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Abstract 

The present essay describes the planning, implementation and evaluation of a dramatic 

monologue activity intended for Advanced Low Portuguese university students enrolled in a 

300-level Portuguese elective course. Students choose and research an historical figure related to 

the course curriculum, assume the role of the individual selected, and write and perform a four-

five minute speech from that individual’s perspective in Portuguese, using organized, cohesive 

and detailed paragraph-length discourse. The activity, which culminates in a presentation at a 

student conference, integrates the standards for two of the ACTFL Five C’s, Communication and 

Connections, while also potentially addressing standards from the Cultures, Comparisons and 

Communities goal areas. 
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Dramatic Monologues for Advanced Low Portuguese Civilization and Culture Students 

I. Introduction 

 Several recent studies consider the relationship between second language (SL) instruction 

and drama methods, broadly defined by Byram and Fleming as “a variety of different approaches 

ranging from various forms of role play, exercises and drama strategies to full participation in 

theatre” (143). Omaggio cites the versatility of role plays as an instructional method in the 

proficiency-oriented World Language classroom, noting that role play activities can be adapted 

for implementation at Novice to Advanced levels to encourage creative and authentic language 

use while also incorporating a cultural component (252-53). Likewise, Kodotchigova argues that 

the use of role plays and simulations in the L2 classroom contributes to the development of 

linguistic and cultural competencies by prompting students to reflect upon cultural differences 

while improving their speaking, reading, writing and listening skills in the second language. 

Cunico finds that L2 students derive similar benefits from the study and presentation of dramatic 

dialogues selected from published plays (23). In a study focusing on Teaching English to 

Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) pedagogy, Shapiro and Leopold point out additional 

benefits of incorporating drama methods in second language instruction, noting that the use of 

role plays engages students intellectually and promotes critical thinking skills in addition to 

facilitating language acquisition (122-23). 

 Consistent with studies identifying the use of drama methods as a “best practice” in 

second language instruction, the present essay describes the planning, implementation and 

evaluation of dramatic monologues intended for Advanced Low Portuguese students enrolled in 

a 300-level Portuguese elective course, “Introduction to Luso-Brazilian Culture and 

Civilization,” at California State University, Fullerton (CSUF). The activity culminated in 

http://iteslj.org/Techniques/Kodotchigova-RolePlay.html
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09571730585200051#.Uzrs66hdWSo
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presentations at CSUF’s Eighth Annual Student Conference on Literature, Culture and 

Languages, a free event open to the public. Although the dramatic monologues focus on 

standards from two of the ACTFL Five C’s—namely, Communication and Connections—

standards from the Cultures, Comparisons and Communities goal areas were also evidenced.  

II. Activity Description, Rationale and Expectations 

 The dramatic monologue constitutes one of two required presentations in the Introduction 

to Luso-Brazilian Culture and Civilization course intended for Advanced Low Portuguese 

students, as measured by the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines. At a minimum, these students have 

completed two, four-unit Portuguese language courses as prerequisites, or demonstrated 

equivalent knowledge. The 300-level course explores major trends, events, groups and 

individuals of the Luso-Brazilian world, beginning with the legacy of Brazil’s prehistoric 

cultures, continuing with the arrival of Europeans to the Americas, and ending with the 

precursors of Brazilian independence. It utilizes Chapters 1-15 of Eduardo Bueno’s Brasil: Uma 

História: Cinco Séculos de um País em Construção as the primary course text, complemented by 

secondary readings, video clips, feature films and instructor-prepared materials including 

handouts, PowerPoint presentations and a course Moodle site. 

 During the Spring 2014 semester, the monologue counted for 10% of the overall course 

grade. Students completed most of the work outside of class, although portions of three class 

periods, totaling approximately two hours, were dedicated to preparation and practice in class. 

