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Dramatizing Our Way into a Story 
 

Author:  Critical Thinking International (www.criticalthinkinginternational.org) 

Grade Level: Suitable for grade four (ten-year-olds) through adults.  

Subject: Literature 

Strategies: Think/Pair/Share, Visualizing, and Dramatizing.  

Time needed: One or two class periods 

 

 

The language educator James Moffett (1983) suggested that written language comes to us on three 
levels of abstraction:  
 
Drama  = “what is happening” 
Story  = “what happened” 
Essay = “what happens” 
 
Drama is the most explicit form of text, since it shows the reader events in real time.  
 
Story may still be vivid—it shows us what happened to a particular person in a particular setting with a 
particular problem—but it is more abstract than drama, since it summarizes in fewer words actions and 
dialogue that drama shows us in more detail.  
 
Essay is the most abstract. It tells general truths without showing us people or events, much less the 
minute-to-minute portrayals of actions.  
 
A good adult reader with adequate understanding can go up and down the abstractive scale, from 
visualizing to narrating to drawing abstract generalizations and back. For example, given Lord Acton’s 
abstract statement, “Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely,” a good adult 
reader can think of examples in the form of stories about Nero or Stalin or Nixon, and can visualize or 
even act out a scene from one of those stories if asked.  Or having read the play Macbeth, a good adult 
reader can retell it as a story, and even make a general statement about the power of karma in a 
person’s life. 
 
Young readers, too, can deepen their comprehension of stories by learning to visualize—picture “in the 
mind’s eye”-- images and events in them, and also to dramatize scenes from them. Young readers can 
draw conclusions from (and construct generalizations about) stories by means of discussion and writing.  
 
This lesson guides students to play along the abstractive scale, moving between general observations of 
the human condition, to narratives of events, to dramatization and back. It consists of three phases: an 
evocation phase, in which the teacher uses brainstorming and paired brainstorming; a realization of 
meaning phase to uses the strategy of the Guided Listening Activity; and a reflection phase in which 
readers “inhabit” the characters of the story through a kind of creative dramatization called segmenting 
and focusing.  
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Evocation: Brainstorming and Paired Brainstorming.  
 
For the evocation phase of the lesson, the teacher explains that today the class will hear a tale about an 
old farmer who has gotten too old to work.  The teacher asks each student to brainstorm a list of issues 
that come to mind when they think of old people who are past the age of work. After two minutes, the 
teacher invites each student to find a partner and add to each other’s list of issues. Then the teacher 
invites the whole class to share ideas, while the teacher writes a sampling of ideas on the chalkboard. 
Some of the ideas that come up are as follows: 
 

 freedom 
  nothing to do  
 boredom 
   hard to get around 
     sitting in a rocking chair 
  waiting for relatives to visit 
remembering 
 
The teacher invites the students to pay attention and see if their ideas are confirmed in the story they 
are about to hear. 
 
 
Realization of meaning: Guided Listening.  
 
For this part of the lesson, the teacher will read aloud the story, “Uncle Aaron and the Train” (see the 
appendix at the end of this lesson for the full text).  The teacher has decided in advance where to stop 
and ask questions. The questions are placed before each section of text, and they guide the students’ 
attention to important information that is revealed in that next section. After a section is read, the 
teacher asks the students for their answers to the question that preceded that section, and asks them to 
repeat the part of the story that told them the answer.  
 

Uncle Aaron and the Train 
 

Teacher:   “At the beginning of a story, it’s important to find out where the story takes place—this  
  is called the setting—and who the story will be about—this is called the main character.  
  Listen to this next part, and afterwards I want you to tell me what the setting is and who 
  the main character is:”  
 

 Uncle Aaron lived in an old log cabin his grandfather had built. The cedar 
shake shingles1 kept most of the rain out. But it didn’t rain much in north Texas 
anyway. The front porch was holding up, if you watched where you stepped. On 
one end of the porch his rocker could rock without falling through the old planks, 
even when it slowly traveled from the front of the porch to the back over the 

                                                           
1
 These are wooden shingles, the waterproof covering for a roof. 
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course of a long day’s rocking. Uncle Aaron had gotten too old to farm. Now that 
Aunt Irene had died, there was nothing to do but sit on that rickety front porch, 
rock in that bent wood chair, and gaze down over the fallow2 pasture to the 
cottonwood trees that bordered the river at the bottom of the fields.  
 
