
Initial stages of tableaux rehearsals

As she conducted a Literature Circle inquiry with her class, Diane kept an informal
email journal which she shared with Smokey weekly. To read Diane’s journal in its
entirety, click here. To read a specific excerpt which links directly to the chapter, read on.

MAY 19–30

Between Monday, May 19 and Friday, May 30, we managed to fit in at least some
inquiry time on six different days. The kids used this time to finish scripting and
blocking their tableaux presentations, make lists of props and costumes needed,
make some props, and rehearse. My journal fills you in on each group’s progress over
the six days, rather than breaking out each group for each day.

Sign of the Beaver:
This group began Monday, May 19 benefiting from Nick’s efforts to gather more
information over the weekend. He shared a couple of articles he had found on-line
and they spent their initial time going over those. That gave them enough informa-
tion so they could proceed with planning their presentation. Gavin came and asked
me how long the captions needed to be. I went with him over to the group and Lan-
don asked if there was a certain number of sentences they had to be. I explained the
captions needed to be long enough to convey all their important information, but
not so long that the audience would lose interest in their scene.

This group is definitely more of a “hands on” group versus a “sit and discuss”
group. Once they got into planning their presentation, they were all on task . . . even
their most easily distracted member. I sat back observing them for about five min-
utes, and he was actively contributing ideas the whole time. I walked up to him and
said, “WOW! You’re participating and really helping your group members! That’s
awesome!” He had a HUGE smile on his face and we did at least five high-fives in
celebration. Then, after encouraging him to keep up the good work, I let him return
to the discussion the group was having about one of their scenes. (Note to self here:
There is definitely something to be learned here in terms of planning for future book
clubs. I need to explore options for “active” ways for kids to share their thinking in
their book club group discussions.)

At one point, Nick came up to me and asked if they could borrow a classmate to
help with one of their scenes. I reminded him that it was fine, but at this point, he could
only ask that classmate for their permission. They needed to be sure the part was small
enough that the classmate could do it with only one or two rehearsals, so they wouldn’t
take too much of his/her time away from their own group. Nick said,“Great, thanks,”
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and immediately went to ask Logan (Crooked River group) to be in their presentation.
Logan agreed.

On Wednesday, May 21, this group got stuck on how to show the idea that Indi-
ans didn’t believe in individual land ownership in a tableaux scene. My parent helper
worked with them for a few minutes and began by asking them to think about what
that meant to them. They had a brief discussion about it (sorry, I have no details
here) and that seemed to give them enough to work with.

When I visited with them that day, they were discussing what to write in their
caption about the Indians believing in false gods and they were stuck again. (This is
consistent with this group’s history of getting the “big ideas” but not really seeing or
getting at the details behind that big idea.) I asked them what came to mind when
they thought about the Native Americans worshipping false gods, and reminded to
them to think about what they learned from their book. Landon said, “I think about
them dancing around a fire and praying to a god of fire.” Then the group was quiet
again. I asked them what kinds of gods they thought the Native Americans believed
in, and Landon again spoke up, saying, “They had a god for each animal or some-
thing.” I talked to them about the gods of the rain, sun, moon, animals, etc. (Landon
added a god of death) and asked if they remembered reading about any of those in
their book. They all said something to the effect of, “Oh yeah!” Then I asked them
what the white people in their book thought about all those gods. Landon said,
“They thought it was just savage.” I asked how they could portray that in their scene,
and Landon responded, “We could have a group of Indians worshipping a false god
and show a white person standing on the outside looking shocked.”

I asked if they thought they had enough now to write their caption, and they
said yes. I reminded them that the caption needed to include enough information to
teach the class that Native Americans believed in false gods and what the white peo-
ples’ response was to that. (As an aside – I really wanted to take an opportunity to
talk to this group about the idea of false gods . . . whose perspective it is from to say
the gods are false, but I held back for two reasons. First, we were so short on time
and this group needed every minute to work on their presentation. Second, I teach
in an extremely conservative, very religious community and didn’t want to open the
door for misunderstandings in my purpose and parent complaints that I was trying
to undermine their child’s faith.) 

