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Article Info Abstract 

Sociolinguistic equality requires improving public understanding of 

language variation and challenging language ideologies that perpetuate 

social inequalities. This study introduces a public engagement strategy 

using research-based verbatim theatre to promote sociolinguistic equality, 

defined as the respectful treatment of all language users. The verbatim 

theatre approach, utilizing recorded delivery, is systematically applied to 

research data of language variation among older adults in Tyneside. The 

data selection and development of the “From You to Me” production 

followed a rigorous process that adhered to the PRISMA 2020 framework. 

The initial data consisted of 50 hours of interview recordings. Participants 

were pre-selected for social and linguistic diversity. Extracts were selected 

based on sociolinguistic representativeness, theatrical criteria, and ethical 

considerations, resulting in the inclusion of data from thirteen participants 

in the production. Audience evaluations indicate the production’s 

potential for improving understanding of language variation and shifting 

attitudes. 
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INTRODUCTION  

Research-based drama is a methodological approach that translates research data, 

including sources such as journal entries, ethnographic field notes, or interviews, into dramatic 

performances to engage, entertain, and affect audiences (Beck et al., 2011). A specific form of 

research-based theatre-making is verbatim theatre. Typically, verbatim theatre practitioners 

record and transcribe interviews with marginalized or silenced groups, often focusing on 

particular social issues or events. The actual words spoken in these interviews then become the 

primary source material for creating theatrical productions that aim to empower these groups 

and address social injustices. In these performances, actors deliver the interviewees’ words 

verbatim (Hammond & Steward, 2008; Paget, 1987).   

‘Recorded delivery’ represents a paperless, auditory mode of creating verbatim theatre. 

Practitioners select a range of voices and experiences from recorded research materials and 

organize them into dramatic audio scripts. These scripts are designed to foster new 

understandings of the political issues explored and/or the social groups portrayed among the 

audience (Garson, 2014; Wilkenson & Anderson, 2007). The original language of the source 

materials remains unchanged. During performances, actors listen to these audio-scripts through 

headphones and repeat the audio, “like a musician following a score” (Oades, 2010, p. 84), 

striving to replicate as closely as possible the real individuals’ precise words, as well as the 

characteristics of their speech, including accent, dialect, paralinguistic features, prosody, and 

disfluencies (Garson, 2014; Taylor, 2013; Wake, 2013). Actors do not memorize the audio 

scripts or speak in place of the recorded individuals. Instead, they employ a technique called 

‘trailing,’ repeating the audio a few beats after hearing it. This technique is used to minimize 

the risk of parody or impersonation and to prevent actors from imposing their own speech 

patterns on the audio (Oades, 2010). The technology that enables recorded delivery is not 

concealed; visible headphones are a key part of the dramaturgy, serving as a reminder that the 

voice materials performed originate from real-life sources. 

While previous work has explored various methods of sociolinguistic engagement, the 

application of verbatim theatre as a tool for promoting sociolinguistic equality has not been 

systematically assessed. This study aims to address this gap by examining the use of verbatim 

theatre as a means to foster positive attitudes towards language variation. Hence, the current 

study aims to address three research questions as follows: 

1. What are the key methodological considerations and outcomes of using verbatim theatre 

to represent language variation and promote sociolinguistic equality? 
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2. What are the implications and potential areas for further development of verbatim theatre 

as a sociolinguistic engagement strategy? 

3. How do different production techniques within verbatim theatre (e.g., “recorded delivery” 

vs. stage performance) influence audience engagement with sociolinguistic concepts? 

To address the potential of verbatim theater for advancing sociolinguistic equality, the 

‘From You to Me’ production was developed and evaluated using a methodical approach. This 

required a methodical procedure to guarantee accuracy and transparency when converting 

research findings into performance and assessing their effects. With an emphasis on 

sociolinguistic representativeness and dramatic potential, this study employed a predefined 

methodology for selecting data from interview recordings, in contrast to typical narrative 

methods, which rely on the researcher’s judgment. To minimize potential biases in the portrayal 

of linguistic variety, explicit, reproducible approaches were used to select and transform the 

interview extracts into the audio script. After that, audience feedback was systematically 

collected and analyzed to determine how effectively this strategy promoted favorable 

sentiments toward spoken language variation. This systematic method allows for a more 

reliable and transparent evaluation of verbatim theatre as a tool for sociolinguistic engagement. 

