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Abstract

Purpose: The aims of the study were to bring in healthy foods, such as fruits and vegetables,
provide cardiac health promotion information, and build a community-based partnership with a
rural community in West Alabama by soliciting members of the community to participate in and
attend a play on cardiovascular health promotion.

Sample: The sample population was mostly older African American community members from a
non-incorporated, rural area along with individuals from surrounding communities in an Alabama
Black Belt county. Through community collaboration, 67 persons were recruited to participate as
actors via reading a script and (n =13) and all remaining persons were audience members for the
community play (n = 54).

Method: This study utilized a community-based participatory research approach with a

qualitative, descriptive research design. The Farmers Theater Toolkit, which utilizes a readers
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theater technique was used to bring cardiovascular health promotion information to a rural
community setting.

Findings: The majority of audience participants either strongly or somewhat agreed that what they
learned from the community play would help them make better food choices (96.3%).
Conclusion: Utilizing the Farmers Theater Toolkit in a rural community was an innovative, fun
way to share health promotion information. The citizens of this community were very welcoming
to the researcher and were excited to partner with an academic institution. Health promotion
education may reduce health risk behaviors such as unhealthy food choices. This type of
intervention may serve as an impetus to making better food choices.
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Utilizing Readers Theater for Health Promotion Education in a Rural Setting

Cardiovascular disease (CVD) is the leading cause of death in the U.S. (American Heart
Association, n.d.; Centers for Disease Control & Treatment [CDC], n.d.). The term CVD refers to
diseases of the heart as well as the blood vessels (CDC, n.d.). Eating healthy foods such as fruits
and vegetables have been shown to aid in the prevention of heart disease (Aune et al., 2017).
Educating individuals about modifiable risk factors such as diet is a way to help individuals
become proactive in CVD prevention. There have been many initiatives to educate rural dwellers
on modifiable risk factors. However, the best strategy is yet to be determined. This study utilized
readers theater as a unique health promotion education strategy. Readers theater is a community
theater concept that allows actors to be familiar with and read from a script rather than memorizing
lines or parts (Reed & Claunch, 2017). The script conveys information you would like the audience

to remember.
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Eating healthy foods such as fruits and vegetables have been shown to help mitigate the risk
of CVD, yet recent studies have shown an increase in CVD in women in rural populations (Virani
et al., 2021). Access to healthy foods, even in rural areas, can be a problem (Rural Health
Information Hub, n.d.) According to the United States Census Bureau, rural refers to any
population that is not in an urban area (United States Census Bureau, n.d.a). Terms such as food
deserts, food insecurity, and low access food areas are all used to describe geographical regions
that typically rank low on the socioeconomic scale and are made up of a minority population
(Massachusetts Institute of Technology, n.d.; U.S. Department of Agriculture, n.d.a). Other factors
such as lack of transportation and finances can also be a deterrent to eating healthy. The aims of
this descriptive study were to engage in the distribution of health foods, such as fruit and
vegetables, provide cardiac health promotion information and build a community-based
partnership with a rural community in West Alabama through the use of community readers
theater.

Background

Food deserts are commonly thought of from a geographic perspective, but emphasis has also
been placed on the economic and health components of affected communities (Karpyn et al.,
2019). The area known as the Black Belt in Alabama originally referred to the black soil of the
area, however, the term is now associated with areas of low socioeconomic status (University of
Alabama, n.d.). Many counties in Alabama’s Black Belt are persistent poverty counties with low
food access areas. Persistent poverty areas are counties that have rates of poverty at 20% or more
(Housing Assistance Council, n.d.). Rates of poverty are higher in the south and in non-metro areas
(U.S. Department of Agriculture, n.d.b). Areas of poverty typically are areas of low food access

and contribute to poor health conditions (Rural Health Information Hub, n.d.; U.S. Department of
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Agriculture, n.d.a). Furthermore, areas with low food access have a higher incidence of older adults
who are affected by chronic health conditions (Llyod, 2019). Therefore, it is not only important to
make healthy foods more accessible, but it is also important to educate individuals on the
importance of eating healthy to prevent negative health outcomes. Presenting health information
in a personalized manner that includes social interaction, such as in a community readers theater
play has been shown to be an effective teaching tool (McCallum et al., 2021).
Method

