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Holidays provide a wonderful venue for theatrical productions! A play provides 
the perfect addition to a school-wide assembly, PTA meeting, library family night, or 
classroom celebration.

Readers’ theater off ers a great way for kids to comfortably enter the world of 
theater because it off ers students the security of retaining their scripts throughout 
the performance. Theater presents opportunities for public speaking, which build 
confi dence and promote cooperation and a sense of community for performers.

This script, Turkey and Takeout, explores the concept of appreciating what we 
have and recognizing that many people don’t have enough, by way of a Thanksgiving 
celebration. The script can be used for traditional readers’ theater, adapted readers’ 
theater—which includes sets, costumes, and makeup—or even puppet shows!

Inviting friends and families to your production will guarantee a large audience. 
They love to see their kids perform! This script off ers suggestions for including as 
many children as possible in the production.

Enjoy!
Nancy K. Wallace

A Note from the Author
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Character Reading Levels

Mrs. Duncan—Reading Level 4.1

 Mrs. Duncan is Maddy’s mother. Her enthusiasm for working at the homeless 
shelter on Thanksgiving is tempered by her daughter’s obvious unhappiness 
about her parents’ decision to spend the holiday this way. Choose a student 
who can appear loving but firm.

Grandpa—Reading Level 3.5

 Grandpa helps Maddy see that this holiday can be fun even if it isn’t the 
same. He is an active grandpa, baking cookies and volunteering at the 
library. His attitude and clothes should represent that role.

Mr. Marsh—Reading Level 2.8

Mr. Marsh only appears in one scene. He should be welcoming and sincere.

This play has nine speaking roles with a wide range of reading levels. The 
reading level is based on both the spoken lines and the stage directions pertaining 
to that particular character.

The last scene takes place in a homeless shelter. Additional students can 
assume non-speaking roles there.

The speaking parts are listed in order of difficulty. While the reading levels are 
designed for elementary age students, these plays can also be used with middle 
school students and teens with great success.
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Character Reading Levels Continued

Person 3/Uncle Danny—Reading Level 2.8

 Uncle Danny first appears in disguise to surprise Maddy. Then, he brings 
everything they will need for a treasure hunt plus marshmallows to roast 
over a barrel behind the shelter. His character should fun and endearing—the 
epitome of everyone’s favorite uncle.

Tara—Reading Level 2.6

 Tara lives next door to Maddy. She only appears in the first scene but plays 
an important role. The girls’ interaction allows them to express their feelings 
about the upcoming holiday. Pick someone giggly and effervescent to play 
this part. 

Maddy—Reading Level 2.2

 Maddy has the largest speaking role. She appears in every scene. In the 
beginning, she is super excited about Thanksgiving and the traditions her 
family has cultivated over the years. She wants to do the right thing about 
volunteering at the homeless shelter but regrets the loss of their traditional 
family gathering. Choose someone for this part who can change from one 
emotion to another quickly.

Mr. Duncan

 Maddy’s dad only has one line, although he is mentioned in other scenes. He 
is generous and enthusiastic about helping at the homeless shelter.

Person 1

Person 2

 These guests of the homeless shelter only have a line apiece. It is important 
to make them appear just like everyone else. It is not necessary or desirable 
to provide them with ragged clothing or make them look dirty or bedraggled. 
Homelessness affects all types of people indiscriminately. Please avoid 
stereotyping.
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Character Reading Levels Continued

Non-Speaking Parts

 Walk-on roles representing residents of the shelter can be played by kids 
who want to ease into theater without any speaking lines. Emphasize the 
importance of staying in character even when they don’t have a speaking 
role. Students can pretend to talk to each other or sit at a table and eat. 
Remind them not to sit completely still, and encourage them to act naturally.
role. Students can pretend to talk to each other or sit at a table and eat. 
Remind them not to sit completely still, and encourage them to act naturally.
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Adapted Readers’ Theater

Adapted readers’ theater productions can be as elaborate as you would like 
them to be. Here are some options to enhance your production:

1. Makeup

 Stage makeup will increase the visual eff ect of your performance. Consider 
asking a parent volunteer or community member to demonstrate makeup 
techniques for students after rehearsal or during your regular class schedule.