By Thursday, May 22 this group had all their captions written and was working
on blocking their scenes. They worked well together and stayed on task the whole
time. By the end of class, they had all their scenes blocked and had begun rehearsing.
When I stopped to watch for a few minutes, it was clear they hadn’t given any
thought to props, so I reminded them that using props might help make their pres-
entation clearer. They began discussing what kinds of props they could use. I
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reminded them to keep a list of their ideas and then decide who would be responsi-
ble for which props.

On Friday, May 23 we fit in about thirty minutes of time for the groups to work.
Both Chase and Gavin were absent so Nick and Landon weren’t quite sure what to
do. I asked if they could practice anyway, just pretending the other two were there
and they said yes. I also asked if they had completed their list of props and they said
they thought so, but would look it over to see if they could think of anything else
they needed. Nick said he was going to ask his mom to make them Indian costumes
(and my thought bubble said, “Oh Nick, she’s going to love you for giving her a
whole three days notice that you need Indian costumes for school!”). The two of
them worked well for the remainder of the time.

We didn’t have another opportunity to work on these projects again until Thurs-
day, May 29. Chase was not able to participate because he was needed in another
classroom for a project they were working on as a gift for their student teacher
whose last day was Friday, May 30. Nick’s mom had come through and made a cou-
ple of Indian shirts for the group. They tried these on and did one rehearsal without
Chase before deciding to work on their props.

They began by talking about what kind of prop they could use to show fire. The
hesitation to share thinking in this group again became apparent as they all sat
around in silence wondering how they could make a fake fire. I asked them what you
need to make a fire (which they all knew since they had just learned how to build a
fire in the wilderness at 5th Grade Camp). Nick said they needed birch bark and twigs.
I asked if they could think of anything we had in the classroom that might represent
twigs. Nick jumped up and went to grab some rulers. I thought that might be enough
to keep them going for awhile so I moved on to another group. When I checked on
this group again, Nick was trying to figure out to keep the rulers balancing against
one another in a teepee shape. I suggested tying them together with rubber bands.
They liked the idea so I gave them some rubber bands and left them to work again.
On my last check with this group they had the teepee standing on its own and were
wondering how they could show flames. More silence. I asked them what colors
flames were and they said orange and maybe red or yellow. I asked if they could think
of anything we had in the room that was those colors which they could use to make
flames, and they asked me for some construction paper. Then they wanted to know
how to make flames out of the construction paper. I told them to think about the
shape of flames (even in a single candle) and see if they figure out how to do it. They
each took some paper and scissors and began working on making flames. Landon
brought one over to them that looked pretty good and Nick immediately cut it in
half. (“Yikes,” I thought, but it turns out Landon understood Nick’s thought process
and was fine with it.) Once they had one that looked pretty good, they all got the
hang of it and worked on making flames until the end of class.
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On Friday (May 30) we only had about twenty minutes of time to work on the
projects. Since this group finally had all four of their members present, and had
most of their props, they spent the time rehearsing. They used the time well and said
they would be ready to present on Monday.

Blood on the River:
As a refresher, this group was the one that was furthest behind because they had
changed their question. Near the end of their last meeting, they were in the process
of gathering all their information to divide it up so they could each work on some
over the weekend. It was pretty apparent on Monday, May 19 that very little (possi-
bly nothing) got done over the weekend. So they each got busy reading over the
resource(s) they had and making notes. A short time later, I went over to the group
and asked how they were coming as far as gathering information and they said they
hadn’t found very much. John was reading a book called, “Vote.” I asked him if there
was any good information in the book. He said, “No, it’s basically a timeline and it
doesn’t really say anything.”“Are you sure it doesn’t really say anything?” I asked. “It
seems like a timeline would be the perfect source to get you started and give you a
really good overview of what led to women getting the right to vote. Then you could
go on and research a few of the important events to get more details.” I sat down
with them and John read me the first few points on the timeline. I asked them what
they thought the most important ideas were in that portion of the timeline. Mitchell
said that the Constitution was passed and included a measure that said only white
men who were land owners could vote. I told them to write that down, including the
date. John read the next few points and Dylan said, “I get it now. We just need to find
the important events in the timeline and write those down for our presentation!” All
four kids moved in closer together and Dylan suggested what to write down for the
part John had just read. I could see they were going to make some progress now so I
left them to work. When I checked on them again, John and Mitchell were reading
over an article about Susan B. Anthony, Dylan was working on making an outline
from their timeline notes, and Kailee was on a computer looking up when Susan B.
Anthony died. (I wondered if she had checked John and Mitchell’s article, but since
she was looking at a page that had the information she wanted, I let it be.)