 The dramatic monologue assignment requires students to choose and research an 

historical figure related to the course curriculum, assume the role of the individual selected, and 

write and perform a four-five minute speech from that individual’s perspective in the target 

language, Portuguese. Consistent with ACTFL guidelines for Advanced learners, students must 

https://sites.google.com/site/aaeeannualconference/home
https://sites.google.com/site/aaeeannualconference/home
http://www.actfl.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/public/ACTFLProficiencyGuidelines2012_FINAL.pdf
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use organized, cohesive and detailed paragraph-length discourse to explain important aspects of 

the historical figure’s life. Moreover, they must prepare a handout in Portuguese that summarizes 

key ideas from the presentation for distribution to the audience immediately prior to the 

monologue performance. The presentation of the monologues takes place in a “smart” classroom 

equipped with computers, projectors and speakers, and students may incorporate props, 

costumes, PowerPoint presentations, music and other media into their performances.  

 Student Learning Outcomes for the activity align with CSUF’s General Education (GE) 

requirements for two categories: Explorations in the Humanities and Cultural Diversity. Courses 

satisfying these requirements prepare students to recognize and discuss complex relationships 

involving gender, ethnicity, race, sexual orientation, religion and class from cross-disciplinary 

perspectives. Within the broader context of General Education, the Introduction to Luso-

Brazilian Culture and Civilization course aspires to develop not only the students’ knowledge of, 

and appreciation for, Luso-Brazilian culture and civilization, but also their reading 

comprehension and ability to communicate in Portuguese, both orally and in writing. To that 

end, the dramatic monologue requires research on a relevant historical figure using authentic 

texts in the target language. Moreover, it includes written and spoken components, namely, the 

monologue script, the handout and the performance. As a result of participating in this activity, 

students will be able to explain the significance of major figures in Luso-Brazilian history and 

summarize important events from their lives, both orally and in writing, while demonstrating an 

Advanced level of performance in Portuguese or higher, as described by the ACTFL 

Performance Descriptors for Language Learners. 

 The deliberate choice of performance, rather than proficiency, descriptors to set 

expectations for the dramatic monologues reflects the scripted and rehearsed nature of the task as 

http://www.actfl.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/PerformanceDescriptorsLanguageLearners.pdf
http://www.actfl.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/PerformanceDescriptorsLanguageLearners.pdf
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well as its emphasis on, and reinforcement of, previously-studied content and language 

structures. Nevertheless, the students’ pace and pronunciation during the presentations should 

approximate natural speech. Moreover, the monologue performances encourage extemporaneous 

language use at an Advanced level of proficiency or higher. Because they may not read from a 

prepared text during the presentations, students are likely to improvise portions of their speeches 

from their notes and/or PowerPoint slides. In addition, a question-and-answer session following 

the monologue performances allows selected students to formulate spontaneous responses to 

audience questions in the target language.   

 Student work is evaluated across five equally-weighted categories: 1) the quality of the 

handout, including a bibliography citing a minimum of three valid sources in the target language, 

2) the appropriateness of the duration of the performance, expected to last from four-five 

minutes, 3) pronunciation, 4) fluency, and 5) performance and creativity. While all students are 

held to the same standards, the activity offers ample opportunity for personalization and creative 

language use. Students choose the historical figures that they would like to represent, decide 

which facts from the figures’ biographies they will include and/or feature in the monologues, 

determine how best to convey that information to an audience through discourse, tone and 

gestures, and incorporate costumes, props, PowerPoint presentations and handouts to enhance 

their performances. As a result, the dramatic monologues challenge and engage the students 

intellectually and creatively while providing a memorable and often entertaining learning 

experience for both the presenters and the public. 

III. Alignment with the ACTFL Five C’s 

 The dramatic monologue activity, while focused on the Communication and Connections 

categories, potentially addresses standards in each of the Five C’s. With regard to the 
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Communication goal area, students must understand and interpret written language in order to 

conduct research using source materials in Portuguese and, subsequently, to use the acquired 

information to create their monologues (Standard 1.2). Furthermore, students provide and obtain 

information through their research and presentations (Standard 1.1). Lastly, they express feelings 

and emotions (Standard 1.1) and present information, concepts and ideas to an audience of 

listeners (Standard 1.3) during their conference performances. 

 The interdisciplinary nature of the activity ensures that students meet standards in the 

Connections category. In the course of their research, preparation and performances, students 

reinforce and further their knowledge of other disciplines such as history, drama, anthropology, 

geography, archaeology and information technology (Standard 3.1). Moreover, they acquire 

information and recognize distinctive viewpoints only available through the target language and 

its cultures by engaging with sources written for native Portuguese speakers (Standard 3.2). 