Readers’ Theater

If you are producing a straight readers’ theater production, you can do this 
very simply by providing name tags and scripts for each character. Readers’ 
theater stools are traditionally painted black, but any color will do. Inexpensive 
natural wooden barstools make excellent readers’ theater stools. If your budget 
won’t stretch to purchase them, use chairs instead. Or, have performers stand to 
deliver their lines.

At a readers’ theater production, the performers sit on stools at the front of the 
room. An adapted readers’ theater production or a full play requires sets and props.

Production Tips
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 2. Costumes 

 Involve adult volunteers to help the costume designers choose the right 
clothes for each character’s performance. Most performers can wear regular 
school clothes, but some attention should be paid to color coordination and 
impact from the audience’s point of view.

3. Sets & Props

 Allow the students to use their imaginations to create food for the 
Thanksgiving feast. Polyester fiberfill in a bowl will look like mashed potatoes 
at a distance. Pie pans can be covered with foil to look like pies. Shredded 
beige foam rubber could pass for stuffing. When setting up scene 4, be sure 
to position all performers so that they face the audience.

 Have students lay out any plans for backdrops on paper first. Providing 
pictures of a kitchen, a living room, and a homeless shelter will spark ideas. 
Combine large pieces of corrugated cardboard to paint for the backdrops. 
After they are painted, hinge them together with clear packing tape to make 
them self-supporting. 

 If you are putting on your production without a curtain, a background of 
trees with fall leaves would be helpful for scene 1. Have the stage crew set 
up the backdrop before the action starts and then allow them to prepare for 
scene 2 behind it. Concentrate your lighting on the characters in front of the 
backdrop, and the next scene behind the backdrop will be almost invisible!

4. Lighting

 Several inexpensive clip-on floodlights will add professionalism to your stage 
even if it is just the front of your classroom. They can be angled or held by 
hand to follow the action of the play.

Production Tips Continued
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Performance Tips
Once a schedule is set, emphasize how important it is for everyone to be at all 

rehearsals. Even if students know their own parts, they need to learn to interact 
with each other as a team. When one student misses a rehearsal, it inconveniences 
the entire cast.

Be sure to emphasize that everyone’s job is important. Whether you are a 
costume designer, an understudy, or a performer, the show can’t go on without you. 

During rehearsals, performers should try to respond immediately to other cast 
members’ lines, eliminating any pauses between lines of dialogue. Performers also 
need to stay in character even when they aren’t speaking. It is always a good idea to 
have several understudies prepared to step in in case an actor is unable to perform.

Have the actors practice moving around with their scripts. They should hold 
the script with one hand only, leaving the other hand free for acting. Right-handers 
hold a script with the left hand, left-handers with the right.

Remember that no theatrical performance is ever exactly the same twice in a 
row. The mood of the audience, the energy of the performers, and accidental
slip-ups and how they are handled can make a huge diff erence in a play’s success.
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Don’t stress about every little thing—just go with it! Encourage the kids to cover 
for each other and continue on, no matter what happens. Audiences composed of 
friends and families are notoriously forgiving. Once the production begins, relax 
and let the kids take over.

When the play has fi nished, have an announcer introduce both the cast and 
the production crew and let everyone take a bow. This fi rst taste of fame can be 
intoxicating and a huge boost to self-esteem! Provide photo opportunities onstage 
for your all-star cast and crew when the play is over.

Whenever possible, speak to each student individually after the production 
and emphasize what a good job they have done. One of the most valuable benefi ts 
of theater productions is encouraging students’ self-esteem and confi dence 
when speaking before an audience. A few personal words of praise from you are 
essential!

Performance Tips Continued
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essential!
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Extension Activities

Readers’ Theater Rules

This play offers a great starting point for studying the importance of tradition 
in families and offers one way that kids and families can volunteer to help make 
their community a better place. A group project, such as collecting food for a local 
food bank or using this play as a fundraiser, provides an awesome opportunity for a 
classroom or whole school collaboration!

1. Be respectful and arrive on time.

2. Keep hands, feet, and objects to yourself.

3. No talking during a performance.

4.  Be responsible and bring the items 
needed for rehearsal.

5. Follow adult directions.
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Script: Turkey and Takeout
Scene 1: Outside Tara’s House

(Maddy and Tara need a basket and a rake. Scatter artificial colored leaves 
around the stage. The girls should pick up and rake the leaves and put them in 
the basket as they are talking. Use a tree backdrop or stand-up fake trees.)

