (Caplanis, 2017). By using 
Reader’s Theatre, students will read the text assigned to them together with their friends and they 
will be involved in the reading rather than read the text on their own. They learn to be confident 
when reading the text with intonation in front of their friends and teacher. Therefore, Reader’s 
Theatre may be one of the methods that can motivate students to read more fluently with the 
correct intonation. This expressive reading improves fluency, builds student confidence to speak 
in front of others, and encourages active student engagement (Karabag, 2015; Lin, 2014). It is 
different from theatrical productions, students do not have to memorize the lines, instead, they 
will read the text and script an focusing on the interaction of speech (Griffith & Rasinski,2004; 
Martinez et al., 1999). 

 
Objectives 

According to Young and Rasinski (2009), students who are able to orally read the text 
with expression tend to have good comprehension when reading silently. On the other hand, 
students who read with inappropriate expression during oral reading may have poor 
comprehension when reading silently. Reading with appropriate expression and intonation can be 
a sign that the students are able to comprehend what they read. They are able to show the correct 
expression that are related to the text and read it with correct intonation. Comprehension is an 
action that involves reading the text while at the same time constructing the meaning (Polloway, 
et al., 2013). 

When international students come to Malaysia to study, they need to be able to 
understand and use English as medium of instruction and communication. In the outer-circle 
countries, English is taught and used as a second language. For example countries like India, 
Nigeria, Malaysia, Tanzania, and many others as a result of the British colonialism. In these 
countries English is used equivalent with their mother tongue (Savignon, 2002, p. 19; Spicer-
Escalante & de Jonge-Kannan, 2014, p. 2439). In this study, the participants are all international 
students that come from different countries, for example, China, Yemen and Iraq. They are at 
their beginner level and enrolled in Reading class. The students are having difficulties in 
Reading the text given to them. When they were being asked to orally read the text, some of 
them cannot pronounce the words correctly and do not understand the meaning of some words in 
the text. The students can be considered as struggling readers. Their reading tends to be slow, 
uncertain, and inconsistent rate; poor phrasing and intonation patterns that convey a lack of 
comprehension of the text’s intent (Dowhower, 1989). The researcher uses Reader’s Theatre 
technique to encourage and motivate the students to read the text with expression and most 
importantly to improve their comprehension. Instead of just reading aloud and correcting the 
pronunciation, the researcher uses Reader’s Theatre as an extensive reading activity where the 
reader engage in conversation as they interact with the reading text to deliver the expression and 
emotion from the text (Tanner, 1993).  
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Research questions 
This study seeks to address the following research questions:  
1. What impact does participation in Reader’s Theatre have on international 

students’ Reading Comprehension? 
2. To what extent did Reader’s Theatre improve reading interest and motivation? 
 

Theoretical Framework 
Tompkins (2006) stated that reading develops in three stages, starting with emergent 

reader, progressing to the beginning reader and finally the fluent reader. A successful reading is 
where automaticity and fluency in order to allow cognitive resources to focus on making 
meaning (Walczyk, Tcholakian, Igou, & Dixon, 2014). Students should be able to read the text 
confidently, understand what they read and able to make meaning. Fluency is always associated 
with oral reading, still, it is assumed that people who oral read fluently are also fluent in their 
silent reading as well. It is because they know what they read and able to make meaning of the 
context. Fluency has proven to have a strong correlation to reading comprehension (Therrien, 
Kirk, & Woods-Groves, 2012). Reader’s theatre improves comprehension as well as fluency, 
because to be able to portray the correct expressions and emotions, the must be able to 
understand the story background, emotions, and the plot. The purpose for reading with 
expression is so the audience can visualize the story (Vasinda & McLeod, 2011). According to 
Dalton (2013), students will be involved in their readings, because they have the chance to add 
their thoughts and emotions into the reading, by doing this, Reader’s Theatre not only engage the 
students, but it also improves students’ comprehension. 
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Methodology 
 

Participants 
The participants of this study are 10 international students of Universiti Malaysia Pahang 

from different countries, for example China, Iraq and most of them are from Yemen. They are 
from different faculties, majoring in engineering and during the study for this research; they are 
enrolled in the same class for Reading Skills. These students in this class are at beginner and 
lower intermediate level and this class is one of the classes that they need to take as a preparation 
for them before they register and sit for other courses.  