 

METHOD 

This section outlines the systematic approach employed in this review to ensure a 

comprehensive and transparent process, in line with the Preferred Reporting Items for 

Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) framework. 

 

  

Table 1. The inclusion and exclusion criteria 
 

Inclusion Criteria Exclusion criteria 

Studies published from 2000 to 2025 Studies published before 2000 

Written in English Any other language 

Papers only Conferences, blogs, and book chapters 

Studies that explicitly examine verbatim theatre or 

similar performance-based methodologies and 

explore the use of performance to address 

sociolinguistic issues, such as language-based 

prejudice or the promotion of sociolinguistic 

equality.  

Studies that use drama or performance for purposes 

unrelated to sociolinguistics (e.g., purely for 

entertainment, therapy, or other non-linguistic social 

issues). 

Empirical studies and methodological studies that 

describe or evaluate verbatim theatre techniques.  

Purely theoretical essays that do not relate to specific 

examples or applications of verbatim theatre. 

Peer-reviewed journal articles. Non-academic publications 

Studies that provide precise descriptions of their 

methodology and offer well-supported conclusions 

based on evidence. 

Studies with unsubstantiated claims or biased 

interpretations. 
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Research Design  

The present systematic literature review utilizes a methodical approach to the collection, 

evaluation, and synthesis of relevant research papers and publications. It strictly abides by all 

the rules outlined in the PRISMA framework (Moher et al., 2009). 

Sources of Data 

The first phase of PRISMA is identification. Sage was chosen as the primary data source 

due to its strong coverage of linguistics, communication, and the social sciences. This 

systematic literature review aims to thoroughly examine the academic literature on the use of 

verbatim theatre to promote sociolinguistic equality. The search for papers was initiated in May 

2025, and keywords related to ‘verbatim theatre,’ ‘sociolinguistics,’ and ‘language variation’ 

were utilized. After searching on Sage, 592 papers were identified for initial screening. 

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

To identify relevant studies, a systematic literature review was conducted. The initial 

search was performed in Sage. The search strategy involved a combination of keywords and 

phrases, specified as follows: TITLE-ABS-KEY ([Keyword Set 1 - e.g., “verbatim theatre” 

AND “sociolinguistics”] AND [Keyword Set 2 - e.g., “language variation” OR “dialect”] ) 

AND PUBYEAR > [Start Year - e.g., 2010] AND PUBYEAR < [End Year - e.g., 2024] AND 

(LIMIT-TO (SUBJAREA, [Subject Area 1 - e.g., “SOCI”]]) OR LIMIT-TO (SUBJAREA, 

[Subject Area 2 - e.g., “COMP”]]) OR LIMIT-TO (SUBJAREA, [Subject Area 3 - e.g., 

“ARTS”]])) AND (LIMIT-TO (DOCTYPE, [Document Type - e.g., “ar”]])) AND (LIMIT-TO 

(LANGUAGE, [Language - e.g., “English”])). After applying these criteria, 291 papers 

remained, down from 301.  

In the subsequent stage, the investigators screened the 291 papers. However, only 119 

papers were retrieved. A first manual assessment of these 119 papers was conducted. After this 

assessment, 28 papers were deemed inappropriate, leaving 91 items for further review. The 

publications that did not address verbatim theatre or that only discussed performance without 

focusing on language variation were excluded. During the final stage, 32 papers were retained, 

and 59 papers were excluded after a second round of manual evaluation of the 91 papers. A 

lack of focus on the sociolinguistic aspects of verbatim theatre was a key reason for these 

exclusions. Consequently, 32 papers were included in the final analysis. 

