
1 
 

Using visible thinking in drama strategies for skilful 
writing 

Ms Stella Fernandez 
Mrs Shiamala Gopal 

CHIJ Our Lady of Good Counsel 
Singapore 

 

Introduction 

Skilful Writing was one component highlighted by Primary Two teachers in our school as an area of 

concern based on the data analysis of the semestral assessments for Picture Compositions. 

Students had to compose a story that described the event or incident that had taken place in four 

pictures, shown in sequence. The teachers who taught these students in Primary Two observed 

that the students were unable to express their thoughts and views clearly and many used the 

teacher’s model writing rather than generated their own stories. The students also interpreted the 

story in short, simple sentences which were not connected clearly and had few details and ideas. 

The teachers believed that if the students collaborated through selected drama techniques, visible 

thinking could be initiated and this intervention would enable them to experience the depth of the 

characters and connect with the events shown in the four pictures to tell their story. At the same 

time, the teachers believed that they would be able to capture the authentic dialogue expressed 

by the students during role play on a word splash template and later the students could use them 

to write more elaborately and with greater imagination and diversity. 

Literature review 

The data collected in recent research on the effect of drama in improving writing skills confirmed 

that drama was a stepping stone that stimulated imagination, enhanced thinking skills, made 

learning visible for all to learn and led to better writing skills. Baldwin and Fleming (2003) argued 

that drama motivated imaginative thinking and enhanced the opportunities for children to write 

with a purpose by placing themselves within the context of the text. Brown (1990) posited that 

children were more likely to retain information taught through drama because it was multi-sensory 

and it gave a visual, physical and verbal representation of an idea. 
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Tandy and Howell (2008) felt that children’s lack of experience led to limited vocabulary and 

imagination in writing. They emphasised that the ability, enthusiasm and inspiration of children to 

write were profoundly affected by where they had been, and what they had seen, heard, touched, 

felt, smelt or even tasted. 

Wagner (1986) investigated the effect of drama on persuasive writing. She found that children who 

had engaged in role play wrote better letters than those who had been given a lecture. In another 

study that examined the influence of drama on imaginative writing, McNaughton (1997) observed 

that children who had experienced drama wrote more effectively and at greater length than those 

who had engaged in discussion alone. She posited that through drama they wrote more 

expressively, used more words that described emotions, thoughts and experiences, as well as made 

more appropriate word choices that best suited specific characters. She also discovered that 

participating in drama allowed the children to identify with their characters on an affective and 

cognitive level and, in so doing, made these characters come alive for their readers. 

Giudici, et al. (2001) reported on the nature of learning in groups and how teachers could 

understand, support, document, and assess individual and group learning. The authors in Giudici, 

et al. (2001) argued that systematic and purposeful documentation of the ways in which groups 

developed ideas, theories, and understanding were fundamental to a meta-cognitive activity to 

make thinking visible. They also suggested that when a visual representation, chart, or table was 

used to capture a conversation or a set of students’ responses during a given assignment, the 

students’ thoughts and assumptions could become visible. The authors ascertained that even 

replaying of a video-recording or using a photograph of a class session durimg drama activities 

could be used by teachers and students to recall and interpret purposeful, social and emotional 

encounters that occurred during the role play (i.e. a video recording or photograph of a drama 

scene could be a resource for discussion). They found that it was possible through drama activities 

for teachers to document student observations and interpretations that were purposeful, social 

and emotional. 

Our research questions were: 

1. Will drama techniques that allow for visible thinking influence the skilful writing of primary 
school pupils in Singapore schools? 

2. Will there be an increase in the use of words in skilful writing when students are given a list of 
words generated through drama. 

3. Will more students write about the internal perspectives of the characters in the story when 
they are involved through different drama techniques? 