Teacher:   “OK, from what we just heard, what is the setting?” 
 
  The students answer that the setting is a farm or a ranch in the northern part of Texas,  
  which they know is in the Western United States. It is known for its ranches, its cowboys 
  and cowgirls, and its big wide open spaces.  The students note that the farm seems like  
  it is a long way from other houses.  
 
Teacher:   “Good. Can anyone tell us the parts of the story that told you about the setting?”  
 
  The students recall that the story mentioned north Texas, the cabin, the porch, the  
  fields, and the river.  
 
Teacher:   “And who is the main character? What can you tell us about him?” 
 
  The students name Uncle Aaron, who is a farmer too old to farm. He is a widower—his  
  wife has died. He lives alone, without any companionship. His life is empty. 
 
Teacher:   “Now tell us the parts of the story that told you about the main character.”  
 
  The students recall descriptive phrases from passage that describe Uncle Aaron. 
 
Teacher:   “Good so far. Now we’re going to hear the next part of the story. Before we do, I want  
  to remind you that most stories introduce early on a problem or a need that the main  
  character has, and solving that problem or satisfying that need is going to be what the  
  rest of the story will be about. We readers will be curious to know how the problem will  
  be solved, and how the need will be satisfied, and that question will make us want to  
  hear more and more of the story. OK? Listen to this next part and see if you can tell us  
  what the problem will be, or what Uncle Aaron’s need is.”  
 

 In the morning and in the evening he listened for the train that ran along 
the tracks down there next to the river. The North Texas Cannonball was the 
name of that train. In the morning it took passengers from New Orleans over to 
Dallas, and in the evening it brought them from Dallas back over to New Orleans.  
      Over the weeks and months of nothing to do, the North Texas Cannonball 
became the only thing that old man had to look forward to. Twice each day he 
listened for the bluesy3 wail from the whistle, the groaning of the engine, and the 

                                                           
2
 Not growing anything; not cultivated.  

3
 Sounding like blues music that traditional black musicians played in the Southern United States. 
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clackety-clacking of the wheels on those track joints down yonder. He could 
almost see the passengers reclining in their comfortable seats and sipping their 
coffee and their tea. One day Uncle Aaron decided he had to have something to 
do with that train.  
 
Teacher:   “From what we just heard, what is Uncle Aaron’s problem? What does he need?”  
 
  The students respond that they already knew that Uncle Aaron was lonely, he had  
  nothing to do, and his life was empty.  Now it seems that he is going to try to have  
  something to do with the train that runs past his fields.  One student notes that the title  
  of the story was “Uncle Aaron and the Train,” so the train, and whatever Uncle Aaron  
  does with it, are bound to be important.  
 
Teacher:   “Now, what do we want to know?” 
 
  The students wonder aloud how an old man by himself can have anything to do with a  
  fast moving train. 
 
Teacher:   “Who wants to predict how Uncle Aaron will have something to do with that train?  
  What do you think might happen? Give it your best guess.” 
 
  The students make various predictions. Some say he will buy a ticket and ride the  
  train—but others point out the station may be too far away for him to reach. Some say  
  he will go down and wave at the train, but others say that won’t make a very interesting 
  story. One says he might stand in front of the train and jump aside at the last minute.  
 
Teacher:   “OK, let’s listen and see what happens.” 

 
      Before dawn one Tuesday he rose earlier than usual, and made his way across 
the dewy fields down to the tracks. He found a dried willow branch, brown leaves 
still on it. And when he heard the deep rumble of the engine and he felt the 
ground tremble, he struck a kitchen match on the seat of his overalls and set that 
branch on fire. The train rounded the curve, a quarter mile away. Uncle Aaron 
swung that burning branch back and forth over his head---"Whoosh! Whoosh! 
Whoosh!" Brakes squealed, cars banged one against another, and the North Texas 
Cannonball shuddered to a stop, right in front of Uncle Aaron.  
      Presently a hatch door on the side of the engine opened. The engineer4 
jumped down.  "Where is the emergency?" he shouted. "Is the trestle washed out 
up ahead?"  
 Uncle Aaron just rubbed the toe of one boot in the dirt and didn't say 
nothing. Truth is, he hadn’t thought that far ahead. 
                                                           
4
 On an American train, the engineer is the person who drives the train.  
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      "What is it? Why did you stop the train?" the engineer demanded. "Speak up, 
old man. Those passengers are important people. They have to get to Dallas. Why 
did you stop the train!?"  
 