 
Procedure 

The students were given one short story and they need to read aloud the story together, 
one by one. After that, the teacher guided them in their reading, discussed the content of the story 
and explained some difficult words in the story. After they finished the discussion, students were 
given set of literature response questions. There are six questions in the set and they need to 
answer the questions within thirty minutes. Students are not allowed to refer to the short story 
when they answering the questions. When they are done, the teacher collected the answers.  

In the next class, students were given the same short story. This time around, students 
need to sit in the group to discuss the content of the story. They need to analyze the story 
together and identify the characters in the story. Each student was given task to be the narrator or 
the characters in the story. They were encouraged to write and a simple dialogue to each 
character. The teacher assisted them by monitoring, listening to students’ pronunciation during 
practicing and correcting their mistakes. The teacher assists the students, but the main objective 
is the students complete the reading comprehension tasks independently in order to create 
meaning from the text (Pressley, et al.,2002). 

When they were done analyzing and adding dialogue to the characters, they need to 
perform Reader’s Theatre together in the class. They need to stand in circle and everyone was 
involved and read their own part. They read their part by using correct expression to the 
sentences that they read. It was a voice only performance, no costumes or sets needed.  After the 
session, they were given the same set of questions and were given 30 minutes to complete the 
questions. After 30 minutes, the teacher collected the answers.   

The researcher compare analyze the answers for Pre-Reader’s Theatre and Post Reader’s 
Theatre. Students’ answers were analyze and marked according. The marking scheme from 
Cambridge International Examinations for Literature (English) was used to mark students’ 
answer.  

 
BAND DESCRIPTORS TABLE 

Band 1 

 
 

25 
 

24 
23 

Sustains personal engagement with task and text 
 

• sustains a critical understanding of the text showing individuality and 
insight 
• responds sensitively and in detail to the way the writer achieves effects 
• incorporates well-selected reference to the text skilfully and with flair 

 
Band 2  Sustains a perceptive, convincing and relevant personal response 
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BAND DESCRIPTORS TABLE 
 

22 
21 

 
20 

 
• shows a clear critical understanding of the text 
• responds sensitively and in detail to the way the writer achieves her/his 
   effects 
• integrates much well-selected reference to the text 

 

Band 3 

 
 

19 
 

18 
 

17 

Makes a well-developed, detailed and relevant personal response 
 

• shows a clear understanding of the text and some of its deeper 
   implications 
• makes a developed response to the way the writer achieves her/his 
  effects 
• supports with careful and relevant reference to the text 

 

Band 4 

 
 

16 
15 
14 

Makes a reasonably developed relevant personal response 
 

• shows understanding of the text and some of its deeper implications 
• makes some response to the way the writer uses language 
• shows some thoroughness in the use of supporting evidence from the 
text 

 

Band 5 

 
 

13 
12 
11 

Begins to develop a relevant personal response 
 

• shows some understanding of meaning 
• makes a little reference to the language of the text 
• uses some supporting textual detail 

 

Band 6 

 
 

10 
9 
8 

Attempts to communicate a basic personal response to the task 
 

• makes some relevant comments 
• shows a basic understanding of surface meaning of the text 
• makes a little supporting reference to the text 

 

Band 7 

 
 

7 
6 
5 

Some evidence of simple personal response 
 

• makes a few straightforward comments 
• shows a few signs of understanding the surface meaning of the text 
• makes a little reference to the text 

 
Band 8  

 
4 
3 

Limited attempt to respond 
 

• shows some limited understanding of simple/literal meaning 
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BAND DESCRIPTORS TABLE 
2 

Below 
Band 8 

0/0–1 No answer / Insufficient to meet the criteria for Band 8. 