Data Collection and Synthesis 

The final selection of papers underwent meticulous organization and manual management. 

Each paper was then systematically assessed for eligibility based on predetermined inclusion 
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and exclusion criteria. Data extracted from these 32 selected papers included publication year, 

authorship, research focus, methodologies employed, research tools, and other relevant details. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: World Map of the selected literature (Source: Authors) 

Quality Assessment 

The quality assessment involved a systematic, rigorous evaluation of each publication, 

moving beyond a superficial reading of the content. A predefined protocol incorporating 

specific criteria was applied to each paper to assess its reliability and credibility. Papers failing 

to meet these criteria were excluded from further analysis. This process included a detailed 

examination of the research design, methodological approach, data analysis, and conclusions 

presented in each study. Furthermore, factors such as the publication source, evidence of peer 

review, and journal impact factor were considered. This systematic procedure ensured that only 

the most methodologically sound and relevant papers were included, culminating in a selection 

of 32 high-quality studies. This rigorous selection process underscores the academic rigor, 

reliability, and credibility of the review. 
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Figure 2: PRISMA Framework for this review (Source: Authors) 

Data Analysis and Synthesis 

A narrative synthesis approach was implemented to identify and summarize the key 

methodological considerations and outcomes reported across the included studies. This 

synthesis focused on aspects such as the specific verbatim theatre techniques employed, the 

methods used to collect and analyze language data for performance, the strategies for engaging 

audiences with sociolinguistic concepts, and the reported impact of these performances on 

audience attitudes or understanding. This approach provides a comprehensive overview of 

current knowledge regarding the use of verbatim theatre for sociolinguistic purposes. 

Research Questions 

The findings from the 32 papers reviewed in this systematic literature review were used to 

answer the research questions outlined in the introduction.  

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS 

This section presents the key findings regarding the use of verbatim theatre for 

sociolinguistic purposes. The analysis aims to identify the primary methodological 

considerations and highlight the achievements and strengths of employing verbatim theatre to 
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represent language variation and promote sociolinguistic equality. Concurrently, the limitations 

and challenges encountered in applying this approach are explored, along with potential areas 

for future methodological development and research. These findings provide a comprehensive 

overview of current research, underscore existing gaps, and offer insights for future studies 

seeking to enhance the effectiveness of verbatim theatre as a tool for sociolinguistic 

engagement. 

What are the key methodological considerations and outcomes of using verbatim theatre 

to represent language variation and promote sociolinguistic equality? 

Data Selection and Representation 

Pichler (2025) emphasizes the importance of careful data selection from research 

interviews to ensure sociolinguistic representativeness. This involves considering factors such 

as age, social background, and dialectal diversity to avoid perpetuating stereotypes (Wolfram 

et al., 2008). The goal is to create a performance that reflects the complexity of language 

variation in a given community, as seen in “From You to Me,” which showcased the range of 

language among older adults in Tyneside. Saldaña (2003) highlights the ethical responsibility 

of researchers in dramatizing data, emphasizing the need for accuracy and respect in 

representing participants’ voices. 

Performance Techniques and Fidelity 

Verbatim theatre often prioritizes the accurate replication of speech, including accent, 

dialect, prosody, and disfluencies. Pichler (2025) employs “recorded delivery” to achieve this, 

where actors listen to and repeat audio recordings, aiming for fidelity to the original speakers 

(Taylor, 2013). This emphasis on “voice” and “the transmission of the real” (Taylor, 2013) is a 

key methodological consideration, as it shapes how audiences perceive and engage with 

language variation. However, questions arise about the extent to which complete fidelity is 

possible or desirable, as well as the potential for performance choices to inadvertently introduce 

bias (Wake, 2013). 

Audience Engagement and Impact 

Research-based drama, in general, seeks to engage audiences on both emotional and 

intellectual levels (Beck et al., 2011). Verbatim theatre, with its focus on authentic voices, can 

create a sense of immediacy and empathy. Pichler (2025) incorporates interludes with direct 

audience address to explicitly address sociolinguistic concepts and validate language variation. 