 

Methodology 

This research project investigated whether an intervention that was multi-sensory, experiential and 

guided could improve students’ performance in skilful writing. and whether the use of different 

types of thinking tools and templates capturing the ideas, details and authentic vocabulary that 

surfaced during the drama activities would be beneficial in building in students an awareness of 

creating depth in their stories. 

For this study, the students in two classes similar to the population of the school in terms of home 

language, socio-economic status and ethnic grouping were selected to adopt the interventions. It 
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was agreed that the two teachers would teach their own classes to avoid disruptions in the 

timetable. 

All Primary Two teachers in the school had participated in a workshop ‘Drama Techniques for 

Writing’ conducted by Mrs Cheah Yin Mee, a trainer. The drama techniques learnt during this 

workshop were deployed by the teachers in planning the lesson plans and carrying them out in 

their classes. The titles of the picture compositions were in line with the themes in the Primary Two 

Stellar Units 1 to 7 and the duration of each lesson was an hour and all were to be conducted within 

a period of a year. 

Action Research Plan 

The plan was for the students to dramatize the roles of characters and enact scenes from the story 

so that they became the ‘voices’ in a story and the role of the teachers was to question their 

motives and intentions expressed during the role play and to identify a variety of ‘possibilities’ that 

could be interpreted in the story line. The first challenge was in the selection of drama techniques 

that teachers could facilitate in the classroom and make experiential for the students. The drama 

techniques selected were thought tracking, soundscapes, freeze frames, still images, tableaux, 

overheard conversations, and teachers in role. Thought tracking, also called thought tapping is a 

quick fire technique enabling students to verbally express their understanding of characters and 

situations that allows the teacher to efficiently gather feedback from the students in role and make 

thinking visible for the audience watching the role play. Soundscape on the other hand is a 

technique to give students a setting in which to use their voices, bodies and other materials to 

make their surroundings come alive during role play. Freeze frames is more an editing tool used 

during role play to control and explore scenarios as students freeze as statues and allow the teacher 

or the audience to conduct thought tapping and bring the frozen picture or character to life by 

asking them questions. Still images and tableaux, on the other hand, can be used in solo work or in 

large groups to portray a given subject matter where the students focus on their physical 

positioning, body language and facial expression to convey a message. There is no speech in a 

tableau but the students put themselves into a scene as characters with thoughts and feelings. The 

audience can then describe the scene like a photograph or do thought tapping to reveal their 

intentions and motives. Hot seating involves asking a student sitting in the hot seat to answer in 

character. This technique gives the class the opportunity to explore and probe the intentions and 

viewpoints of the character in the hot seat. Occasionally, overheard conversations in group 

discussions or in pairs, which have not been overheard by others, can be enacted in order to add 

tension or provide background information based on the scenario. Besides students in role play, 

the teacher in role is an effective tool to break down the barriers between the teacher and the 

students. When the teacher is in role as a fellow participant alongside the students, the teacher 

can guide the students on a journey and deliver the subject content in a context not typical of the 

classroom setting and shape the course of the activity through their character, using their voice 

and actions for the students to imitate and to be also in role. 

The next challenge in the planning sessions was how to initiate students into looking at the internal 

perspectives of the characters and events and taking greater ownership of thinking and making 

visible thinking come alive in the classroom. The teachers decided to use effective questioning 

techniques during the role play to ease out the thoughts and emotions experienced by the students 

during role play. The questioning techniques were basically ‘who, why, what, where, when and how’ 

to elicit the thought processes of the characters in role depicting an event in the story and to guide 

the students to linking how this part of the story affected the other parts of the story. WHO they 

were and what their relationship was with the other characters affected WHAT the situation was 
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and WHY they were behaving in such a way. WHERE the scene took place and WHEN it was 

happening established the time in the story. In this way the objective of the character was clarified 

and students could see clearly how the character influenced the setting of the story. 

Finally to carry out these interventions effectively and meaningfully, the teachers teaching the 

classes designed lesson plans which incorporated the selected drama techniques best suited to the 

theme in their story and they designed many thinking tool templates such as story maps, character 

maps and story boarding templates and word splash templates to capture the details enacted 

during role play and use them as resources to guide the students to write more confidently. 

