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Report Highlights 
 
This report is the fifth in a series of reports from a three-year evaluation study of the Neighborhood 
Bridges (Bridges) program of the Children’s Theatre Company (CTC). CTC contracted with the 
University of Minnesota’s Center for Applied Research and Educational Improvement to evaluate 
Bridges as part of a grant CTC received from the Arts in Education Model Development and 
Dissemination Program of the U.S. Department of Education.   
 
The evaluation was designed to measure the extent to which Bridges accomplishes the outcomes 
specified in the grant proposal, and provide information that CTC and Bridges staff can use to 
strengthen the program. The intended program outcomes are as follows.  
 
§ Increase student achievement in reading. 

 
§ Increase student achievement in writing. 

 
§ Increase student achievement in theatre. 

 
§ Broaden classroom teachers’ instructional strategies to include elements of storytelling and 

theatre as arts and as a support to learning in other core content areas. 
 
Bridges is a 31-week program of storytelling and creative drama for elementary and middle school 
students intended to help them:  
 
§ develop their abilities to write, speak, and think clearly;  

 
§ recognize their capacity to become storytellers of their own lives;  

 
§ achieve state and national standards for theatre; and  

 
§ improve their achievement in reading and writing.   

 
Each week, Bridges brings a teaching artist into participating classrooms to work collaboratively with 
the classroom teacher. A typical two-hour Bridges session is composed of four parts: the Fantastic 
Binominal, storytelling, skits, theatre games, and writing games. In addition to the weekly Bridges 
components, students also do the following over the course of the program: create and perform one 
play at their school and a second play on-stage at CTC; write letters to and receive letters from a pen 
pal at another Bridges school; and attend a professional production at CTC and meet their pen pals. 
 
This report summarizes data collected through an assessment of student writing and interviews with 
classroom teachers. All of the data were collected during the 2006-2007 school year. 
 
The writing assessment occurred at two points during the school year, January and June. A random 
sample of student writing from each Bridges classroom was scored by trained raters using a rubric 
developed as part of the evaluation. The scoring rubric includes four dimensions: ideas, 
organization, style, and mechanics. Four levels are defined for each dimension, and the number 4 
corresponds with the highest level of achievement. If a student scored at the highest level on each 
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dimension, then his/her overall score would be 16. In January, the average total score on the writing 
assessment was 9.99; in June, the average total score was 9.77. Statistical tests indicate that this 
change is not statistically significant. This means it is likely that the changes in ratings were caused by 
chance factors rather than actual change in students’ writing skills.  
 
One potential explanation for the lack of statistically significant change is that the amount of time 
between the assessments was not long enough for students to improve their writing. When the 
writing assessment is implemented during the 2007-2008 school year, the interval between 
assessments will be increased by several months to see if this makes a difference. Another potential 
explanation for the lack of statistically significant change is that the rubric is not sensitive enough to 
measure any changes that did occur. For example, students may have improved their organization of 
their story, but the change was not notable enough for the reviewer to rate organization at a level 
higher. 
 
Classroom teachers’ remarks on how they connect Bridges writing to their writing curriculum are 
useful for understanding the results of the pilot writing assessment and revising the tool for future 
use. Although the pilot writing assessment did not detect statistically significant changes in students’ 
writing skills, given the centrality of writing to Bridges, the evaluation should continue to assess 
student writing. The experiences of the pilot test and the information from the classroom teacher 
interviews will be useful in this process.  
 
The variation in how classroom teachers connect Bridges to their writing instruction reflects a 
strength of Bridges and also presents a challenge for assessment. A strength of Bridges is that the 
program allows, and even strongly encourages, teachers to adapt the curriculum to fit their students’ 
needs and the goals and processes of the school curriculum. This same variation, however, presents 
a challenge for designing a writing assessment that is feasible in each classroom, yet standardized 
enough to score student work with a common rubric and draw conclusions about the program as a 
whole. In addition, because most teachers are already carrying the final writing game beyond the 
Bridges sessions and into their regular writing instruction time, some may not feel comfortable using 
even more instructional time to implement a Bridges writing assessment twice a year. The evaluators 
will need to work with program staff and classroom teachers as they attempt to broaden 
participation in the writing assessment during 2007-2008. 
 