On Wednesday, May 21, this group had a hard time getting going. During this
time, Dylan managed to keep some focus and finished working on the notes he had
started at their last meeting. I had them read me the caption they were working on and
explain their scene to me. I noticed a slight inaccuracy in their caption . . . they had
summarized so much they left out an important detail. Their original caption read, “In
1788 it was decided that white men with land were the only people who could vote.” I
reminded them that this wasn’t just an isolated decision that came out of nowhere, but
was part of the Constitution that was passed in 1788. I reminded them that their cap-
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tions are all they have to teach us what they want us to learn and to be sure their infor-
mation is both complete and accurate. They went to work revising the caption. When I
visited this group for the last time that day, Mitchell and Kailee were on a computer
looking for information on Susan B. Anthony—they wanted to know what she looked
like so they could plan a costume for her, and John and Dylan were working on block-
ing out more of their scenes. For the first time in a while, I felt confident this group
would be able to pull together a nice presentation before the end of the year.

On Thursday, May 22, Dylan and Kailee told me they needed to finish revising
their captions and work on making props. They got busy working on the captions
while Mitchell went to talk to their social studies teacher about borrowing some toy
guns that are used as props in their social studies plays. When Mitchell returned,
John and Kailee were done with the captions and Mitchell worked on ideas for other
props. They spent a fair amount of time making protest signs.

John was back at school on Friday, May 23, so the group used their time to finish
blocking their scenes and rehearse. I did have to remind this group about the rules
for borrowing students from another group, as they tried to commandeer a student
from the Crooked River group for quite a long time. Otherwise they worked well and
made good progress on putting together their scenes.

On Thursday, May 29, they continued working on props and rehearsing. An
interesting thing I noticed about this group is that each time they rehearsed they
made small revisions to their scenes. I was happy to see they were paying attention to
the details and realizing that could keep working on improving their scenes. Mitchell
wanted to know if he could bring a toy gun to school, since the social studies props
were being used at another elementary school in the district. This is something I
needed our principal’s permission for and he was out of the building for the day. So
instead, I gave the group a large piece of cardboard and suggested they try to make a
gun from that. That kept Mitchell engaged for the remainder of the time as he found
pictures of guns and then worked on trying to draw one that satisfied him. The rest
of the group worked on some other props, but primarily kept rehearsing and revis-
ing their scenes.

The group spent their twenty minutes on Friday, May 30 rehearsing with all
their props and working on eliminating having characters’ backs to the audience
(something I had to remind all the groups about.) They worked well together and
said they would be ready to present on Monday.

Indian Captive:
On Monday, May 19, this group began by working on writing captions for each of
their Tableaux scenes and picking parts for the scenes. They continued to work well
together. They divided up the work so that each member had something to do: Nikki



wrote out outlines for each scene, Abbey was working on the exact scripting for the
captions, and Rachael and Francesca were generating ideas for blocking out the
scenes. They had several ideas for props, and I reminded them to keep a list so they
could decide who would be responsible for each prop before they left that day.

On Wednesday, May 21 they continued working from where they left off on
Monday. At one point, they realized they had a small problem . . . they had a scene
depicting a woman tanning hides but no one in the group knew what that meant!
My parent helper came to the rescue and helped them figure it out. When I visited
the group they were practicing one of their scenes. The caption was, “The clan
mother has a lot of power. She appoints the council members of the tribe.” I was a
little confused by their tableaux scene because there seemed to be two powerful
women. Francesca was standing on a chair pointing to two people, and Abbey was
also pointing to someone, who was looking at her with awe. They explained that
Francesca was the clan mother, and Abbey was picking the council members. I asked
them to read me their caption again and told them what I understood it to say . . .
that the clan mother picks the council members. They said that was right. I
explained why it was confusing to me that was picking the council members if
Francesca was the clan mother. Once I saw the “Ah ha” moment in their eyes, I left
them to figure out how to fix their scene.

When I returned, they were practicing their revised scene. Francesca was the clan
mother and was pointing to two people who were to be council members (these
would be portrayed by two boys borrowed from another group). Rachael was stand-
ing nearby clapping.