Maddy: I love Thanksgiving! I’m so glad it’s next week!

Tara: (Throws little handfuls of leaves into the air.) Turkey, mashed potatoes, and 
pumpkin pie! Yum!

Maddy: You should try my grandpa’s mashed potatoes. I think he uses cream cheese!

Tara: My grandma makes awesome pumpkin pie and apple pie.

Maddy: We always have apple pie, too, and sometimes pecan pie. My dad loves that.

Tara: (Makes a face.) Ick! Too many nuts.

Maddy: After dinner, my uncle Danny makes up a treasure hunt for all the kids. 
We get clues that take us all over the house and even outside. Whoever finds the 
treasure first gets to keep it. Last year, I won!

Tara: That sounds like more fun than doing dishes. I always get stuck helping with 
those. Everyone else at my house hangs out in the living room, snoring and watching 
football.

Maddy: We all go for a walk when the dishes are done. It’s usually a little cold. 
One year we even had snow flurries! When we come back, Daddy lights a fire in the 
fireplace and we make s’mores, pop popcorn, and tell stories.

Tara: Okay, the Duncans win the Family of the Year award! That sounds so nice. 
Can I come to your house for Thanksgiving?

Maddy: Sure! That would be fun!

Tara: Just kidding. I’d really like to, but my mom would be upset. My family likes to 
have everything just the same every year. It’s tradition and all that. (Rolls her eyes.)
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Maddy: I know what you mean. My family is that way, too. It’s kind of nice, though. 
I look forward to it every year. If something changed, it just wouldn’t be the same!

Mrs. Duncan: (Calling from offstage.) Maddy! Are you almost finished? Dinner’s 
ready!

Maddy: I’d better go.

Tara: I can finish this.

Maddy: (Throws a handful of leaves at Tara.) See you tomorrow!
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Scene 2: Maddy’s Kitchen

(Set the stage with a table and three chairs. A painted backdrop should show 
a sink, a counter, and cupboards. Mrs. Duncan is putting plates on the table. 
Maddy enters from stage right.)

Mrs. Duncan: Hi, honey! Wash your hands, and then could you set the table for me?

Maddy: Sure! (Maddy pretends to wash her hands at the sink.)

Mrs. Duncan: Did you get the leaves in Tara’s yard raked?

Maddy: Some of them. We were mostly throwing them around.

Mrs. Duncan: (She hands Maddy some silverware.) Well it sounds like you had fun!

Maddy: We were talking about Thanksgiving. (She spins around and hugs herself.) 
I love Thanksgiving!

Mrs. Duncan: (Stops and hesitates.) This year, Thanksgiving will be especially 
awesome!

Maddy: (Stops twirling and sounds puzzled.) Why? What’s going to be different?

Mrs. Duncan: We’re volunteering at the homeless shelter on Fifth Street.

Maddy: (Staring at her mother.) Who’s volunteering?

Mrs. Duncan: You and Daddy and I! We’re going to serve dinner all day to people 
who wouldn’t have a Thanksgiving meal otherwise.

Maddy: (Angrily.) Why didn’t you tell me? You didn’t even ask me if I wanted to do 
that!

Mrs. Duncan: I’m sorry, honey. I didn’t think I needed to. Daddy and I just decided 
last night. We were going to tell you tonight at dinner. I thought you would be excited 
to have a chance to help other people.

Maddy: (Puts silverware down and folds her arms over her chest.) I do want to help 
other people . . . just not on Thanksgiving.
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Mrs. Duncan: (Sounding offended.) Maddy! Some people in our town don’t have 
enough to eat. Do you want Thanksgiving to be just another day for them? Daddy and 
I thought this would be such a good way to give something back to the community.

Maddy: (In a very soft voice.) But I love Thanksgiving, Mom. I don’t want it to be 
different this year. I want to have Thanksgiving dinner with just our family. I want 
Grandpa’s mashed potatoes and your pumpkin pie. I want s’mores and stories and 
Uncle Danny’s treasure hunt.