Most Bridges classroom teachers said they saw valuable connections between the content and 
processes of Bridges and their school curriculum. Although students generally do not read text 
during Bridges sessions, most teachers said students’ analysis of the oral stories in Bridges was 
valuable for other reading skills such as literal and inferential comprehension. Teachers also drew on 
students’ interest and enthusiasm for Bridges stories by working with their teaching artists to 
sequence Bridges genres, and select stories within a genre, in a way that fit the school curriculum and 
encouraged students to do more reading. In some cases the teaching artist and classroom teacher 
found new stories to fit a theme in the school curriculum and added them to the Bridges curriculum. 
 
The information in this report presents a detailed picture of which reading skills are most likely to be 
affected by students’ participation in Bridges. This information will be useful when the evaluators 
analyze the results from the spring 2007 state reading test. Specifically, the classroom teachers’ 
descriptions could be useful in understanding why some strands of the test, such as inferential 
comprehension, may be more related to participation in Bridges than other strands, such as literal 
comprehension. 
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This report is the fifth in a series of reports from a three-year evaluation study of the Neighborhood 
Bridges (Bridges) program of the Children’s Theatre Company (CTC). CTC contracted with the 
University of Minnesota’s Center for Applied Research and Educational Improvement to evaluate 
Bridges as part of a grant CTC received from the Arts in Education Model Development and 
Dissemination Program of the U.S. Department of Education.   
 
The evaluation was designed to measure the extent to which Bridges accomplishes the outcomes 
specified in the grant proposal and provide information that CTC and Bridges staff can use to 
strengthen the program. The intended program outcomes are as follows:  
 
§ Increase student achievement in reading. 

 
§ Increase student achievement in writing. 

 
§ Increase student achievement in theatre. 

 
§ Broaden classroom teachers’ instructional strategies to include elements of storytelling and 

theatre as arts and as a support to learning in other core content areas. 
 
This report summarizes data collected through an assessment of student writing and interviews with 
classroom teachers. All of the data were collected during the 2006-2007 school year. Subsequent 
reports in the series will include data from a standardized reading test that students took in spring 
2007. 
 
 

Description of Neighborhood Bridges 
 
Bridges is a 31-week program of storytelling and creative drama for elementary and middle school 
students intended to help them:  
 
§ develop their abilities to write, speak, and think clearly;  

 
§ recognize their capacity to become storytellers of their own lives;  

 
§ achieve state and national standards for theatre; and  

 
§ improve their achievement in reading and writing.   

 
Bridges was founded in 1997 by Peter Brosius, Artistic Director of CTC, and Jack Zipes, Professor 
of German and Comparative Literature at the University of Minnesota. Each week, Bridges brings a 
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teaching artist into participating classrooms to work collaboratively with the classroom teacher. A 
typical two-hour Bridges session is composed of four parts: 
 

The Fantastic Binominal: The teaching artist and students spontaneously create a story 
through free association based on two arbitrarily chosen nouns and a preposition. Then 
students create their own stories and write them in their Bridges notebook. Each week 2 to 3 
students are asked to present their stories to their peers. The teaching artist and classroom 
teacher coach the students in using gestures and voice to dramatize their story.  
 
Storytelling:  The teaching artist and classroom teacher each tell a tale, often two different 
versions of the same tale, or tales related to each other. The tales are drawn from an 
anthology provided with the Bridges curriculum. Over the course of the year, tales are 
presented from several genres, including fairy tales, pourquois tales, and myths. The stories 
are followed by discussion designed to help students think critically about the content of the 
tales and the implications for their lives.   
 
Skits and Theatre Games: Students work in small groups to create and perform brief skits 
based on the stories they have just heard. The teaching artist leads students in games 
designed to develop their skills in areas such as focus, diction, gestures, and collaboration.  
 
Writing Games: Students participate in a reflective writing exercise to solidify the day’s 
learning and incorporate the creative energy of their skits into their own stories.  

 
In addition to the weekly Bridges components, students also do the following over the course of the 
program: create and perform one play at their school and a second play onstage at CTC; write letters 
to and receive letters from a pen pal at another Bridges school; and attend a professional production 
at CTC and meet their pen pals. 
 