First Phase 

The project was carried out in three phases according to the types of drama techniques being 

deployed to suit the topic of each story and how the students were initiated into behaving and 

participating in drama lessons which had specific instructional objectives while at the same time 

enjoying the lessons meaningfully. 

In the first phase of the project, two lessons were carried out for the students to participate in, ‘An 

Underground Adventure’, and ‘A Walk In The Park’. They also participated in a choral recitation of 

a poem, ‘A Fright In The Dark.’ Through these lessons, the students were introduced to three drama 

techniques ‘soundscape’, ‘still images’ and ‘teacher in role’ (see Table 1). 

In this phase, teacher in role played an integral part in initiating the students into drama because 

both the students and teacher worked in role to participate in an imagined dramatic situation. It 

was not ‘theatre’ – a performance practiced, being presented to an audience. It was ‘drama’ – the 

immediate experience of dealing with tension, conflict, searching for solutions, planning, 

persuading, and defending. Through this orientation, the students realised that they were not 

creating a ‘product’ – a play or a performance – but they were agreeing to play a role and go 

through a ‘process’ of thinking and responding as the characters in that role. In the ‘The Adventure 

In The Dark’ the teacher narrated from the teachers’ script and the students mimed appropriately 

to the teacher’s narration, experienced the characters’ emotions and understood the meaning of 

the words expressed in the script. 

The second drama technique was soundscape. The teacher in role acted as the ‘conductor’, whilst 

the students became the ‘orchestra’. Using their voices, the students painted a soundscape for the 

scene narrated by the teacher during ‘A walk in the park.’ The collection of sounds enacted by the 

students taught them to use their five senses to create the atmosphere for the scene and to 

become more aware of sounds, space and emotions They also learnt how to follow instructions, 

listen to cues, work collaboratively as individuals or in groups and express their emotions. That 

orientation motivated them especially to be fluent and confident in using different modes of 

expression and actions to complement the drama activities. 
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Table 1 

 

Second Phase 

In the second phase of the project, three lessons were carried out to engage the students in drama 

techniques, such as still images, freeze frames, thought tapping and tableaux. The students played 

an active role in thinking and being in role according to instructions given by the teacher and making 

the characters and events come alive. After two drama lessons on the ‘Underground Adventure’ 

and ‘Mother’s Birthday Surprise’, the third drama lesson ‘Fire in the Kitchen’ was carried out and 

observed by the expert teacher, a trainer. The recommendations made were to capture the pupils’ 

responses immediately as the role play took place on templates such as word splash and character 

map. 

Specific drama techniques such as still images and freeze frames, both of which are a form of 

tableau, were used to elicit the missing details in the story. With freeze frame, the action in the 

play or scene was frozen, as in a photograph or video frame. Still images, on the other hand, 

required students to invent body-shapes or postures, rather than freeze existing action. This 

intervention was more effective for students who were less inclined to improvise dialogue. When 

a signal was given, the still images were brought to life through the questioning technique. The 

questioning techniques (4W & 1H: What, Where, Who, Why and How) facilitated thought tracking. 

The responses made during the intervention helped to inform the audience about the student’s 

inner thoughts at that moment in the drama. It also encouraged the students in role to think deeply 

and express their feelings, thoughts and views more clearly and logically. Words and phrases 

expressed during thought tracking were unique and different and they guided the students to write 

with greater depth and originality. 

Flashbacks on the other hand encouraged students to insert details from the past into a present 

narrative and provided necessary plot information or insight into the character’s intentions and 

motives. Flash forward provided clues as to what would happen later on in the story. All responses 

were tabulated in the Before/During/After template for future use in the storyline. 