This study utilized a community-based participatory research (CBPR) approach with a
descriptive research design. In CBPR members of the community work with the researcher
throughout the research process and in decision-making, which can create trust among community
members (Wickman & Carbone, 2018). The study was approved by the corresponding author’s
Institutional Review Board (IRB). In addition to the corresponding author, the research team was
comprised of the president of the local non-profit community outreach organization in the
community along with two undergraduate students. The president of the outreach is a strong
community advocate who is very influential in the community and frequently organizes
community events for the seniors of the county. The location of this study was an unincorporated
town and census-designated place (CDP) located in Sumter County, a Black Belt County in
Alabama. The county has nine towns. The town of Panola and surrounding towns were the focus
of this study. In 2018 heart disease was listed as the number one cause of death in Sumter County
(Alabama Department of Public Health, n.d.). The town of Panola has a population of 71 (Alabama
Demographics, n.d.). The racial make-up of the community is 91.5% (n=65) African American or
Black and 2.8% (n=2) Caucasian or White, 1.4% (n=1) Hispanic or Latino and 4.2% (n=3) two or

more races (Alabama Demographics, n.d.). In 2020, the population of Sumter County was 12, 345,
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with a median income of $24, 320 and a poverty rate of 31.8% (United States Census Bureau,
n.d.b).
Intervention

Healthy foods were provided to the community monthly for a total of six months. Examples
of items included in the food pantry were apples, grapes, peanut butter, and frozen cod. The food
items were distributed through the Food Pantry program operated by the local Feed America
organization. The research team worked alongside community members who volunteer at the non-
profit and assisted with assembling and distributing food boxes and with the distribution of the
boxes. In order to qualify for food boxes recipients had to meet Feed America qualification
guidelines. Approximately 90 families from the county met The Emergency Food Assistance
Program (TEFAP) certification of eligibility requirements. Food box distribution occurred during
the COVID-19 pandemic, so everyone followed the CDC COVID-19 guidelines. Recipients drove
up, opened their trunks, and a box was placed in the trunk. Food box recipients were recruited to
participate as the audience for the play and the community volunteers who helped to assemble the
food boxes were recruited to participate as actors in the play. The community actors participated
in script writing for the play with a focus on the importance of eating fruits and vegetables to help
prevent heart disease. The research team reviewed the heart healthy information with the actors.
Actors and audience were informed of the fact that the play typically would have been a dinner
theater type of play, but due to the pandemic the play would be held outside, and a nutritious box
lunch would be provided to take home. Cardiovascular health promotion brochures were also
included in the food box. The brochures were from CardioSmart of the American College of
Cardiology (n.d.). The study was funded by an internal grant at the researcher’s academic

institution and approved by the IRB.
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Procedure for Readers Theater

With a focus on community non-profits and cardiovascular health in the rural setting, the
researcher sought a rural non-profit organization to partner with. The goal was to provide access
to healthy foods as well as cardiovascular health promotion information to an area that also
qualified as a food desert. In addition to the CV brochures and food, the team also wanted to bring
the community together in an engaging way at the end of the six-months to showcase the CV
information contained in the brochures. Hence, the culmination of the study was a community play
that stressed the importance of eating healthy to mitigate heart disease.

The organizational framework for the play utilized Readers Theater. Readers Theater allows
the performer to read from a script versus having to memorize lines (McCallum et al., 2021; Reed
& Claunch, 2017). Readers Theater is a unique, fun way to share health promotion information in
a community setting. The University of Kentucky’s Farmers Dinner Theater (FDT) Toolkit served
as a guide for developing the community play and post play evaluation survey. Permission to use
the toolkit was obtained from the FDT Toolkit developer (Reed, 2018). An important aspect of
the FDT Toolkit is that members of the community participate in writing the play and are actors
in the play. The idea was to communicate important health promotion information along with local
humor as a fun way to learn.

Due to COVID-19 and having to overcome technology challenges in a rural setting,
rehearsals were held over the phone on a free conference line. There was one in-person rehearsal
held at the outdoor pavilion a week prior to the play. Advertising for the play was conducted
primarily by word of mouth. The play, which was developed with the help of the community
partner and actors, was comprised of two acts, thereby providing more acting opportunities.