Although students do some writing as part of their weekly Bridges sessions, it is hoped that teachers 
incorporate some of students’ Bridges writing into their regular writing instruction so that students 
have an opportunity to further develop their stories and their writing skills. Each week, the teaching 
artists and classroom teachers at each school meet for one hour to develop the lesson plans for 
upcoming sessions.   
 
In 2006-2007, 20 classroom teachers1 from eight schools in Minneapolis and Saint Paul participated 
in the program. For 7 of the classroom teachers, this was their first year of involvement in Bridges. 
Across the 18 participating classrooms there were a total of 499 students involved in the program. 
Ten teaching artists participated in the program, including the director of Bridges and CTC’s 
Assistant Director of Education-Community Engagement. Seven of the ten teaching artists worked 
in multiple Bridges classrooms. All of the teaching artists were Bridges veterans.  
 
 

   

                                                
1 Two of the teachers shared the teaching position in one Bridges classroom. A third teacher was an English-
language-learner specialist teacher that worked in collaboration with two Bridges classroom teachers. 
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Design and Methods 
 
The purpose of the evaluation is to measure the extent to which Bridges accomplishes the outcomes 
specified in the grant proposal and provide information that can be used to improve the program. 
This section describes how data were collected to 1) assess students’ writing achievement, and 2) 
document how classroom teachers integrate Bridges into their ongoing instruction. The methods 
included a performance assessment of student writing and interviews with classroom teachers.  
 
Assessment of Student Writing 
 
As described earlier, during the Fantastic Binominal portion of a Bridges session students typically 
spend about 10 minutes writing a story based on two nouns and a preposition that they each select 
from the lists created that day by the class as a whole. For many years, Bridges staff have asked 
classroom teachers to turn in copies of each student’s first FB story and final FB story so that staff 
can look for growth in students’ story writing skills. Each year without fail staff notice dramatic 
improvement in aspects such as the length of the stories and students’ use of descriptive language. 
Classroom teachers also comment on how students come to love writing and how Bridges brings 
out creativity in students’ writing that they haven’t seen before. 
 
In an attempt to systematically measure some of these improvements, the evaluators worked with 
Bridges staff and classroom teachers to develop and pilot test a process for assessing students’ 
writing. The team developed a rubric to assess samples of students’ writing and, in January and June 
of 2007, trained reviewers scored writing samples that students had completed during their regular 
writing instruction period. The writing assessment was piloted with 8 classrooms during the 2006-
2007 school year. Although classroom teachers included all of their students in the process, the 
evaluators randomly selected 10 samples from each classroom to be scored due to the time intensive 
nature of the scoring process.  
 
To prepare writing samples for the assessment, classroom teachers asked students to review the 
stories they had written in their Bridges Notebooks during the FB and select a story they would like 
to develop further. Then, as part of their regular writing instruction, classroom teachers guided 
students in developing a second draft of the story they had selected. The assessment team decided it 
was important to give students time to edit their FB stories because during the FB the focus is on 
generating ideas rather than refining the writing. The team hoped the additional writing time would 
give students an opportunity to incorporate the editing skills they had been developing as part of 
their school’s ongoing writing instruction. Therefore, the assessment is an attempt to measure not 
only students’ ability to generate a first draft of a story during the FB portion of Bridges, but also 
their ability to edit their draft using skills they are taught during their regular writing instruction.  
 
The assessment process required classroom teachers to provide time outside of Bridges for students 
to do further writing and editing on a Bridges story. Therefore, the process had to complement the 
ongoing writing instruction offered by the classroom teacher. This presented challenges in 
standardizing the assessment process because Bridges classrooms use different approaches to 
teaching students how to write and edit their work. For example, classrooms that use the Collins 
Writing program direct students to focus on specific aspects of their writing during the editing 
process, such as adding more dialogue or checking punctuation. Other classrooms used the scoring 
rubric developed for the assessment as an instructional tool to help students understand the 
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characteristics of a well-written story. Due to these variations, comparisons of writing samples 
across Bridges classrooms were complicated by the different contexts in which the samples were 
prepared. For this reason, the results are used only to compare each student’s January sample with 
his/her June sample, not with samples from students in other classrooms. It is still possible, 
however, to look at overall change in the quality of student writing by aggregating the data on how 
each student’s writing samples changed over time.   
  