Teacher:   “Oh, my! What a situation. Did any of us predict this? Someone tell us quickly what he  
  has done to solve his problem.” 
 
  The students say that he has stopped the train. He certainly “…has something to do  
  with the train!” But now, the students point out, he has much bigger problem. How will  
  he explain himself? How will he get out of this trouble? 
Teacher:   “Good question.  What will he say now? This is what we call the climax of the story—the 
  point before the end when the tension is greatest and we readers really, really   
  want to know what will happen. So what do we think will happen?” 
 
  The students predict that he will somehow meet someone who will become his friend.  
  Or that they will take him into the city to live in an old folks’ home. Or that his relatives  
  will come and get him.  

 
Teacher:   “Let’s listen and see what Uncle Aaron will do, and how the story ends. The ending, by 
the way, is called the resolution.” 

 
      Uncle Aaron was quiet for a good while longer. Then he looked up. "Want to 
buy a 'possum5?"  
      "A 'possum!" shouted the engineer. "What?? You stopped this train to sell a 
'possum!!?"  
      Just then a kindly conductor6 stepped down from a car back down the line and 
approached them. He said, "Take it easy, chief. You can see he's just a lonesome 
old man.” 
 To Uncle Aaron the conductor said, “Tell us, Uncle, how much do you want 
for that 'possum?" 
 Uncle Aaron was quiet a good while longer. He scraped the toe of his boot 
in the dirt some more.  
 Finally he said, "I don't rightly know. I ain’t caught him yet7." 
 
Teacher:   “Does everyone understand what just happened? Can someone explain it to us?” 
 
  The students express surprise at the ending.  

 
                                                           
5
 A ‘possum (the colloquial term for an opossum) is a very ugly marsupial, about 50-60 cm long.  

6
 A conductor is the person who plays host to the passengers on the train.  

7
 Uncle Aaron, being a rural person with limited education, speaks in non-standard English. Sometimes the narrator 

does, too.  
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  Some students need to know what a ‘possum is, and other students explain that it is a  
  small animal with spiky hair, beady eyes, a long mouth, and sharp teeth, and it is not  
  considered good for much anything. 
 
  Some students say they still do not know how the story will really end. What will happen 
  to Uncle Aaron? 
 
Reflection: Segmenting and Focusing.  
 
The reflection phase is the final part of the lesson in which the students explore the ideas in the lesson 
more deeply. In this lesson, we will use a creative dramatics technique called segmenting and focusing. 
This technique guides students to look deeply into the motives of characters in a story.  
 
The strategy has these steps: 
 
Choose critical moments. Choose to dramatize just a few choice scenes from a story, the turning points 
when the most is at stake. In “Uncle Aaron and the Train,” such a scene occurs when Uncle Aaron has 
stopped the train, and is confronted by the engineer and the conductor. 
 
Cast the Characters. The teacher asks for volunteers to come play the characters in the scene—in this 
case Uncle Aaron, the engineer, and the conductor.  The characters sit or stand at the front of the 
classroom, while the next part of the lesson proceeds. 
 
Segment the Situation. Now the teacher asks the other listeners to think about the situation from each 
character’s point of view, one at a time.  The teacher asks probing questions, such as those below, and 
takes plenty of time to draw out the audience’s ideas: 
 

 Uncle Aaron: What has driven Uncle Aaron to do this rash action? What must be on his mind as 
he sees the huge train stopping in front of him? How does the train engine look, sound, feel, and 
smell, now that it is up close? How does Uncle Aaron feel when the engineer shouts at him? 
What is he feeling, what is he thinking about now? 
 

 The engineer:  What were the engineer’s first thoughts when he saw the waving, burning 
branch? What goes through his mind as he steps down and sees the old man? What pressures is 
he feeling, as the engineer of this huge train? To whom is he responsible? What is his attitude 
about the countryside he is passing through? What are his immediate concerns now? What does 
he want to do about the old man? 
 