 With regard to the Cultures goal area, students gain insights into the relationships 

between the products and perspectives of the culture studied (Standard 2.2) through their 

research as they consult authentic source materials (e.g. Portuguese-language textbooks, web 

sites, and videos). For example, students researching bandeirantes Antônio Raposo Tavares and 

Manuel Borba Gato encountered and synthesized different Brazilian and non-Brazilian 

perspectives on the mito bandeirante, the 1920s exercise in historical revisionism that recognized 

these and other polemical figures as Brazilian national heroes despite their indiscriminate 

enslavement and murder of thousands of indigenes.    

 The types of comparisons described in the Comparisons category, between the students’ 

own language(s) and target language (Standard 4.1), and own cultures and cultures studied 

(Standard 4.2), are neither required nor explicitly assessed as part of the dramatic monologues. 
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However, such comparisons represent natural byproducts of the research, writing and rehearsal 

processes of this activity. For example, many of CSUF’s Portuguese students also speak and 

study Spanish. Consequently, their acquisition of Portuguese requires a constant negotiation of 

the similarities and differences between the two languages. The same holds true for Portuguese 

learners who speak and study other languages, such as the native English, French and 

Vietnamese speakers who participated in the dramatic monologues activity. Moreover, students 

inevitably use their own cultures as points of reference when encountering new Luso-Brazilian 

concepts. For example, the mito bandeirante mentioned above can be understood and explained 

vis-à-vis analogous cultural phenomena such as the mythification of the gaucho in Argentina, or 

of the outlaw in the Western United States. 

 Lastly, by presenting the dramatic monologues at a conference open to the public, 

students use the target language within and beyond the school setting (Communities, Standard 

5.1). Approximately thirty people attended the Portuguese panel at CSUF’s Eighth Annual 

Conference on Literature, Culture & Languages. Audience members included students and 

faculty from several CSUF academic programs as well as residents of the communities 

neighboring the university campus. Although Communities, Standard 5.2, which relates to life-

long learning, is an aspirational goal that is difficult to quantify and measure through any one 

activity, my hope is that exposure to, and participation in, the academic conference will motivate 

students to pursue future research and presentation opportunities. 

IV. Implementation and Evaluation: Best Practices 

 Although students performed the dramatic monologues during the tenth week of the 

semester, they received an explanation of the activity and its requirements on the first day of the 

course. A description of the monologues appears on the course syllabus, which we reviewed and 
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discussed in detail as a group. Moreover, an explanatory assignment sheet and evaluation rubric 

(see Appendix) were posted to the course Moodle site at the beginning of the semester. I also 

compiled and posted a list of important male and female figures related to the course curriculum, 

in part to compensate for the lack of women mentioned in the Bueno text. Consequently, 

students had access to multiple resources as well as ample time to develop their ideas. 

 In the meantime, other course assignments helped to prepare students to undertake the 

dramatic monologue activity. Daily readings from the Bueno text and accompanying, instructor-

prepared homework assignments familiarized students with major figures of Luso-Brazilian 

civilization and culture, many of whom represented potential choices for the monologue. 

Moreover, an in-class presentation on an important person or event mentioned in the assigned 

readings preceded the dramatic monologues and shared several of the same requirements, such as 

preparation of a handout for classmates, evidence of research using a minimum of three credible 

sources in the target language, and clear and correct oral and written expression in Portuguese at 

an Advanced level or above, as per ACTFL performance descriptors.  

 As the conference approached, students completed a series of steps. Three class meetings 

(two calendar weeks) prior to the presentations, they confirmed the names of the historical 

figures that they would be representing so as to avoid redundancy and conflicts with classmates. 

Their choices included Mem de Sá, Paraguaçu, Xica da Silva, Clara Camarão, D. Maria I, 

Antônio Raposo Tavares, D. Carlota Joaquina, D. Sebastião, Duarte Coelho, Joaquim José da 

Silva Xavier (more commonly known as “Tiradentes”), Zumbi, Domingos Jorge Velho, and 

Manuel Borba Gato. During the second class meeting prior to the conference, students briefly 

shared their progress and research to date in small groups. Finally, a portion of the class meeting 
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prior to the conference was dedicated to rehearsal in pairs or small groups. Following the 

rehearsal, students drew numbers to determine the order of their conference presentations. 