The scoring rubric is based on the writing strands of the Minnesota state English Language Arts 
standards. The intent was not to replicate the state writing test, but rather to use the state standards 
and previously released rubrics as a starting point for developing a rubric specific to the aspects of 
writing believed to be addressed by Bridges. Therefore, the writing rubric used in the study shares 
aspects of the state standards and rubrics, but is not limited to them; nor does it encompass the 
entirety of the writing standards. The scoring rubric for writing includes four dimensions: ideas, 
organization, style, and mechanics. Four levels are defined for each dimension, and the number 4 
corresponds with the highest level of achievement. If a student scored at the highest level on each 
dimension his/her overall score would be 16. In consultation with the evaluators, program staff 
determined that an indicator of success for Bridges would be that 80% of the students receive a total 
score of 8 or higher on the June assessment. 
 
Due to student attrition between January and June, only 68 of the 83 students included in the 
January assessment point were also included in the June assessment point. Each writing sample was 
read by two reviewers; the same four people served as reviewers at both time points. If the two 
reviewers’ ratings were more than one point apart on any dimension, then a third reviewer read the 
sample and rated it. The final score for each sample was calculated by averaging the reviewers’ 
ratings for each dimension and then adding the four dimensions’ scores to create a total score for 
each sample.  
 
Interviews with Classroom Teachers 
 
The purpose of the interviews with classroom teachers was to collect information about how they 
integrate Bridges into their ongoing instruction. Teachers were asked specifically about how they 
integrate the content and processes of Bridges with their instruction in reading and writing, but also 
provided an opportunity for the teachers to describe other ways they connect Bridges to their overall 
curriculum. In addition to providing documentation of how teachers’ participation in Bridges may 
affect their ongoing instructional practice, the information will also be useful for interpreting 
findings related to student achievement in reading and writing. 
 
The interviews took place during May and June of 2007. Fifteen teachers representing 15 of the 18 
Bridges classrooms, or 80%, agreed to an interview. Each interview was audio-recorded and 
transcribed. The evaluators reviewed the transcripts to identify themes in teachers’ responses and 
those themes are discussed in this report. Although the experiences and perspectives of teachers in 3 
Bridges classrooms are not represented in the data and may differ from those of the teachers who 
did participate, the results represent a majority of Bridges classrooms and are therefore likely to be 
sufficient to guide future implementation of the program.    
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Findings: Assessment of Student Writing 
 
This section describes results from a performance assessment developed to measure growth in 
students’ writing skills during their participation in Bridges. As explained earlier, the scoring rubric 
included four dimensions: ideas, organization, style, and mechanics and described four levels of 
achievement for each dimension. If a student scored at the highest level on each dimension, then 
their overall score would be 16. In consultation with the evaluators, program staff determined that 
an indicator of success will be that 80% of the students receive a total score of 8 or higher on the 
June assessment.  
 
Table 1 shows the average score on each dimension of the rubric and the average total score for the 
January samples and the June samples. In January the total score on average was 9.99, out of a 
possible 16 points. Among the four dimensions on the rubric, the highest average was for mechanics 
at 2.63 out of a possible 4 points.  
 
On the June assessment, the average total score was 9.77, which is lower than the January total. The 
average score for three of the four dimensions was lower as well. The exception was the ideas 
dimension, which remained almost the same. Statistical tests indicate that none of the changes 
between January and June are significant. This means it is likely that the changes in ratings were 
caused by chance factors rather than actual change in students’ writing skills. The statistical test2 
matches the January and June results for each student and measures how likely it is that the observed 
changes for the group as a whole would have occurred by chance alone.  
 
One potential explanation for the lack of statistically significant change is that the amount of time 
between the assessments was not long enough for students to improve their writing. When the 
writing assessment is implemented during the 2007-2008 school year, the interval between 
assessments will be increased by several months to see if this makes a difference. Another potential 
explanation for the lack of statistically significant change is that the rubric is not sensitive enough to 
measure any changes that did occur. For example, students may have improved their organization of 
their story, but the change was not notable enough for the reviewer to rate organization at a level 
higher. 
 