Cambridge International Examinations for Literature (English) 
 

Literature Review 
Reading is a process where the readers try to comprehend and make meaning to the ideas 

that are expressed in the text. It is a complex and interactive process involving multiple 
interactions between variables for example the reader’s background, the reading material, 
learning goals and context to name a few (author, 2007). Ratliff (2006) explained that Reader’s 
Theater is possibly one of the most imaginative, instructional, literature techniques available for 
students. It is very simple and easy because it does not involve memorizing scripts, props or even 
backdrops. Readers only need to read with feeling and facial expressions (Lin, 2015). Reader’s 
Theatre is different from a normal theatre performance because reader do not have to prepare 
anything other than a reading text or script and the main objective is to deliver the meaning to the 
audience. In his study, Martinez (1999) mentioned that in Reader’s Theatre, the reader use their 
voice to bring the characters to life so that the audience can visualize the story even without any 
prop. This is almost similar to what Austin Wrote in his book, Chironomia, of a performance of 
multi multiple persons reading various parts of a story, poem, or play with dramatic expression 
and gestures while sitting in chairs (Carrick, 2000, p. 16). 

At the moment, English is taught in 3 different settings: first language or mother tongue 
(L1), second language (ESL), and foreign language (EFL) (Broughton, Brumfit, Flavell, Hill, & 
Pincas, 2003, p. 4; Spicer-Escalante & de Jonge-Kannan, 2014, p. 2439). It is depending on the 
situation and level of the learners. Even they live in a country that use English as a second 
language, but sometimes, there are still learners that need English to be taught as foreign 
language where the exposure will be from fundamental. Basically, these weak students will be 
having problems in their reading and will take time to read to achieve competency in oral reading 
fluency. Unfortunately, these type of readers tend to become less motivated, frustrated and give 
up on reading and this will affect the development of to develop word recognition skills, word 
rate, vocabulary, and prosody, and the ability to extract meaning from text (Nathan & Stanovich, 
1991; Mraz et al., 2013). According to ICE Resource Center, teachers can identify students’ level 
and performance of English by talking to them in the first classes and look at the past records of 
the students to get some general idea.  

This method is also a fluency intervention approach that requires the readers to read a 
script for couple of times and they will gain fluency (Campbell & Hlusek, 2015). According to 
Garret and O’Connor (2010), Reader’s Theatre has been used to promote fluency and to 
encourage social development in children with learning disabilities at the fundamental level. This 
shows that Reader’s Theatre is suitable for all levels. In order to help students to correct their 
pronunciation and read faster and more fluent, teachers can use repeated reading (Samuels, 
1979). Research has proven the potential of Readers Theatre to improve reading performance 
(Griffith & Rasinski, 2004; Martinez, Roser,& Strecker, 1998/1999). Other than improving 
students’ reading comprehension and fluency, Reader’s Theatre can increase students’ 
motivation. In a case reported by Prater (2002), students’ reading motivation increased as a result 
of participating in Reader’s Theatre. The next following year, the students that engaged in 
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Reader’s Theatre had improvement in their reading ability and many at-risk struggling readers 
developed to grade-level reading (Griffith & Rasinski, 2004). 
 

Findings 
This table shows the students’ responses for Literature Response Question that were 

being given to them before and after Reader’s Theatre. There are six questions labelled as Q1 to 
Q6 and there are 10 students involved in this study labelled as S1 to S10. Each of the answers 
were marked using Cambridge International Examinations for Literature (English) mark scheme 
and the researcher compared the answers between before they conduct the Reader’s Theatre as 
‘pre’ and after they conduct the Reader’s Theatre as ‘post’.  
 

Literature Response Answers 
Student  Q1  Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 

Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post 
S1 0 8 0 7 0 7 7 6 8 7 0 0 
S2 0 8 8 7 8 7 8 6 7 6 0 0 
S3 8 6 7 8 6 6 6 6 0 6 0 7 
S4 8 6 8 6 7 6 6 6 6 6 7 6 
S5  0 0 0 0 0 0 8 0 8 0 8 0 
S6 8 7 8 8 7 7 6 7 0 6 0 8 
S7 8 0 0 6 0 7 8 8 0 6 0 8 
S8 8 8 0 0 0 8 6 6 7 6 0 0 
S9  8 7 0 8 8 8 6 6 7 7 8 8 
S10  6 5 8 7 7 6 6 6 0 8 8 8 

Students’ Responses pre and post Reader’s Theatre 
 

According to Dalton (2013), Reader’s Theatre not only engaged the students to be 
involved in their reading, it can improve students’ comprehension as well. For example, Student 
1 could not give any answer to the first question before Reader’s Theatre, however, after 
Reader’s Theatre, the student managed to respond to the question and even mentioned the name 
of the character in the story and described what happened to the characters.. Many students also 
had improvement for Question 5, the question asked the students to choose the best part of the 
story, some students that got 0 before the Reader’s Theatre managed to get Band 6 after that 
because they were able to respond to the question and make a little supporting reference to the 
story in their answer. These show that students can understand the story better after they 
involved with Reader’s Theatre. 