 The conductor: What must the conductor have thought when he felt the train stopping? Where 
do we suppose he was at the time? What was he most likely doing? How does he feel when he 
sees the engineer shouting at the old man? What feelings does the old man arouse in him? How 
does he feel about the engineer’s behavior? Why is the conductor kinder to Uncle Aaron than 
the engineer is? What does he think when he hears Uncle Aaron offer to sell a ‘possum? 

 
Use the “Brotherhood Sisterhood Code:” It is a safe bet that none of the students has ever used a 
burning branch to flag down a train, or been a train engineer faced with a shy old man, or tried to calm 
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an irate train engineer.  So how are they to empathize with those characters? They can do it by 
remembering something they have done that evoked the same emotions as the character’s.  Thus the 
teacher asks the students to think of a time they did something with full conviction and enthusiasm, 
only to have it turn out to be totally stupid—and not only that, but they then had to explain themselves 
to others.  If they can do that, they are in the Brotherhood or Sisterhood of those who have done 
unexplainably dumb things and then had to account for themselves.  How about the train engineer? We 
can relate to him by acknowledging our membership in the Sisterhood and Brotherhood of people who 
have been so busy with their own agendas that they ignored the feelings of those right around them. 
How about the conductor? The Brotherhood and Sisterhood of those who have consoled a person who 
was hurting.  
 
As the audience tries to think of the motives of each of the characters in the scene, the teacher uses the 
device of the Brotherhood/Sisterhood Code to guide them to relate their own experience to the 
character’s. 
 
 
Now the teacher asks each of the actors to focus their minds on just a few of these considerations as 
they prepare to act out the scene. 
 
Dramatize the scene. The students who volunteered to be actors now improvise the scene. (They may 
use minimal props or costumes to help the actors think their way into their roles).  The other listeners 
are asked to watch carefully and see what the actors make them think of. 
 
Side coach. As the director, the teacher is not passive, but takes opportunities to make suggestions from 
the sidelines that will help listeners act more expressively. The teacher might ask, “Uncle Aaron, do you 
feel scared now, or embarrassed? How can you show us how you’re feeling?” 
 
Invite reflection. After the brief dramatization, the teacher asks the other listeners what they saw. What 
did they think was on the characters’ minds? It is worthwhile for the teacher to invite several groups of 
listeners to dramatize the same scene and have the class discuss the aspects of the situation that each 
performance brings to light. 
 
Return to the Brainstorming. 
Now that the lesson is largely complete, the teacher returns to the list of issues the students 
brainstormed.  The teacher puts a checkmark beside the items that were confirmed in the story the class 
just heard:  
 

freedom 
  nothing to do √ 
 boredom √ 
   hard to get around 
     sitting in a rocking chair √ 
  waiting for relatives to visit 
remembering 
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The teacher invites the students to add more points, and they offer: 
 

Needs excitement 
  Needs to talk to someone else 
 Doesn’t think things through 
 
The teacher makes clear in the discussion that, while these characteristics applied to the old man in the 
story, they by no means apply to all elderly people. The students themselves mentioned several older 
people they know who do not share Uncle Aaron’s characteristics.  
 
 
Discussion 
 
The use of Brainstorming/Paired Brainstorming at the beginning of the lesson invited students to 
reflect on what they already knew about the topic, and set them up to listen attentively to the story. The 
teacher returned to the list of brainstormed items after the lesson was finished, and had students 
confirm the features that emerged in the story, and add others that occurred to them.  
 
The Guided Listening activity used in the Realization of meaning phase of the lesson was similar to the 
Directed Listening-Thinking Activity that is familiar to teachers of RWCT in that it broke the text into four 
or five sections, asked the students questions before they heard each section, and asked them for 
answers after they heard it.  The method was different, though, because instead of always asking for 
predictions the teacher posed specific questions, and these questions differed before each section. The 
teacher’s questions were meant to guide students’ attention to important structural parts of the story. 
In this case the structural parts were the setting, main character, problem, solution, climax, and 
resolution. Such elements are said to be structural, because they occur in a great many stories that 
follow the plot structure common in Western countries.  The teacher might expect that by thinking 
about these questions repeatedly over time, the students will become more sensitive to the structure of 
Western stories.  
 