This highlights a methodological choice to actively “educate” alongside the performance. 
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Assessing the “outcomes” of verbatim theatre involves evaluating its impact on audience 

attitudes, knowledge, and understanding of language variation. Pichler (2025) uses audience 

evaluations to demonstrate a method for gathering evidence of the approach’s effectiveness. 

Outcomes of Verbatim Theatre  

Pichler (2025) provides evidence that verbatim theatre can increase audience 

understanding of dialect variation and promote more positive attitudes towards language 

diversity. The work of Sánchez (2020) illustrates how verbatim theatre can give voice to 

marginalized groups, allowing them to share their perspectives with a broader community. In 

“Performing School Failure,” teachers used the performance to express their care for students 

and critique dehumanizing educational policies. Sánchez (2020) also highlights the capacity of 

scriptwriting and performance to evoke emotional responses and prompt critical reflection in 

the audience, even in the absence of traditional dramatic action. This can lead audiences to 

question their own assumptions and consider broader social issues. However, the effectiveness 

of verbatim theatre may vary depending on the specific context, target audience, and production 

design. 

What are the implications and potential areas for further development of verbatim 

theatre as a sociolinguistic engagement strategy? 

One of the primary sociolinguistic contributions of verbatim theatre is its capacity to 

challenge dominant language ideologies. These ideologies often marginalize non-standard 

dialects and stigmatize speakers from particular linguistic backgrounds. By preserving the 

phonetic, syntactic, and stylistic features of everyday speech, verbatim theatre demystifies 

language variation and validates linguistic diversity (Wolfram, 2013). Wolfram et al. (2008) 

introduce the principle of linguistic gratuity, which calls for researchers to give back to the 

communities they study. Verbatim theatre is one way to fulfill that ethical obligation. Moreover, 

presenting real language from actual speakers helps combat stereotypes and resist the artificial 

standardization often seen in mass media or educational systems. Rickford (1999) discusses 

the Ebonics controversy as an example of how public misunderstanding of linguistic diversity 

has led to backlash and misrepresentation. Verbatim theatre, through its authentic 

representation of language, helps audiences appreciate the legitimacy of diverse dialects and 

speech communities. 

A significant implication of verbatim theatre is its ability to create spaces for marginalized 

or silenced voices. As Paget (1987) and Hammond and Steward (2008) assert, the form elevates 

the experiences of “ordinary” individuals who are often ignored in mainstream discourse. 
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Blackledge and Creese (2022) further emphasize the democratizing potential of ethnographic 

drama, which allows these voices to shape public understanding of complex social and 

linguistic realities. Sánchez (2020), as referenced in multiple works, examines how verbatim 

theatre can represent educators who face oppressive grading policies. This example illustrates 

how the form can make visible the struggles embedded in institutional discourse, providing a 

language-based form for feelings of injustice, resistance, and negotiation. The audience, in turn, 

becomes a witness to lived sociolinguistic experiences, rather than abstract data. Ray (2007) 

supports this approach by framing narrative as an agent of social change, arguing that 

storytelling is central to both identity formation and cultural transformation. Thus, verbatim 

theatre serves not only as a performance but also as a platform for linguistic empowerment. 

Traditional methods of sociolinguistic dissemination often limit public engagement by 

relying on technical language or academic framing. Verbatim theatre translates research into 

lived, embodied experience, making it accessible to broader audiences. Beck et al. (2011) 

position research-based theatre on a spectrum that ranges from representation to 

transformation, in which theatre serves as both a mirror and a catalyst for sociolinguistic 

insight. Dalton et al. (2020) describe how verbatim theatre connects real-life trauma, such as 

medical mistreatment, with aesthetic performance, creating a shared space for reflection and 

dialogue. These performances often elicit emotional responses that deepen understanding of 

abstract linguistic and social issues. This aligns with Saldaña (2003), who promotes 

dramatizing data to reveal emotional truth alongside empirical findings. Such emotional 

engagement also supports affective learning, in which audience members internalize 

sociolinguistic concepts not through instruction but through empathy and identification with 

the subject matter. As Bucholtz (2018) suggests, emotion plays a crucial role in sociolinguistic 

activism, and arts-based methods, such as verbatim theatre, can activate public consciousness 

and prompt meaningful change. 