In tableaux, the students froze as a group to depict an event in the story. They narrated the story 

as depicted from their own perspective and that enabled the students to connect and link the ideas 

in the story more effectively. The character map, which is a thinking tool template, enabled 

students to generate interesting words and phrases to describe the character. The words and 
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phrases elicited, written on post-its, were displayed on a simple outline of a human figure drawn 

on a large sheet of paper and stuck onto the wall. This template also enabled the students to infer 

meaning about the character and visually map the relationship between characteristics (emotions) 

and actions (behaviours). It allowed the students to analyse context clues, and the students 

collectively explored and constructed a more complex understanding of the intentions and 

motivations of the characters in the storyline. The drama techniques, the thinking tools and 

recording templates, when deployed according to the plot in the story, enabled teachers to make 

learning visible and experiential for the students. These techniques and tools also guided students 

into developing a deeper understanding of the plot and the students were able to contribute more 

ideas and details to make their plot more creative and authentic. 

In the second phase, the general procedures for carrying out the drama techniques were executed 

with fewer disruptions and greater effectiveness with the students participating more imaginatively 

and more spontataneously in the role play. The students also followed the teachers’ verbal 

instructions with greater confidence and the role play became more realistic and the students 

contributed with greater conviction. More details and ideas to support the plot were captured on 

the word splash board and the contributions provided more scaffolding for brainstorming ideas and 

eliciting appropriate words and phrases for the students to express their ideas and viewpoints more 

elaborately. 

Table 2 

 

Third Phase 

In the third phase, the students were more familiar with the drama techniques and they emerged 

as initiators. Another three drama lessons were conducted using all the drama techniques already 

learnt together with two more added techniques, hot seating and overheard conversations. 

In hot seating, a character was questioned by the group about his or her background, behaviour 

and motivation. The student sitting in the ‘hot-seat’ answered as the character in the story. That 

technique developed the role and provided the students with an opportunity to ask questions to a 

character in relation to the story. 

In overheard conversations, the students, role playing in small groups, ‘listened in’ on what was 

being said by different characters in the story. A signal was given to freeze all the groups and then 
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each group in turn was ‘brought to life’ to continue its improvisation while the other groups 

watched and listened. 

As the students accepted and acted out the different roles, they felt the freedom to express their 

feelings through the dramatic play. Slowly they emerged as actors in the story and broke through 

the walls of reality, pretending to be someone or something different from themselves, and 

dramatising situations and actions to go along with the roles they had chosen to play. They also 

improved their language skills. Even the students who did not talk much in class started to talk 

more with other students so as to be included in dramatic play. The active involvement in the 

stories developed their imagination and creativity and, at the same time, motivated them to role 

play and work collaboratively to express in depth details about the characters and to think of vivid 

words and phrases to describe the events. 

At the end of each drama lesson, the story boarding template, with the words and phrases captured 

during the interactive activities, prompted the students to compose their stories in their own 

imaginative way. Most of all, the students listened and responded to each other while in the 

dramatic play and they took on leadership roles to come up with different variations to the story. 

They were also very excited to present their own creative work and be critiqued by their peers. 

Table 3 

 

Results and discussion 

The drama techniques, the thinking tools and recording templates, when deployed according to 

the plot in the story, enabled teachers to make learning visible and experiential for the students 

and this gave them a deeper understanding of the topic, as well as the support and guidance to 

organise ideas more creatively and meaningfully in the plot, to develop the characterisation of the 

characters, and to explain the events happening in the storyline. 

A fixed pedagogy for picture composition writing was established (see Figure 1). It always started 

with the introduction and a discussion on the theme, main idea or main event in the story to 

familiarise students with the Background Information. This was followed by filling in the Story Map 

of the events that took place in the four pictures and how the characters involved in the story linked 
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with the events. To bring about depth to the storyline, Drama Techniques were initiated to highlight 

events, characters, motives and interesting links to the story. The cycle usually ended with a Class 

Dictated Story to guide the students on the main points that could be included in the storyline. The 

Group Stories covering certain parts of the story were done basically to help the students to 

collaborate and practise writing parts of the story and then presenting them in class for peer 

editing. 