When I checked on them for the last time that day, they had fixed their problem.
This time Abbey and Nikki were clapping. I talked them a little bit about working on
their facial expressions in their scene. Since they couldn’t move in their scenes, their
expressions would be crucial for showing the emotion in the scene.

On Thursday, May 22 and Friday, May 23, the group worked on making a list of
all the props they wanted for their scenes. They put together quite a list and worked
on dividing it up based on things they knew they had at home or could easily get.
They spent the rest of their time rehearsing. They worked together well and were
excited about bringing in all their props and doing their final rehearsals.

By Thursday, May 29, Francesca had brought in two armloads of props, includ-
ing plant pots, dolls, and costumes. Other group members had brought in some
small things but said they still had more to bring in. By Friday, they had several more
props including baskets and costume pieces. They spent their time rehearsing with
their props and making sure no one had their back to the audience. They said they
would be ready to present on Monday.

Comprehension & Collaboration
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Crooked River:
This group continued to have the most difficult time staying on task. That being
said, they continued to make progress and I’m optimistic they will have a good per-
formance when they are done.

When this group began working on Monday, May 19, they had two captions
written and were working the third. When I approached them, they were sitting
around the table discussing their social studies projects. When I asked them what
was happening with their inquiry project, one student read me a line about prejudice
having to do with “weak versus strong” and said they didn’t know how to show that.
I asked the group what they thought “weak versus strong” meant and we discussed
that it likely wasn’t referring to just physical strength. We talked about political
power, wealth, etc. That seemed to help them with that problem, however they said
they still had another problem. They didn’t have the three roots of prejudice they
had learned about in their presentation, but couldn’t figure out what they were miss-
ing. I asked them to tell me what they had in their captions so far. I asked if anyone
knew what they were missing and they all said no. I asked the student to read back
through her research notes that listed the roots of prejudice. After she read them, the
kids still couldn’t figure out what they were missing. Slightly frustrated with their
apathy, I wanted to leave them to figure it out, but again felt that time restraints were
too tight to have them spend a lot of time on this one question. So I told them they
were missing the economic piece. I asked if they remembered what that was, and
Michelle said, “It has to do with rich people versus poor people and stuff like that.”
Then Logan and Hannah both said, “Oh yeah!” and they began discussing ideas for a
scene to show that concept. Before leaving, I reminded the group to add specific
examples to their tableaux captions, as they had with Martin Luther King, Jr. in one
of their scenes. They worked the rest of the time on their captions, although it still
took a few reminders to individual group members to stay on task.

On Wednesday, May 21 the group worked on adding some specific examples to
their captions. I asked them to share one of their captions with me and tell me what
the scene would look like. The caption said, “People were made of fun for their
behavior.” The scene depicted Logan as a Native American doing a traditional dance,
and the other members of the group as white people, standing around laughing.
(Okay, this is the second group to think along the lines of laughing at others’ differ-
ences and/or misfortune . . . I’m thinking now this in part due to the fact that these
kids are growing up very isolated from the realities of prejudice. They live in a com-
munity that has very little diversity. I’m sure they have been exposed to aspects of
prejudice on TV and in movies, but they probably didn’t even know what it was. I’m
still trying to decide if it’s good that they think the worst that happens is people get
laughed at, or bad that they are so sheltered they don’t understand how deep preju-
dice runs and how much it can wound its victims.) I asked the kids if they thought
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that being laughed at was all that happened. They said no and Hannah L. said, “We
could have a hanging rope. That would be better and more powerful.” The rest of the
group liked the idea and they began discussing how to make a hanging rope for their
props. I left them with the hopes that would keep them on task for awhile.

My parent helper spent a little time with them between my visits. She reported
that the group was working, but it was pretty much the girls running the show, with
the boys just following along. Otherwise she said they were doing fine.

When I returned, four of the five group members were practicing a scene. Emily
was sitting at the table, not really paying attention and doodling. I reminded her she
needed to participate with her group members. She responded, I’m just the narra-
tor,” in a tone of voice that implied she thought that role was unimportant and she
didn’t need to practice with the group as a result. So, I said to her, “Emily - you have
the most important part! You are conveying all the information your group wants us
learn. Without the narrator, it would be very hard for your group to teach us. You
need to practice with your group every time so you know you can read the captions
loudly, clearly, and with good expression. At this, Emily sat up and said, “I know. I’m
going to memorize all the captions, so I know them really well!” I told her that was
fine, but she could keep them with her anyway to refer to if she needed. Then she got
up and walked over to where her group was practicing.