Beyond academic dissemination, verbatim theatre can provoke social critique and inspire 

collective action. By dramatizing real-life struggles—be it in schools, hospitals, or 

marginalized communities—it encourages audiences to reflect on their own assumptions and 

positions within sociolinguistic hierarchies. Soans (2008), as cited in Sánchez (2020), argues 

that theatre should function as a nation’s conscience, asking difficult questions that compel 

reflection. In this sense, verbatim theatre transcends representation—it becomes a tool for 

transformation, prompting audiences to adopt a more critical and inclusive perspective on 

language and society. Through its combination of storytelling, linguistic authenticity, and 

emotional engagement, verbatim theatre becomes a strategic form of sociolinguistic 
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intervention, capable of fostering awareness and action on issues ranging from ageism 

(Palmore, 2001) to racial inequality (Rickford, 1999) and beyond. 

Verbatim theatre represents a dynamic and evolving sociolinguistic engagement strategy. 

It challenges language ideologies, amplifies the voices of marginalized individuals, and serves 

as an emotionally rich medium for public education and social change. Its ability to dramatize 

real speech enables researchers to move beyond static dissemination and toward active, 

embodied engagement. While the form is already making significant strides in social 

awareness, ongoing innovation in performance practice, audience analysis, and technological 

adaptation will enhance its future impact. 

How do different production techniques within verbatim theatre (e.g., “recorded 

delivery” vs. stage performance) influence audience engagement with sociolinguistic 

concepts? 

Verbatim theatre inherently engages with sociolinguistic realities by using the exact words 

of real people, capturing their dialects, speech patterns, and expressive styles (Hammond & 

Steward, 2008; Paget, 1987). This genre highlights how language serves as both a personal and 

a social identity. According to Blackledge and Creese (2022), verbatim performance can make 

sociolinguistic research more accessible by dramatizing linguistic phenomena, such as code-

switching, register shifts, and accent-based discrimination. Bucholtz (2018) argues that 

sociolinguistic activism benefits from affective modes of transmission, suggesting that art-

based modalities—like performance—enable audiences to feel the stakes of language-based 

injustice. This emotional activation is especially pronounced in verbatim theatre, where 

linguistic nuances are preserved, and sociolinguistic dynamics are laid bare through embodied 

storytelling. 

The recorded delivery technique, as popularized by artists like Roslyn Oades (2010), 

involves actors listening to real interviews via headphones and repeating the speech in real-

time on stage. This process ensures that intonation, pauses, hesitations, and emotional cadences 

are mirrored exactly. Wake (2013) and Garson (2014) highlight how recorded delivery 

promotes hyper-authenticity by eliminating the interpretive filter that often occurs in rehearsed 

performance. In sociolinguistic terms, it retains features such as vowel shifts, discourse 

markers, fillers, and regional accents—all of which are critical for understanding identity, 

power, and marginalization in language use. Audiences often report heightened awareness of 

linguistic diversity and social meaning through this technique. Because the delivery feels 

“real,” it fosters what Wilkenson and Anderson (2007) describe as empathic identification, in 
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which the audience connects more viscerally to the speakers’ experiences. This method is 

particularly effective for communicating microaggressions, ageism (Palmore, 2001; Ray, 

2007), or racialized language patterns (Rickford, 1999), as the real-time echoing preserves tone 

and affect with precision. 

In contrast, traditional stage verbatim performances involve actors rehearsing and 

interpreting scripts based on interviews. This method enables deeper embodiment and staging 

of creativity, providing visual and kinetic cues that support sociolinguistic interpretation. 