The Segmenting and Focusing activity that was used in the reflection phase of the lesson invited 
students to think in great detail about the perspectives, feeling, and motives on not only the main 
character in the story but of many characters. By preparing the students to dramatize a scene and then 
acting it out, the teacher slowed the flow of the story down to the actual speed of a single event, and 
enabled the students to see moment by moment what was going on both above and below the surface.  
The Brotherhoods/Sisterhoods Code was used as a means of connecting the students’ experiences to 
the feelings and motives of the characters. 
 
By thinking of issues related to old age, following a humorous story about an old man driven by 
loneliness and boredom to do a desperate act, and participating in a thoughtful dramatization of a key 
scene for the story, the students have been led to play up and down the abstractive scale—from what 
happens, to what happened, to what is happening, and back.  
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============================================================== 
 

Uncle Aaron and the Train 
 

 Uncle Aaron lived in an old log cabin his grandfather had built. The cedar 
shake shingles kept most of the rain out. But it didn’t rain much in north Texas 
anyway. The front porch was holding up, if you watched where you stepped. On 
one end of the porch his rocker could rock without falling through the old planks, 
even when it slowly traveled from the front of the porch to the back over the 
course of a long day’s rocking. Uncle Aaron had gotten too old to farm. Now that 
Aunt Irene had died, there was nothing to do but sit on that rickety front porch, 
rock in that bent wood chair, and gaze down over the fallow pasture to the 
cottonwood trees that bordered the river at the bottom of the fields.  
 In the morning and in the evening he listened for the train that ran along 
the tracks down there next to the river. The North Texas Cannonball was the 
name of that train. In the morning it took passengers from New Orleans over to 
Dallas, and in the evening it brought them from Dallas back over to New Orleans.  
      Over the weeks and months of nothing to do, the North Texas Cannonball 
became the only thing that old man had to look forward to. Twice each day he 
listened for the bluesy wail from the whistle, the groaning of the engine, and the 
clackety-clacking of the wheels on those track joints down yonder. He could 
almost see the passengers reclining in their comfortable seats and sipping their 
coffee and their tea. One day Uncle Aaron decided he had to have something to 
do with that train.  
      Before dawn one Tuesday he rose earlier than usual, and made his way across 
the dewy fields down to the tracks. He found a dried willow branch, brown leaves 
still on it. And when he heard the deep rumble of the engine and he felt the 
ground tremble, he struck a kitchen match on the seat of his overalls and set that 
branch on fire. The train rounded the curve, a quarter mile away. Uncle Aaron 
swung that burning branch back and forth over his head---"Whoosh! Whoosh! 
Whoosh!" Brakes squealed, cars banged one against another, and the North Texas 
Cannonball shuddered to a stop, right in front of Uncle Aaron.  
      Presently a hatch door on the side of the engine opened. The engineer jumped 
down.  "Where is the emergency?" he shouted. "Is the trestle washed out up 
ahead?"  
 Uncle Aaron just rubbed the toe of one boot in the dirt and didn't say 
nothing. Truth is, he hadn’t thought that far ahead. 
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      "What is it? Why did you stop the train?" the engineer demanded. "Speak up, 
old man. Those passengers are important people. They have to get to Dallas. Why 
did you stop the train!?"  
      Uncle Aaron was quiet for a good while longer. Then he looked up. "Want to 
buy a 'possum?"  
      "A 'possum!" shouted the engineer. "What?? You stopped this train to sell a 
'possum!!?"  
      Just then a kindly conductor stepped down from a car back down the line and 
approached them. He said, "Take it easy, chief. You can see he's just a lonesome 
old man.” 
 To Uncle Aaron the conductor said, “Tell us, Uncle, how much do you want 
for that 'possum?" 
 Uncle Aaron was quiet a good while longer. He scraped the toe of his boot 
in the dirt some more.  
 Finally he said, "I don't rightly know. I ain’t caught him yet." 
 
 
Source: Adapted by Bucksnort Trout from J. Mason-Brewer (1976). Dog Ghosts and Other Texas 
Folktales. Austin: The University of Texas Press.  
 
 
 
 
 