Friday, May 23 went much more smoothly for this group. I began our meeting
time by telling them that I thought things had gotten out of hand the day before and
unless they felt they were ready to present now, I expected to see them working pro-
ductively today. It probably also helped that they only had thirty minutes. I also
haven’t mentioned that we started today with our first official presentation from the
“My Heart Is On the Ground” group. I think when the “Crooked River” group saw
their presentation, they realized they still had some ground to cover before they
would be ready to present to the class. They spent today rehearsing, finalizing their
list of props, and determining who was responsible for each of the props. By the end
of their meeting time, they told me they thought they would be ready to present next
Thursday.

Thursday, May 29–It turns out they weren’t ready after all, largely because they
didn’t have all their props and costumes yet. (The problem with a three-day weekend
and then a couple of days of school with no time to work on these projects is that
they forgot all about bringing in their props!) So they spent today really practicing
their scenes and discussing exactly how they would use the props they were going to
bring in. There were no real problems today.

On Friday, May 30, they had all of their props, so they spent their time rehears-
ing with everything in place, including costumes. Since they only had 20 minutes,
they used their time well. They said they would be ready to present on Monday.
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My Heart Is On the Ground:
This group has earned the proverbial gold star for keeping things together and

staying focused through the end of the year. They were focused and on task through-
out these two weeks, and not only finished and presented their Tableaux, but worked
on another short story I gave them.

Monday, May 19 they worked on writing their captions. They had ideas for six
different scenes and wanted to know how many they could/should have. I told them
they needed enough to clearly convey everything they learned about their question,
but they didn’t want too many because after awhile they might lose their audience.
They decided they were okay with six and I agreed. I sat with them for a few minutes
and observed. They were struggling a little with exactly how to show each of their
ideas. I suggested they focus first on completing their captions, making sure they had
all the information they wanted to share in them, and then decide from there what
aspects of the captions to portray in their tableaux scenes. They went to work on
their captions and I went on to other groups. By the end of the class period, they had
all their captions written and were working on blocking the scenes and figuring out
their props. Since they all had roles in the tableaux scenes, they asked Abbey (Indian
Captive group) to narrate for them and she agreed.

Wednesday, May 21–They were very well organized today, and had nearly all
their props. Kenzi brought in an Indian costume and had arranged for her mom to
bring in shovels the next day. Jessi brought in several different pieces of clothing that
could be used for costumes and the girls sorted through them and decided how to
use them. They not only planned a wardrobe for each person, but worked on making
sure the whole group would look coordinated (for example, they all decided to wear
black pants). Jessi took the lead and acted as “director” while they rehearsed each
scene. Near the end of class they came to me and said they were ready to present the
next day. I have to admit that even though they had been working hard, I was sur-
prised. I asked if they were sure and they said yes. I went over and told them I was
really proud of how hard they had worked and asked if they would show me one of
their scenes. They grabbed Abbey and did a whole rehearsal for me. Their scenes
were all nicely blocked and portrayed their messages very well. The only suggestion I
had for them was to work on their facial expressions. Their scenes were depicting
highly emotional events and while some of the girls were showing this in their
expressions, others weren’t. I left them to work on that and after class they said they
still wanted to present the next day.

Thursday, May 21–The girls arrived at school all wearing black pants and very
excited about their presentation, only to learn that Anna N. was absent. Jessi asked if
they could do it without her. I asked her how she thought Anna would feel about
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that, and she said probably not good. I reinforced that notion, explaining that Anna
had worked just as hard as everyone else in the group and would not want to be left
out of the presentation. I promised they could present the next day if Anna was
back. They wanted to know what to do in the meantime. I asked them if they felt
more practice would be beneficial and they said no, they really were ready. So I gave
them each a copy of the book, “Gleam and Glow” by Eve Bunting. I explained that
even though this was a picture book, I wanted them to read, keep thinknotes, and
discuss it just they like had with their book club book. They seemed enthusiastic
about this idea and asked if they should read the book out loud together or each
read it on their own. I told them they could decide, but that it might be best to read
it through and make notes on their own the first time through, and then if they
wanted they could reread it together. They went right to work, even though two of
their group members had not yet returned from their reading pull-out class. They
promised to fill those girls in on what they were supposed to do as soon as they came
back. (I don’t think I’ve mentioned previously that every Wednesday and Thursday,
two of these students go to a reading pull-out class. They usually return 10 – 15 min-
utes after we start our reading time. As a result, this group always had to work with-
out them for the first several minutes, and then bring them up to speed when they
returned. To me that makes it even more impressive that they were the first group to
be ready to present.) I checked on them a few minutes after their classmates returned
and they were all working on reading the book (independently) and making notes.