 During the conference, student volunteers digitally recorded each dramatic monologue. In 

order to evaluate the monologue, I viewed these recordings while consulting notes taken during 

the performances. The evaluation rubric used combines aspects of analytical and holistic scoring. 

With regard to the former, the rubric lists the five assessment categories described above for 

individual rating on a scale ranging from “Unsatisfactory” to “Excellent.” In deference to an 

holistic approach, however, these ratings are not assigned specific point values. Rather, they 

inform a paragraph-length narrative labeled “Comments/Suggestions” that explains my general 

impressions, observations and rationale for the grade assigned. Instructors desirous of a more 

exacting rubric for scoring purposes may consider assigning a value of 20 points to each 

category and interpreting the ratings in terms of traditional letter-grade percentages, e.g. 

“Excellent” equals “A” (18-20 points), “Good” equals “B” (16-17 points), etc. 

V. Response to the Activity and Lessons Learned 

 The dramatic monologues were a success on several fronts. All students arrived prepared 

with materials and did at minimum an adequate job of presenting pertinent information from 

their subjects’ biographies in comprehensible Portuguese at an Advanced performance level or 

above. A few excelled by delivering convincing performances based on well-written and 

rehearsed original scripts, seamlessly incorporating technology into their presentations, and 

putting together simple yet representative costumes. Most audience members responded 

enthusiastically to the presentations, with several expressing interest in enrolling in upcoming 

Portuguese courses. In sum, the conference session proved a valuable academic experience for 

the presenters as well as an effective forum for promoting CSUF’s Portuguese program.  
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 The strategic grouping of students during in-class practice and preparation no doubt 

contributed to the overall success of the activity. Although the 300-level course and its 

requirements are designed for Advanced Low learners, the rather heterogeneous 2014 cohort 

included three Brazilian exchange students, two heritage Portuguese learners, and a few students 

at the Intermediate level. When assigning students to small groups, I distributed the native and 

heritage speakers as evenly as possible so that they would be able to collaborate with, and offer 

feedback to, their less-advanced peers. Consequently, the Intermediate learners were able to 

correct a substantial number of errors in language usage and pronunciation prior to their 

conference performances.  

 When implementing the dramatic monologue activity in the future, I anticipate adding a 

few components. Several current students mentioned that it would have been helpful to see some 

examples of good monologues prior to creating their own. To that end, I will select some 

exemplary recordings for viewing with future groups as well as write an instructor sample to 

perform in class. Moreover, I will schedule a full dress rehearsal of the monologues during the 

class meeting prior to the conference in order to provide practice time, encouragement and 

constructive criticism to the students. With such improvements, the next round of dramatic 

monologues should prove even more polished, enriching and memorable. 
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Appendix 

Dramatic Monologue Assignment Sheet and Evaluation Rubric 

Descrição do projeto: 

Cada estudante assumirá o papel de uma figura histórica e preparará um discurso desde a 

perspectiva dessa pessoa, incluindo as principais informações biográficas. Preparará um esboço 

com as ideias importantes da apresentação para distribuir (30 cópias). Pode-se usar PowerPoint, 

vestir uma fantasia, etc. 

 

Expectativas: 

 Duração de 4 a 5 minutos 

 Esboço com as ideias importantes da apresentação para distribuir (30 cópias) 

 Bibliografia com um mínimo de três fontes acreditáveis 

 Apresentação que demonstra a preparação e a prática do estudante (não é preciso 

memorizar o roteiro, mas o ritmo e a pronúncia das linhas devem ser naturais) 

 Criatividade 

 

Avaliação: 

 

 Insatisfatório Problemático Regular Bom Ótimo 

Esboço e 

bibliografia 
     

Duração 

apropriada 
     

Pronúncia      

Fluência      

Desempenho e 

criatividade 
     

 

Comentários/sugestões: 

 

Nota: _____/100 