Table 1 
Results of Writing Assessment 

(N=68) 
 

 January June 
Ideas 2.54 2.53 
Organization 2.51 2.44 
Style 2.37 2.29 
Mechanics 2.63 2.47 
Total Score 9.99 9.77 

 
 

                                                
2 A matched-pairs t-test with a probability level of p<.05 was used to test the significance of the changes from January to 
June. 
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A review of students’ total scores on the June assessment indicates that 81% (55 of 68 students) 
received a total score of 8 or higher. The writing assessment will be repeated in 2007-2008 to 
determine a baseline percentage of students who show improvement in their writing scores. This 
baseline will then be used to measure growth in 2008-2009. 
 
 

Findings: Interviews with Classroom Teachers 
 
The purpose of the interviews with classroom teachers was to gather information that could be used 
to strengthen the program. The interview questions were adjusted from the previous year based on 
what information the evaluator and program staff deemed most critical. This year the questions 
focused on the extent to which and how classroom teachers make connections between Bridges and 
their routine instruction in reading and writing. They were also asked to make recommendations for 
what Bridges could do to make it easier for teachers to make more connections. 
 
Reading 
 
Most of the teachers offered examples of commonalities they see between some of the skills 
students develop in Bridges and the skills they want students to develop to meet standards related to 
reading. The connections they described fell into several categories: 
 

Making connections between the comprehension strategies students need to develop for 
written text and the processes used in Bridges to analyze oral stories and discuss them 
through the lens of the social focus selected for each session.  
 
§ Being able to answer questions that assess their literal comprehension and their 

inferential comprehension 
 
§ “Seeing that they can hear a story and make those connections, but also read a story 

and make those connections and be taught to look for it. Some of the things kids 
don’t even realize they’re doing when they’re reading.” 

 
§ Part of reading MCA is character analysis; understanding character based on the 

context. 
 
§ Both written stories in the school curriculum and the oral stories and the skits 

students develop from them in Bridges have common elements students need to 
understand such as character, setting, theme, and conflict. 

 
Making connections between the genres of story that appear in the school’s reading 
curriculum and the genres in Bridges stories. Teachers describe how students sometimes 
recognize a genre in their reading series because they have already experienced the genre in 
Bridges, such a fairytales or pourquoi tales. When students seem especially interested in a 
genre, a teacher may use that as an opportunity to direct them toward other books in that 
genre and thus take advantage of the student’s interest. For example, a teacher described 
how he/she has a large collection of fairy tales and fable books because these are often 
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Bridges genres students like a lot. Drawing on their interest, he/she has each student read 
ten stories and then write responses to a few questions on their favorite story. This example 
demonstrates how a teacher can leverage students’ interest in a particular genre and build 
their reading fluency through repeated reading. 
 
Making connections between themes in the school curriculum and themes in Bridges stories. 
For example, a few schools worked with their teaching artists to rearrange the order of the 
Bridges stories or select new stories in order to make a closer fit between the themes 
students were reading in both Bridges and their regular classroom instruction. One school 
drew on Bridges stories for curriculum themes such as persuasion or religion.  
 

A few teachers said they did not see a connection between Bridges and reading because students do 
not work with written text during Bridges sessions. One of the teachers addresses this concern by 
printing out the text version of the Bridges stories as handouts and having students read them with 
their family and answer questions as part of their homework.  
 
Given the high interest students demonstrate in Bridges stories, teachers at one school used the text 
version of Bridges stories that had not been used as a basis for oral storytelling in Bridges sessions as 
part of their reading instruction. As one of the teachers said “they’re the types of stories that the kids are 
hearing [in Bridges] and they love to read them.” Another explained,  
 
“The stories contain vocabulary that some of them have never seen, like ‘sorcerer’. There are so many more words they 
learn because of this, and ideas. I just think their reading is much better because of all the ideas and vocabulary used 
in Bridges stories.” 
 