Pleasantly, there were several community members who wanted to participate. The total
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completion time for the play was approximately 45 minutes. The scripts for the play contained a
storyline related to information from the brochures such as the importance of eating more fruits
and vegetables to help prevent heart disease. In addition to reading the respective scripts and
adding humor, singing was also incorporated. Popular southern Baptist church songs were altered
to include lyrics that encouraged the audience to eat more fruits and vegetables. At the end of the
play both actor and audience participants completed an evaluation survey.
Sample

The president and founder of the local non-profit works to provide social outlets and
opportunities for seniors in the area. Therefore, a convenience sample of seniors from the
community were chosen. The seniors in the local and surrounding communities were chosen as
participants to serve as actors for the play, n = 13. All of the actors in the play ranged in age from
60 to 90 years old and were residents of the county. Audience participants were recruited from
individuals who came to pick up food boxes, n = 54. In addition to the audience members who
were food box recipients, other guests also attended such as grandchildren, nieces and cousins.

Findings

A total of 67 participants (n=67) completed the post play surveys. Descriptive analysis was
utilized to analyze the data. The surveys consisted of either nine (actor survey) or ten (audience
survey) 5-point Likert style questions that ranged from strongly disagree to strongly agree. There
were three demographic questions, three questions related to heart disease and diabetes and one
question that asked participants to list one lesson learned from the play. Additional questions were:
1) do you have heart disease, 2) do you have diabetes, 3) what is the number of people in your

family with heart disease, 4) list one thing you learned from the play, and 5) additional comments.
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Some of the comments were “it helps to share health information”, “eat more fruits and
vegetables”, and “it is truly necessary to eat healthy”.

Responses from the surveys were overwhelmingly positive. Questions one through three on
the actor surveys and question one through four on the audience surveys differed because they
were specific to either the actor or the audience. Ninety-four percent (n=63) of participants were
African American, and 6% (n=4) were Caucasian. One hundred percent either somewhat or
strongly agreed that the story would encourage them to discuss the importance of healthy eating
to prevent heart disease with their family, make better food choices, and eat more fruits and
vegetables. Findings for questions specific to the actors revealed 100% (n=13) somewhat to
strongly agreed that they enjoyed participating in the play. The majority of the actor participants,
84% (n=11), somewhat to strongly agreed to enjoying helping to write the play, while 16% (n=2)
neither agreed nor disagreed. Findings for questions specific to the audience revealed 98% (n=53)
either somewhat or strongly agreed that they enjoyed the play and 98% (n=53) either somewhat
or strongly agreed that that the story was easy to follow.

Discussion

The study began amidst the pandemic and many in the community were dealing with
stressors such as the loss of family members from COVID-19, loss of income from job loss, and a
fear of going into town and coming in close contact with others. The monthly food deliveries were
seen as a welcome relief for many because it meant residents would not have to go into town to
the grocery store and risk possible exposure. The health promotion information was well received
as community members drove through the food pick-up line. There was also a sense of excited
expectation knowing that a community play was going to be performed in the forthcoming spring

months. This was the first time a play had been performed in the community and that members of
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the community had performed for their peers. The survey data indicated that the town is interested
in receiving additional health information presented in this format.

Limitations of the study were that due to COVID-19, the play had to be held outside in the
hot weather and the actual community dinner piece of FDT was omitted for safety reasons. Also,
because of the outdoor temperature, the discussion portion after the play was omitted. Post play
discussions could have provided more in-depth information for the research team regarding
planned behavior changes to eat healthy and insight into the understanding of the information. A
six-to-eight-week follow-up would have provided insight into behavior changes of fruit and
vegetable consumption. Implications for future direction are to utilize the FDT concept for sharing
health promotion information in different settings such as school and church.

Conclusion

Utilizing the FDT Toolkit in the rural community was innovative and fun, especially amid a
pandemic where community members were not able to attend church or socialize as they were
accustomed to. The citizens of this community were very welcoming to the research team and were
excited to partner with the academic institution. Everyone indicated a willingness to participate in
future studies. Health promotion education may reduce health risk behaviors such as unhealthy
food choices. This type of intervention may serve as an impetus to making better food choices.
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