Evidence of impact on student learning 

Higher Ability Group: Pupil A 

Pupil A was already an able writer who was writing 216 words before the intervention. She was 

able to use a few interesting words like ‘sleeping soundly’, ‘streaks of sunlight’, ‘vase of lovely 

flowers’. After the intervention, the pupil wrote 371 words and used many of the words that were 

part of the word splash. (See Figure 2.) 

Thinking tools such as story map guided students to explain the story in sequential order, with a 

realistic narration of events and a logical climax to the idea. 

This progression was generally 

seen in the higher ability 

pupils, such as Pupil A, as they 

were already able to write with 

ideas that were fairly well 

connected and with relevant 

vocabulary. With the 

experiential drama techniques 

and the related word splash 

given, pupils were able to 

connect to the experience and 

use authentic dialogues and 

adopt a more personal style in 

their writing. 

Figure 1: Stages in the fixed pedagogy for picture composition  

Figure 2: Progress by Pupil A 
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Middle Ability Group: Pupil B 

There was an increase in the number of words written by the middle ability pupils. Pupil B was able 

to write 111 words before the use of dramatization and 218 words after dramatization was 

introduced. (See Figure 3.) She was able to write using a variety of rich vocabulary that had been 

verbalised during the role play and used in the context of the story, e.g.: 

Sam felt miserable and could 
not sleep a wink. 
The dentist gave Sam some 
sugar free lollipop and waved 
goodbye to Sam. 
He could not bear the pain. By 
the end of the night, he had 
not slept a wink. 
His mother immediately 
rushed to his room. 
Lucas felt a slight prick of pain 

but it was nothing compared 

to his tooth ache. 

These sentences showed that 

the pupils had internalised the events of the story and written in depth about what the characters 

were doing or feeling. Before the intervention their choice of words had been limited. There had 

been some repetition of words and pupils had been unable to expand on the experience. 

Lower Ability Group: Pupil C 

For Pupil C, there was an increase in the number of words from 122 words before dramatization to 

181 words after. (See Figure 4.) Pupil C was able to use some of the words that were elicited during 

the word splash and use them in context, e.g.: 

He groaned and moaned. 
He could not bear it anymore 
and was screaming in pain. 
Finally when it was Stuart turn, 
he was nervous and scared. 
The dentist gave him a warm 
and friendly smile. 
The dentist praised Stuart for 

being brave. 

Greater exposure to drama 

and ideas and details shared by 

others gave the weaker pupils 

a chance to listen to relevant 

vocabulary elicited in context. Having these words documented in the word splash gave the pupils 

better guidance on how to construct meaningful sentences and use these words in context. It was 

also noticed that there were fewer grammatical errors and better sentence structures after the 

intervention. 

Their written work showed that the intervention had greater impact on the writing of students of 

lower ability. The students who performed below expectations usually floundered under normal 

writing circumstances because they did not have the language to express themselves. They thus 

Figure 3: Progress by Pupil B 

Figure 4: Progress by Pupil C 
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needed the increased guidance provided in the intervention to explore and think more more deeply 

and explain the depth of the situation expressed in the plot.  

Participation in drama techniques before writing increased the opportunity to be exposed to 

listening and use the language. The drama techniques together with the visible thinking tools acted 

as scaffoldings for students to write more effectively. The collaborative nature of this approach 

helped the weaker students to ride on the ideas of the more able pupils and improved their 

confidence to write better. 

The findings of the present study were consistent with those of prior research that showed an 

increase in the length of written work (McNaughton,1997) and in the richness of storytelling after 

the participants of the study had engaged in drama activities (Wagner, 1996). One possible reason 

for this positive change found in the present study could be that the visual thinking templates made 

visible the thoughts, intentions and emotions of the characters during the role play of events in the 

story. The story map outlined the main ideas in the story. The word splash template captured the 

words and phrases that were elicited during the use of drama techniques and the story boarding 

template guided pupils to write more than three sentences for each of the four pictures in the story. 