 One of the teachers at this school used Bridges stories with his/her readers in the gifted and 
talented group he/she worked with. The teacher said, “I would use some of those myths. They’re really 
complicated, really long, really unbelievable vocabulary. It’s just giving them those challenges as well.” 
 
In sum, most Bridges teachers see connections between skills students need to develop in the 
reading standards and skills students develop in Bridges and they believe these connections benefit 
students. A primary difference is that in Bridges students are applying the skills to stories they hear 
rather than text they read. As one teacher said, “They can hear the written word and then respond to it, and 
that’s what they’re asked to do. So it’s kind of just being a little bit more open to what the teaching of reading is, 
maybe.” Thus, it seems that Bridges, through listening to oral stories and analyzing them and acting 
them out, can assist students in learning strategies and processes that students need in order to 
comprehend written text.  
 
In this study, a state standardized test is used as the indicator of student achievement in reading. 
Results from the first year did not indicate a statistically significant difference in reading achievement 
between students in Bridges and students in a matched comparison group. This result was surprising 
to some, given the connections described above. However, Bridges does not overlap with all skills 
students need to read. Because no written text is involved, students do not have an opportunity to 
learn or practice decoding skills [with the exception of the one teacher who does include text 
versions of the stories as homework]. The lack of completeness may explain why an earlier analysis 
of data from the Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment (MCA) in reading did not find a statistically 
significant relationship between participation in Bridges and reading achievement. Although Bridges 
can help students improve some of their reading skills, it may not be the skills that are measured by 
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the state test, or the test may not weight heavily those aspects that Bridges connects to. In this way, 
the MCA may not be the appropriate indicator to measure how Bridges affects students’ reading 
skills. The challenge, however, is that the test measures the skills most valued by the district and 
state so if Bridges were to use another measure it may not be convincing to school administrators. 
At the same time, Bridges is not meant to be a comprehensive reading instruction program. Perhaps 
what matters most is that teachers and administrators not see it as a solution for a student having 
struggles in areas that Bridges does not address and instead use it to enhance the areas it does 
address.  
 
On a related note, Bridges may help with expression as measured by the curriculum-based measures 
(CBM) used in some classrooms. This suggestion is spurred by a teacher, who said,  
 
“I just know when my kids did their CBMs from the first time to the second time John [a consultant brought in to 
help the school look at data because they’re an AYP school] came to me specifically about ‘what the heck you do with 
your class because your class has the biggest jumps in their CBMs as far as fluency, and their expression scores went up 
phenomenally, where kids who normally wouldn’t understand how to even talk or speak are now getting 4s or 5s in 
expression.’” 
 
CBMs measure fluency and expression, which research has shown to be predictive of how well 
students will score on tests such as the MCA in reading. In the future, Bridges may want to examine 
the CBMs of Bridges and non-Bridges classrooms because the CBM measures of fluency and 
expression may be more sensitive to what Bridges affects in terms of student reading than the MCA.  
 
A final point to remember is that classroom teachers find it easier to recognize connections and 
make them explicit to students and reinforce them for students after they’ve had some experience in 
the Bridges program. Classroom teachers who are newer to Bridges are less likely to make these 
connections because being aware of them is something that results from increased familiarity with 
Bridges content and processes. As many classroom teachers have said over the years, being a first 
year Bridges teacher can be overwhelming and their focus is likely the program content itself rather 
than connecting it with the  curriculum. This suggests that the connection to building students’ 
reading skills may be stronger for classroom teachers as their tenure in Bridges increases. 
 
Writing 
 
In addition to documenting how classroom teachers make connections between the processes and 
content of Bridges and their reading instruction, the interview also asked them about connections 
between Bridges and their writing instruction for students. This information was gathered for two 
uses: 1) to assist the evaluators and program staff to determine the feasibility of expanding the 
writing assessment beyond the current year’s pilot classrooms and to identify what changes may 
need to be made to make it more feasible, and 2) to document how classroom teachers integrate 
Bridges into their writing instruction.  
 