Taylor (2013) notes that while recorded delivery emphasizes vocal authenticity, traditional 

staging emphasizes the physicalization of discourse, integrating gesture, gaze, and body 

movement to support language. Here, sociolinguistic concepts such as stance-taking, politeness 

strategies, and interactional positioning are not just heard but seen in action. Leavy (2020) 

emphasizes that interpretive performances, while less acoustically faithful, may better convey 

relational dynamics and social structures. This aligns with Saldaña’s (2003) argument that 

dramatization—when guided by rigorous research—can highlight underlying social scripts and 

communicative norms. Thus, while these performances may smooth over linguistic details, 

they often enhance the audience’s understanding of broader sociolinguistic frameworks. 

Audience reception studies suggest that recorded delivery is more effective at conveying 

fine-grained linguistic detail, while traditional stage performance better captures broader 

narrative arcs (Beck et al., 2011). The emotional engagement generated by recorded delivery 

arises from perceived “truth” in tone and rhythm, while interpretive performances invite 

reflection on systemic themes and structural issues. Cosmides (1983) found that acoustic 

patterns are closely tied to emotional expression; thus, recorded delivery preserves affective 

signals that enhance empathy and attentiveness. This insight reinforces the work of Wake 

(2013), who documented audiences reporting that they “forgot it was acting,” thus treating 

linguistic patterns as natural and credible. In contrast, interpretive performances allow for 

stylistic flexibility that can foreground power hierarchies and contextual nuances—especially 

useful in conveying sociolinguistic inequalities or age-related discourses (Ray, 2007). 

Blackledge and Creese (2022) call for ethnographic drama to democratize sociolinguistic 

findings. Verbatim theatre, particularly when combining both modes, can serve this goal—

making linguistic research accessible, engaging, and emotionally resonant. Wolfram (2013) 

and Wolfram et al. (2008) advocate for community-oriented sociolinguistics, suggesting that 

arts-based dissemination—such as verbatim theatre—offers both obligation and opportunity 

for representing lived linguistic realities. 
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Different production techniques in verbatim theatre shape how audiences engage with 

sociolinguistic content. Recorded delivery prioritizes both linguistic precision and emotional 

immediacy, enabling audiences to grasp the speech patterns and emotional impact. Traditional 

performance, although more interpretive, provides a holistic narrative context and helps 

viewers understand broader sociolinguistic structures. When carefully applied, both modes can 

transform sociolinguistic research from static data into a dynamic, empathetic experience. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This literature review highlights verbatim theatre as an emerging and impactful strategy 

for sociolinguistic engagement. Through the authentic staging of real-life speech, it challenges 

dominant language ideologies, validates dialectal diversity, and gives voice to communities 

often excluded from mainstream discourse. The review reveals that verbatim theatre offers both 

methodological strengths—such as fidelity to natural language, emotional resonance, and 

audience impact—and key considerations, including ethical representation, context-sensitive 

staging, and production design. Works by Pichler (2025), Sánchez (2020), and others 

demonstrate its potential to shift audience attitudes toward linguistic variation and promote 

inclusive perspectives. 

However, the literature also highlights several areas that require further exploration. Future 

studies could systematically investigate how different audiences (e.g., age, region, educational 

background) respond to various production techniques, such as recorded delivery versus 

traditional staging. Additional research could also examine the long-term effects of verbatim 

theatre on language attitudes and whether repeated exposure can influence policy or 

institutional practices. Moreover, integrating digital technology, such as interactive or virtual 

performances, may expand the reach and adaptability of this medium. Finally, greater 

interdisciplinary collaboration between sociolinguists, theatre practitioners, and educators 

could refine both the methodological and pedagogical applications of verbatim theatre. Overall, 

this review establishes that while verbatim theatre is still developing as a sociolinguistic tool, 

its capacity for advocacy, education, and transformation makes it a promising field for 

continued research and practice. 
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