Ways into plays: introducing scripted plays for language learning

Plays are written to be performed so the best way of using them in the classroom is to recognise this and take an active approach. Perhaps neither you nor your students particularly want to perform the whole play in front of an audience. That’s OK. There may be even be a reluctance to perform extracts in front of other class members. That’s OK also. Nonetheless, if a play is to be used to enhance the students’ understanding of the language and help them feel more confident speaking it, the emphasis should be on playful experimentation. Simply reading the script is dull and ineffective precisely because it does not reflect the dynamic of what a play is.

Answering Some Basic Questions

Consider how an audience anticipates a play they have no prior knowledge of in performance. They tend to have just a few basic questions:

Where is this play set?  
PLACE

Who is it about?

CHARACTERS

What happens?

ACTION

If teachers can establish these things as quickly as possible it allows time to investigate particular aspects of the play pertinent to the class. For example:
character development, structure, language, sub-text;

acting, directing and designing the play;

developing students’ ability to understand and speak the language.

Reading the whole script around the class is time consuming and fails to tackle any of these objectives in an engaging or direct way. There are better alternatives, for example:

The Whoosh   
You will need to write a bullet point summary of the play. For example:
The passengers and crew of a sailing ship fear for their lives when a tempest strikes
On a nearby island, Prospero explains why he has conjured up the storm

Once he was Duke of Milan but was overthrown by his ambitious brother Antonio who was helped by Alonso, the Kind of Naples.

Prospero was cast adrift with his 3 year old daughter, Miranda….

…but amazingly reached an island safely and set about learning magic from books he brought with him
It’s useful to have the characters’ names written on cards which can be hung around students’ necks. As you read the story out (take your time and try to be as dramatic as possible!) give the character nameplates to different students who should then jump into a space and improvise the bullet point you have just read out. Depending on their ability with the language and comfort working practically, they may either just pose in a still image, mime the action or, better still, improvise a little dialogue to suit the scene. In this way you can introduce the entire narrative in a very short time, at the end of which all the class should know where the play is set, who it’s about and what happens.

The Jigsaw

Divide the class into small groups. Give each a section of the play to read through with each member of the group taking a line at a time. The group summarises:
Where the action in their section is set

Who’s is involved

What happens.
Students in each group number themselves e.g. 1 – 5. Next, all the 1s gather together, all the 2s and so on. Each member of these new groups takes it in turn to tell, in order, what happened in their section of the play.

The Flat Book

This works in a similar way to the jigsaw method but involves photocopying the sections and pasting them onto large sheets of card. Try to do it so you get one section on one piece of card. Laminate the cards and invite students to annotate the sections with water based felt pens so they can be cleaned for re-use afterwards.

First responses

Set tasks that allow students to state how they have interpreted the play rather than asking comprehensive questions that suggest there is only one right answer. For example:
re-tell the story in pairs or groups

pinpoint moments that surprised and delighted 

jotting down questions that were raised but not answered by the text

use a cloze exercise in which students fill in words missing from a summary of the story

re-tell parts of the story from a different perspective

draw maps or diagrams of the play's location

make a storyboard of selected scenes

make a tableau showing what the play meant to them or create a number of still images to show how the atmosphere of the play changed as it when on

use movement to suggest the tone and rhythm of the play.

pause at key moments to improvise predictions of what could happen next.

Investigating Plot and Structure

Plot and structure cannot be studied through extracts. If you are studying a whole play it is essential that attention is paid to the way the whole thing hangs together and progresses. Try the following:

Scenes we'd like to see: students write a brief description of a scene that might be inserted into the play. The description is passed to another group who improvise it.

Re-constructing passages: give out a short section of text which has been cut up into individual lines. The task is to re-assemble the scene. 

Hot spots: focus on one scene. The students pick out a line or action that seems to mark the most tense moment and make a tableau of that such as the photographs that one might see outside a theatre which are designed to entice a prospective audience. 

Colour coding and grading for rhythm: if a scene had a colour, what colour would it be? There are no right answers but selecting a colour that seems to suit the predominant mood of a scene and giving it a number on a scale of 1 – 10 to denote its dramatic power is a useful device for generating discussion and helps students visualise and remember the scene better.

Time and tension lines: students make a graph to show how the tension of the play changes for different characters as it progresses.

The flat book: paste the play onto sheets of card and display on the classroom wall. Use different coloured map pins to identify key lines relating to different issues. Join the pins together using different coloured wool. 

Exploring the Characters  

A play's characters are open to interpretation as any comparative study of performance will show. Students might consider the functions the characters appear to serve in the play; how they relate to each other and how the audience may to relate to them. Try these exercises:

Role on the wall: draw a simple outline of the character. Fill it with notes on what is actually known about the character. Outside the outline, write what may be assumed about the character. Discuss personal response to the character.

Hot seating: students ask one of the characters (played by either the teacher or another student) questions about their attitudes. Try progressing the task by asking questions from another character's point of view.  

The character pot: students sit in a circle. One crosses the circle and addresses another as if she were a chosen character. That student then sets off across the circle and says a line to a third student and so on. Imagine, for example, Prospero is the focus of the study: the first student might cross to another and say, "I think you've become a mean and wicked old man". The second student sets off and says, "It must have been difficult for you, losing your dukedom like that." This activity can be made more sophisticated by giving the character the right to reply.

Imaging relationships: groups show the tensions and/or the relationships between characters by making a still image. A related task is to show how students relate to a character as themselves or as other characters by placing a chair in the middle of the room to represent the character e.g. Prospero. The students adopt a position in relation to the chair: Miranda may stand at her father’s side; Caliban might crouch menacingly behind the chair; Ariel may stand in front awaiting an order. Students explain who they are and why they have postioned themselves so.

Finding yourself: students are given different lines from the play. They mill around the room saying their line and listening carefully to the lines being said back then link up with other students who they think may be the same character but at a different moment in the play.

Conscience alley: chose a moment when a character makes an important decision. Students form two lines. The teacher walks between the lines listening to the different voices that the character might hear in her head before making the decision.

Re-setting the lines in a new context: give out an extract of a play and ask the students to select four consecutive lines. They must 'hide' these in a scene of their own devising. The task demands they assimilate the style and language of the original. 

Packing up: imagine that a character is moving house. Placed a box in the middle of the circle. Students take turns, in role as the character, to pack something in the box. 

The family album: what photographs would a character have in their photo album? Students make still images of moments from the play or beyond it and add captions.

Written tasks

Many written tasks can help students show what they already know and understand about a play. While these may demand that students employ their knowledge and creativity it needs to be re-iterated that their value in giving insights into how plays work in performance is limited. Nevertheless, try:
writing newspaper headlines and stories ("New Sighting of Ghost at Elsinore!")

letters between characters

epitaphs and obituaries

prayers spoken by a character at key moments 

school reports for key characters

diary or filofax entries for characters

writing additional scenes

Other written tasks can help students show their understanding of the play as a performance text. For example:
writing notes about a character which would be useful for the casting director

writing reviews of actual or imagined performances ("Space Age 'Hamlet' Fails to Lift Off!")

writing notes from an actor’s or director’s point of view on preparing for a performance

producing programme notes on the play from a historical or contemporary viewpoint

Finally…

Students might just enjoy watching or reading plays, talking about them, rehearsing scenes from them or improvising around them just for the fun of it. After all, as Brecht recognised, if theatre doesn’t entertain it can’t educate.
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