The connections between Bridges and a classroom’s routine writing instruction often look different 
than connections with the reading curriculum. One reason for this difference is that many classroom 
teachers and teaching artists find it difficult to fit all of the Bridges components into the two-hour 
Bridges session. As a result, the final writing game often spills over into other instructional time. 
Some classroom teachers adapt the final writing exercise in order to make connections between 
Bridges and their writing curriculum. Other classroom teachers do not see connections between 
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Bridges and their writing curriculum and, hence, struggle to find sufficient instructional time for 
both their school’s writing curriculum and the writing associated with Bridges. In addition, some 
Bridges schools have reduced the amount of instructional time for writing over the past few years to 
make room for more instruction in reading and mathematics. That leaves classrooms in these 
schools with even less time for writing instruction, whether it is connected with Bridges or not. 
 
The teachers that have been able to connect Bridges to their writing curriculum described a range of 
scenarios for doing so. Some of them assign the final writing game, or an adaptation of it, as 
homework; some make it part of their writing lesson the next day. Others extend the story students 
began during the FB portion of Bridges. As one classroom teacher said, she instructs students to 
return to the story they started during the FB and tells them: “Make sure you have a beginning, middle, 
and end. Make sure you have a setting, character, and dialogue.” Other classroom teachers use the 
opportunity to have students practice their skills in editing for punctuation or descriptive words or 
checking to see that they have included all the elements of the genre, such as elements of a tall tale 
or elements of a legend.  
 
Teachers are very positive about how the writing students do in Bridges affects their students. Most 
often they remark on how creative the students’ writing has become and how much students enjoy 
writing in their Bridges notebook. As one teacher stated, 
 
“I have the most creative writers I have had in 11 years of teaching. . . . I feel these writers are way more creative than 
they were even at the beginning of the year. At the beginning of the year writing one or two sentences was really difficult. 
Now, at the end of the year, they needed more time to write because their stories were flowing and they wanted to add 
more.”  
 
Teachers also note how effective the FB process is for students, 
 
“I think for some kids who are reluctant writers, the FB was a great tool for them — to get them going more.” 
 
“It gets kids writing; there is no mental block I didn’t have a lot of kids who didn’t know what to do for the final 
writes for IB [the school’s curriculum requires students to do some writing as part of the wrap up of each inquiry unit]. 
They are more open to it [writing]. It allowed them the opportunity to write freely. I had 1 student who never closed his 
Bridges journal. He had a 10-page story; he would keep working on his FB story; sometimes he had to do it secretly.” 
 
“They dive in. They have more confidence to just dive into their adventures in writing.” 
  
One teacher, whose students took the state writing test, remarked,  
 
“My MCA sixth-grade writing test this year was fabulous and I have to believe there just was a big part of that where 
kids could take the freedom to be descriptive.” 
 
Another teacher commented on how the FB process could be valuable for other teachers,  
 
“When I hear teachers say they’re not comfortable teaching writing or language arts I just want to say, ‘Oh, if you just 
knew how to do an FB. If you just did that one part giving kids three words and watching them run with it, and 
telling the story out loud.’ The strategy is there for someone who is struggling.” 
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Teacher Use of the Elements of Storytelling and Theatre as Arts and as a Support to 
Learning in Other Core Content Areas 
 
Beyond the connections specific to reading and writing instruction, Bridges classroom teachers also 
described a range of ways in which they apply Bridges processes or content to their instruction 
beyond the Bridges session itself.  
 
Actor’s Toolkit and Public Speaking Many teachers mentioned how students’ familiarity with the 
actor’s toolkit is useful when students are asked to do presentations and public speaking. One 
teacher said, “When students are doing public speaking, like when they are sharing science experiments, I use the 
actor’s tool kit. I ask them to think of the actor’s tool kit when they are presenting.” Another teacher described 
how referring back to Bridges when students are speaking helps them speak louder, “When they’re 
doing a social studies presentation and I said ‘I need to hear some projection’ they automatically know what it means 
so these things tie into other areas of their lives.” Another teacher said a consultant brought to the school to 
help teachers figure out how to improve test scores asked what the teacher was doing because the 
consultant was so impressed by the students’ public speaking skills.  
 
Theatre Games Several teachers said they do theatre games with students outside of Bridges 
sessions. For example, teachers who do the Responsive Classroom program note that the games are 
an especially good fit with their morning meeting.   
 