Friday, May 23–Anna N. was back and this group was raring to go. They got in
their costumes and prepared all their props while everyone else got out some paper
and a pencil. (I had suggested they might want to take notes because, “You never
know when you might have a quiz on all the things you’re teaching each other in
these presentations.”) To be honest, at that point I hadn’t really decided what kind of
follow-up, if any, I was going to do on the presentations, but I knew I needed them to
have some motivation to pay attention, and this was sure to do it. (Yes, I know–that’s
terrible, but I had forgotten to plan ahead for this moment and had to make a quick
decision.) Mr. Noskey came in and found a seat. (I had invited him to come and
watch, not only because of what he had observed the previous day, but because I
really wanted him to see the end product of all the work the kids had done.) 

The girls did a great job with their presentation. All of their scenes were well
blocked, clearly displayed their message, and they had really improved their facial
expressions since they rehearsed for me. After a big round of applause for them, I did
a little debriefing with the class. I began by asking if anyone had any questions. Lan-
don asked if the girls knew what kinds of diseases the kids at the school died from.
Anna O. said there a few different sicknesses but she couldn’t remember the names.
Kenzie said they also died from trances. The kids asked what that was and Kenzie
tried to explain it but wasn’t able to do it clearly enough for the kids to fully grasp.
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So I explained it to them. Then Michelle asked why Indian parents would send their
kids to the school if they didn’t want them to go. Kenzie said if they didn’t agree to
send their kids, they were usually forced to send them anyway. I asked how they were
forced to send them and this was the one area where I was disappointed in their
response. The articles they read had included information about tactics used such as
withholding food and resources from reservations where families refused to send
their kids, but Kenzie just said they would take them at gunpoint. She also added
that some parents chose to send their kids because they wanted them to learn Eng-
lish so they could read and understand the treaties offered by the white men.

To continue the debriefing, I asked if anyone had any comments for the girls.
Surprisingly no one said anything. I asked how they thought the group did and sev-
eral kids said they did a great job. I asked what was so good about the presentation.
The kids responded with comments like, “It was easy to understand what they were
showing,”“They had good costumes,”“They used props to help make their scenes
clearer,” and “They had good expressions on their faces.” We also discussed how the
girls portrayed motion in their scenes even though they weren’t moving, and what a
nice job Abbey did reading their captions loudly, clearly, and with expression. I asked
the class to share some of what they learned from the group and several students
shared ideas from their notes. They had clearly understood the girls’ presentation
and learned from it. Mr. Noskey told the girls he thought they did a great job and
then left the room. (Phew! ) 

Here are the captions they used in their presentation:

1. If Indian parents did not agree to have their children taken to the school,
they were taken by force.

2. Once the children arrive at the school, they immediately have to get their
hair cut. For them, it means taking away their Indian past.

3. The kids struggled to learn English and were forced not to talk or sign in
their past language.

4. The children were given diaries to write about what they did each day.

5. Many kids died from various diseases at the school.

6. Many kids tried to escape because the school was not a great pleasure.

Overall, their captions are fairly simple, but they do show that they learned
about life at the Indian schools and gained at least a little insight into why parents
sent their kids there. Their tableaux scenes were very well done.

For the remainder of the time that the other groups have continued to work on
their presentations, this group worked on “Gleam and Glow”. I won’t go into detail
about their discussions, but will tell you that after they had spent a couple of days dis-
cussing it, they had come up with some very good thoughts about the story, things
they questioned in the story, and what the author’s message was. They had finished all



12 Comprehension & Collaboration

this by Thursday, May 29, so when they asked if they could draw for the twenty min-
utes of work time on Friday, I felt they had earned the privilege and let them.
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