Another reason for this increase could be that the pupils were more familiar with the words in the 

word lists and they used the words to express their ideas to describe the events and characters in 

the story more accurately. The before and after template also helped pupils to connect the events 

in the story in a logical manner. 

Furthermore, the reason why the pupils wrote more about the internal perspectives of the 

characters in the story could be because they had had the opportunity to put themselves in the 

shoes of the character and give reasons for their actions and intentions during their role play of the 

events and characters in the story. The lessons were also engaging and the pupils loved the 

interactive approach, where they could express their feelings and emotions. The conclusion drawn 

was that drama techniques selected for visible thinking contributed to more imaginative and 

diversified ideas In the eight lessons 

Conclusion and implications 

Drama is multisensory learning and it provides for the holistic development of the child. Its focus is 

primarily on children’s learning, confidence, self-esteem, creative and critical thinking and 

communication skills through role taking. Drama enables students to speak or write from their own 

point of view and helps them to develop abstract concepts, pictures, or make events come more 

to life. In role playing, students mimic behaviours and verbal expressions of someone or something 

they are pretending to be. At first, they imitate one or two actions, but, as time progresses, they 

expand their roles by creating several actions relevant to the role they are playing and become 

more imaginative and creative in developing new ideas. In dramatic play, students pretend to be 

the mother, fireman, driver, etc. and, by imitating the actions they have witnessed others doing 

and as the use of dramatic play increases, they begin to use more and more words to enhance and 

describe their re-enactments. 

All the drama techniques enables students to learn in a collaborative and engaged learning 

environment. At the same time, the pupils constructively use rubrics and checklists that identify 

the features of a well written composition. 

Dramatic play promotes the development of social skills through interaction with others, peers or 

adults and dramatic play promotes the use of speaking and listening skills. When children take part 

in this type of play, they practice words they have heard others say, and realize that they must 



11 
 

listen to what other ‘players’ say in order to be able to respond in an appropriate fashion. It also 

teaches them to choose their words wisely so that others will understand exactly what it is they 

are trying to communicate. 

In dramatic play experiences, students have to agree on a topic, negotiate roles, and cooperate to 

bring it all together. By recreating some of the life experiences they actually face, they learn how 

to cope with any fears and worries that may accompany these experiences. Children who 

participate in dramatic play experiences are better able to show empathy for others because they 

have ‘tried out’ being that someone else for a while. They also develop the skills they need to 

cooperate with their peers, learn to control their impulses, and tend to be less aggressive than 

children who do not engage in this type of play. 

When children are involved in make-believe play, they make use of pictures they have created in 

their minds to recreate past experiences, which is a form of abstract thinking. When children come 

together in this form of play, they also learn how to share ideas, and solve problems together. In 

order to work together in a dramatic play situation, children learn to use language to explain what 

they are doing. They learn to ask and answer questions and the words they use fit whatever role 

they are playing. Personal vocabularies grow as they begin to use new words appropriately, and 

the importance of reading and writing skills in everyday life becomes apparent by their use of 

literacy materials that fill the area. 

 

This study was undertaken with support from the ELIS Research Fund (Grant number ERF-2014-05-

TXL). 
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Appendix A: The three phases of the intervention to incorporate Drama 
Techniques to motivate skillful writing 
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Appendix B: Visible Thinking Templates to capture and record details and 
vocabulary to quide Students to write more skillfully. 
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Appendix C: Students’Sample Written Work 

 

BEFORE INTERVENTION 

 
AFTER INTERVENTION 
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BEFORE INTERVENTION 

 
AFTER INTERVENTION 
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BEFORE INTERVENTION: LOWER ABILITY : STUDENT C 

 
AFTER INTERVENTION 
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