Social Issues Some teachers refer back to Bridges stories and the discussion surrounding them when 
they need to address social issues that come up among students. As one teacher said, “There’s a 
connection back to the social focus on greed and not having empathy and how two kids are having a fight or 
disagreement about something; we can recall a story and what the moral is.” Because the students have all 
experienced the story and discussed the implications, it is a common understanding that the teacher 
can refer back to in order to help students realize their behavior isn’t productive.  
 
Incorporating Stories in Bridges that Support Content of Social Studies Curriculum One school 
worked with their teaching artists to select stories for Bridges sessions that connected to the content 
of their American History unit. During Bridges they did stories on six characters from the period 
covered in the social studies unit, such as George Washington and Victoria Woodhull. Then, during 
their regular instruction time the teachers built on those stories, such as having students “pull a few 
historic documents and compare it [to the story] and see what is true and what isn’t true.” The teachers were 
pleased with the effect on students; one said “And they will never forget the stories. It gave them purpose to the 
social studies curriculum. . . . It brought the curriculum to life.” 
 
Expanded Use of Bridges Groups One teacher sometimes uses the small groups students work with 
in Bridges when he/she wants students to do some small group work in other curriculum areas, 
such as science. 
 
In sum, Bridges teachers have found a range of ways to use the content and processes of Bridges 
beyond Bridges sessions. The examples they give are striking in their range and the use seems to 
arise out of a need teachers detect in their students rather than a pre-determined “you will use these 
Bridges strategies in these ways outside of sessions.” This is consistent with results from the 
classroom teacher survey that asks teachers about their use of specific Bridges strategies outside of 
Bridges sessions. 
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Discussion 
 
The overall purpose of the evaluation is to measure the extent to which Bridges accomplishes the 
outcomes specified in the grant proposal and provide information that can be used to improve the 
program. This report reviewed data collected during the 2006-2007 school year through an 
assessment of student writing and interviews with classroom teachers.  
 
Most Bridges classroom teachers said they saw valuable connections between the content and 
processes of Bridges and their school curriculum. Although students generally do not read text 
during Bridges sessions, most teachers said students’ analysis of the oral stories in Bridges was 
valuable for other reading skills such as literal and inferential comprehension. Teachers also drew on 
students’ interest and enthusiasm for Bridges stories by working with their teaching artists to 
sequence Bridges genres, and select stories within a genre, in a way that fit the school curriculum and 
encouraged students to do more reading. In some cases the teaching artist and classroom teacher 
found new stories to fit a theme in the school curriculum and added them to the Bridges curriculum. 
 
The information in this report presents a detailed picture of which reading skills are most likely to be 
affected by students’ participation in Bridges. This information will be useful when the evaluators 
analyze the results from the spring 2007 state reading test. Specifically, the classroom teachers’ 
descriptions could be useful in understanding why some strands of the test, such as inferential 
comprehension, may be more related to participation in Bridges than other strands, such as literal 
comprehension. 
 
Classroom teachers’ remarks on how they connect Bridges writing to their writing curriculum are 
useful for understanding the results of the pilot writing assessment and revising the tool for future 
use. Although the pilot writing assessment did not detect statistically significant changes in students’ 
writing skills, given the centrality of writing to Bridges, the evaluation should continue to assess 
student writing. The experiences of the pilot test and the information from the classroom teacher 
interviews will be useful in this process.  
 
The variation in how classroom teachers connect Bridges to their writing instruction reflects a 
strength of Bridges and also presents a challenge for assessment. A strength of Bridges is that the 
program allows, and even strongly encourages, teachers to adapt the curriculum to fit their students’ 
needs and the goals and processes of the school curriculum. This same variation, however, presents 
a challenge for designing a writing assessment that is feasible in each classroom, yet standardized 
enough to score student work with a common rubric and draw conclusions about the program as a 
whole. In addition, because most teachers are already carrying the final writing game beyond the 
Bridges sessions and into their regular writing instruction time, some may not feel comfortable using 
even more instructional time to implement a Bridges writing assessment twice a year. The evaluators 
will need to work with program staff and classroom teachers as they attempt to broaden 
participation in the writing assessment during 2007-2008. 