As we can see from the table, many students managed to get better band after Reader’s 
Theatre. Before Reader’s Theatre, many of them got 0 (there is no answer at all or insufficient to 
meet Band 8) or only Band 8 where they only give very simple answer to show some limited 
understanding of the text . After Reader’s theatre, majority of the students show improvement in 
their response, for some students who did not write anything previously, they managed to get 
better band after Reader’s Theater, for example student 7 did not write any response for question 
2, but after Reader’s Theater, he is able to basic understanding in his response and even makes a 
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little reference to the text. Overall, there are improvements on the responses given by the 
students after they practiced and conducted Reader’s Theatre.  
 

Discussion 
The findings of this study prove that Reader’s Theater had a positive impact on students’ 

comprehension and motivation. Based on the Students’ responses before and after Reader’s 
Theatre, it shows that Reader’s Theatre do help them improve their comprehension. Most of the 
participants able to give better responses that show their understanding of the text and even make 
a reference to the text. They can remember the plot or characters in the story after they did the 
Reader’s Theatre. This is because the respondents all involved in the Reader’s Theatre instead of 
just listening to teacher’s explanation. They assigned characters for everyone and they added 
simple script to the story. Finally, they read together the story with appropriate expressions. 
Some of the participants in this study are really weak; they cannot understand simple words and 
need to refer to dictionary most of time. However, when they participated in Reader’s Theatre, 
they were able to understand the plot and character’s emotion based on the expression expressed 
by the other respondents when they read the text, for example, happy, shock, amaze, sad and 
many more.  

Furthermore, Reader’s Theatre also improves students’ interest and motivation. Keehn 
(2003) acknowledged that Reader’s Theatre can motivate and encourage students to read and 
build fluency. When students read with fluency, it can increase their comprehension. In order to 
conduct Reader’s Theatre, they need to socialize with their friends to discuss on how they are 
going to prepare for Reader’s Theatre. It is a good activity to motivate students to participate 
among themselves. Students were able to voice out their opinion and learn to be confident using 
English because they come from different countries and at first, they were not confident to talk to 
each other. When they performed the Reader’s Theater, all of them need to involve and it can be 
seen that this method can break the ice for students who feel very shy, reluctant and not 
confident. These factors lead to students engagement and interested to the lesson (Vasinda & 
McLeod, 2011).  
 
Limitations 

There were multiple limitations to this study. One of the limitations was that there were 
only 10 participants involved in this study and one student absent during the Reader’s Theatre 
performance. A larger number of participants would contribute to more reliable data. Next, this 
study was conducted within short period. Researcher Vasinda and McLeod (2011) conducted 
Reader’s Theatre for a 10 week period.  
 
Recommendations 

For future research, a larger number of respondents are needed to validate the reliability 
of the study. This study is limited to a small number of respondents. The findings are narrowed 
to the selected respondents only; it cannot be generalized to all students. If there are bigger 
numbers of respondents involve in this study, the result may be more reliable and better. It is 
recommended that future research should involve a larger number of respondents and the period 
of the study should be longer to get more reliable data from the students which could strengthen 
the findings of the study. 
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Conclusion 
This study discovered that Reader’s Theater is a method that can improve students’ 

comprehension and motivation towards reading. The activities conducted as preparation for 
Reader’s Theatre engage the students with reading material and helped them to understand the 
content better. This method is also suitable to be used even with low proficiency students with 
the guidance and advice from the teacher. Students will be interested to involve in Reader’s 
Theatre and it can motivate them to read the text. While doing Reader’s Theatre, students can 
comprehend the text better because they can see the emotions and expressions that are related to 
the story. All of these will enhance student ability to read with correct expression in a motivating 
manner. 
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