Mrs. Duncan: Maddy, it isn’t as though Thanksgiving celebrations have always 
remained the same. At the first Thanksgiving celebration in Plymouth, they didn’t 
have mashed potatoes or cranberry sauce or pumpkin pie. There may not even 
have been turkey.

Maddy: No turkey?

Mrs. Duncan: No, they had venison, which is deer meat. They were giving thanks 
for their first good harvest after not having enough to eat the year before. They 
invited the Wampanoag with their chief, Massasoit, to celebrate with them because 
they appreciated their help. Maddy, our Thanksgiving, which you love so much, 
isn’t really traditional. Most people don’t make s’mores or have a goofy uncle who 
plans Thanksgiving treasure hunts!

Maddy: I know Tara doesn’t. She wanted to come to our house because our 
Thanksgiving sounded like so much fun.

Mrs. Duncan: Helping at the homeless shelter will be fun, too.

Maddy: But, it won’t be the same!

Mrs. Duncan: No, it won’t be the same. But it can still be a very nice holiday. Think 
how good you’ll feel to be helping people. And you’ll still be with your dad and me.

Maddy: (Angrily.) What if I hate it? What if Thanksgiving is awful? (She exits stage 
right.)

Mrs. Duncan: Maddy, come back! Daddy will be home in five minutes and dinner 
is ready.

Maddy: (Yelling from offstage.) I’m not hungry!
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Scene 3: Grandpa’s House

(Use a rug, a small sofa, and a side table or coffee table to set the scene. Put a 
plate of cookies on the coffee table. Grandpa sits in a chair reading a magazine 
and drinking coffee.)

(Maddy knocks from offstage. Grandpa gets up to open the door.)

Maddy: Hi, Grandpa.

Grandpa: (Gives her a hug.) Hi, Maddy!

Maddy: I asked Mom if I could stop by on my way home from school. She knows I’m 
here.

Grandpa: I know, she called me. She just wanted to make sure I would be home 
when you stopped by. I’m going to volunteer at the library at four o’clock, but that 
leaves a whole hour just for you! Come and sit down.

(Maddy follows him in but doesn’t say anything else.)

Grandpa: (Points at the coffee table.) How about a glass of milk to go with these 
cookies?

Maddy: Okay. I do love pumpkin cookies.

(Grandpa exits stage left. He returns with a glass of milk and sets it on the coffee 
table.)

Grandpa: Is there something you’d like to talk about, Maddy?

Maddy: (Nods her head.) I want to talk about Thanksgiving. Mom said we’re helping 
at the homeless shelter this year.

Grandpa: That’s a really nice thing to do.

Maddy: I know it is, but I feel like it’s going to ruin our Thanksgiving.

Grandpa: It’s going to make a lot of people very happy.
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Maddy: Not me. I’ll miss your mashed potatoes and Mom’s pie and just being 
together with everyone. It won’t be the same.

Grandpa: I’ll tell you something funny, Maddy. It’s the holidays that are different 
that people remember best. All the ones that are the same kind of blend together.

Maddy: What do you mean?

Grandpa: Do you remember the year Uncle Danny dropped his marshmallow and 
set the rug on fire?

Maddy: (Laughing.) Yes! Daddy had to use the fire extinguisher!

Grandpa: And how about the year the treasure was a dozen giant gingerbread 
cookies and the dog gobbled them up before you found them?

Maddy: I remember that, too! All that was left was a slobbery bag. There weren’t 
even any crumbs!

Grandpa: And how about two years ago when it snowed and the roads were so bad 
no one could drive home?

Maddy: All the kids slept on the living room floor and Uncle Danny told us ghost 
stories all night.

Grandpa: So every Thanksgiving hasn’t been the same, has it?

Maddy: I guess not. But they were all fun!

Grandpa: That’s right! They were all fun. And this one will be fun, too. Promise.
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Scene 4: The Homeless Shelter

(Set the stage with two long tables with big pots, bowls, pie pans, and paper 
plates. Have two other tables set diagonally with tablecloths and silverware, 
one stage right and one stage left.)

(Maddy enters from stage right with her parents. Mrs. Duncan carries a box of pies.)

Mr. Marsh: Happy Thanksgiving! Thank you so much for coming along to help, 
Maddy.

Maddy: Happy Thanksgiving, Mr. Marsh.

Grandpa: (Enters from stage left with a huge bowl of mashed potatoes.) Happy 
Thanksgiving, all!

Maddy: Grandpa! What are you doing here? Why didn’t you tell me you were 
coming?

Grandpa: I made the mashed potatoes. And I wanted to surprise you!

Maddy: (Gives him a hug.) I’m really glad you’re here!

(Several people walk in from stage right.)

Mr. Marsh: It looks like people are ready to eat. Mr. Duncan, can you cut the pies and 
cakes and put them on paper plates? Then I’d love some help carving these turkeys.

Mr. Duncan: Sure! (Goes over to the serving table.)

Mr. Marsh: Mrs. Duncan, would you serve the corn and green beans?

Mrs. Duncan: I’d be glad to!

Grandpa: Maddy, you can serve the potatoes. And don’t be stingy. There are plenty 
more in the kitchen.

Maddy: Okay!

Mr. Marsh: Let’s get busy! And be sure to make everyone feel welcome.
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(The first people approach Maddy carrying plates, and Maddy pretends to serve 
them.)

Maddy: Happy Thanksgiving! Would you like some mashed potatoes?

Person 1: Yes, please.

Maddy: Hello! Do you like mashed potatoes? My grandpa made them. They’re so 
good!

Person 2: Thank you very much!

(Person 3 approaches with a turkey costume on. The hood hides most of his face.)

Maddy: (Starts to laugh.) Happy Thanksgiving, Mr. Turkey! Do you like mashed 
potatoes?

Person 3: Do you do takeout?

Maddy: Takeout? I don’t know. Mr. Marsh, can we do takeout for this turkey?

Mr. Marsh: (Laughing.) Why not? How many meals do you need?

Person 3: (Pulls down his hood.) I’m just kidding, Maddy. It’s me!

Maddy: Uncle Danny! I can’t believe you came!

Uncle Danny: Well, this is where my family is. I think I should help, too. What can 
I do?

Mr. Marsh: Can you take over serving the stuffing? I’ll go and greet people!

Uncle Danny: Sure thing! Then I’ll be right beside my favorite niece! (Leans over to 
Maddy and speaks in a stage whisper.) Guess what! I thought maybe we could get 
all the kids to participate in a treasure hunt after dinner. I brought a nice treasure 
with me.

Maddy: Really?

Uncle Danny: Of course! It’s tradition. And that’s the kind of thing favorite uncles 
do. And I’m your favorite uncle, right?

Maddy: (Smiling.) Yes, you are!
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Scene 5: Behind the Homeless Shelter

(Build the outside of the shelter out of cardboard or paint a backdrop. Set the 
stage with a portable fire pit. Put a string of orange or red lights in it to create a 
fire-like glow. Make flames out of paper. Have the cast stand around the fire pit 
in a semicircle, leaving the side toward the audience open.)

Uncle Danny: The fire is ready!

Maddy: Okay, everyone! (Passing out sticks and marshmallows to the people 
gathered around.) Be sure everyone gets a stick and some marshmallows!

(Danny and Maddy move toward stage right as the others roast marshmallows.)

Uncle Danny: So what do you think, Maddy? Was this the Thanksgiving you were 
dreading?

Maddy: (Shaking her head.) No way. I made some new friends. I got to be with my 
family. We had a great treasure hunt . . .

Uncle Danny: (Pointing at Maddy.) Which you could have won but didn’t. I saw you 
hesitate and let that little boy go ahead of you.

Maddy: (Embarrassed.) Jake hadn’t ever done a treasure hunt before. Did you see 
how excited he was when he won?

Uncle Danny: I did, and I’m very proud of you. I know you didn’t want to do this 
today.

Maddy: You’re right, I didn’t. At least, not at first. But this Thanksgiving was very 
special. It made me feel good.

Uncle Danny: It made me feel good, too!

Maddy: After talking to everyone here, I’m really thankful I have a house and a 
bed and a family who loves me and . . . (She stops and smiles.) Grandpa’s mashed 
potatoes!
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Uncle Danny: They really are the best, aren’t they? I think there are still some left 
in the kitchen. Do you want to go see if we can sneak a bowl of mashed potatoes for 
takeout?

Maddy: Sure! Happy Thanksgiving, Uncle Danny!

Uncle Danny: Happy Thanksgiving, Maddy!

The End
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