
HOW TO REHEARSE A PLAY
Improvised drama does not need to be rehearsed.  A scene is given to the actors, a situation described, the parameters identified, and the roles are played out in the best way that the actors can manage.  The actors need to draw upon their inner resources and manufacture speech and manage movement to attain their objectives.  This kind of role-playing is very popular in ESL/EFL training and serves the purpose of allowing a student an opportunity to elicit speech behaviors that have previously been taught and rehearsed in the classroom.  The intent is to have the students practice the taught speech behavior in context.  The result may be accurate reproduction, a fair simulation, or wildly off the mark.  The main difference between such role-playing drama and dramatic production is that with the latter, the student is guided to complete accuracy in order to communicate during a performance.  The guidance occurs by means of the rehearsal process.

The First Rehearsal: The Read-Through (approximately 3 hours.)

The first rehearsal needs to be spent on play reading and introducing the students to the format used in playwriting with the description of the stage plan, stage directions, and dialogue.  Students can read the plays and the teacher can use the exercises provided before and after each play in this book for exploration purposes.  In fact, the use of these plays can be kept at this level to develop play reading skills and cultural insights if actual performance of the plays is not possible.  Most teachers, however, will want to set as their goal the actual rehearsal and performance of the plays.  If you are one of these, this chapter has been developed for you.  And, in this case, it is better to wait to use the exercises surrounding each play until after a play is selected for performance and keep the purpose of the play reading to an examination of character and story line to determine character and play preferences on the part of the students.  Depending on your circumstances, you may want to use the exercises with the student-actors preparing to perform the plays or, if appropriate, with a larger audience of observers when the plays are actually performed, or both.  The choice is up to you.

The reason for reading through a number of plays is to give students an opportunity to consider various characters which they might choose to play within story lines that they find appealing. As simple as this idea is, it is often overlooked.  In fact, it is an important first step in developing creative or developmental drama.  The student needs to have a vested interest 

in the character and the story.  Let's examine these issues separately.

The selection of character by the student actor who is going to play that character is a principle that divides creative drama from the professional (or non-professional) stage.  The professional actor (or non-professional operating according to principles of professional theater) is chosen for a part by a director who chooses him or her to play a role because s/he thinks the actor is best suited for the needs of the production. In other words, the professional theater focuses on the product. Creative drama is concerned with process.  This is why the selection of the character by the student is important.  The selection of the character is based, usually, consciously or unconsciously, on perceived satisfaction of some need.  For example, the shy boy may select the character of an aggressive businessman, the tomboyish girl may select a delicate, dainty part.  Or, students may choose characters who further develop traits they already have.  Whatever the situation, there is reason -- psychological, emotional, and developmental, for the choice.  This principle of selection of character provides motivation to get things right at rehearsals and deliver a strong performance.  The student is in the process of becoming and that becoming can be satisfied by his/her character's traits.

The second issue, the need for the student actor to choose the story, is another principle of creative drama.  Unlike professional theater, where the actor is paid to project the author's message in context of a play, the actor here chooses the play because s/he wishes to project the concept of the play.  The play is important as a commitment in and of itself. The association of the student actor with the concepts communicated by the play can supply motivation for performance and energy for the work of rehearsal.  The student actors are vested in their product.

Thus, the selection of characters and plays is an important first step in the rehearsal process.  In reading through a series of plays, the teacher should select students to read parts that s/he suspects may be right for the student in a creative or developmental way.  (This is when you take your first steps as a director).  In these read-throughs, the teacher will want to clarify vocabulary and character traits and objectives, that is, what the character wants in the scene and in the play.  Often, some descriptive terms used in stage direction will be new to students.  They, too, will need to be clarified.  And, finally, the general concept or theme the play projects will have to be discussed.  Trying to do more at this point will blur the goal of the effort: to define which characters and plays are going to be best for these students.

After a suitable number of plays have been read and discussed (usually five or six for a class of about ten), the teacher should ask if students have character preferences, making it clear that all students should consider any role in any play, not just the parts that they have read.  Usually, play and part preferences work themselves out somewhat miraculously.  (I am often in awe of the process.)  But, sometimes, a little intervention is necessary.  If so, remember the principle of compensatory need, i.e., select the soft-spoken Japanese girl to play the loud American showgirl or the awkward, gangling teenager to play the smooth-talking business pro.  You'll be surprised at the results!  Once the selection of plays and parts has been completed, you will have finished the first step in the rehearsal process.

What has been rehearsed in this first step?  To review: first, the play format has been introduced to the student -- the stage directions, the dialogue, the way speeches are written on the printed page.  As students have read through, you have clarified vocabulary, worked on the pronunciation of new words, discussed the use of intonation and emphasis as related to meaning and helped students to do it, often modeling the proper emphasis and intonation for them.  The play reading process alone has been a solid lesson in listening/speaking/conversing.  And, you have, together, selected two or three ten-fifteen minute plays to further rehearse and have a cast for each looking forward to developing their play.

The Second Rehearsal: Read-Through in Roles for Stress, Intonation, and Pronunciation  (Approximately four hours, if based on three fifteen-minute plays.)

At the beginning of the second rehearsal, you should make the students familiar with the stage terminology as found in Appendix One and the discussion of emphasis, stress, and intonation as found in Appendix Two.  The former is necessary so that students will be able to imagine some of the movement as suggested by the stage directions as they read through the script.  The latter is necessary to prepare them for work on speaking their lines and interpreting the meaning through voice and speech.  After discussing the information found in Appendices One and Two, you should divide the class according to their different play groups and have each read through the play as a cast, experimenting with stress and intonation and trying to determine where the emphasis should be placed.  As they are doing this, you should take one group at a time and read through with them, focusing on pronunciation.

The goal of this rehearsal, more than anything else, is to make each student aware of his or her pronunciation problems, the specific vowels, diphthongs, or consonants he or she mispronounces, and to model the correct pronunciation for them, making sure that they can reproduce the same correctly.  To do this, you should sit down with a play group and have them read through.  If anyone has a question about meaning, either linguistic or about character, it should be asked and answered at this time.  As each student reads his/her lines, be sure to stop at places where words are mispronounced.  Distinguish the particular sound that creates the mispronunciation, isolate it, and have the student circle it in his/her script.  Then, show the student the proper tongue, lip, and jaw placement for the sound. You should have students practice until they can reproduce the sound correctly when they read and, later, memorize their lines. Here is an example.  A student actor reads: "I would like some Flench flies."  Obviously, the offending consonant is the "r" in both "French" and "fries". Have the student circle the "r" in both words.  Then show the student the proper placement of the jaw, tongue, teeth and lips for "r" and show how placement of "l" is different from "r".  Have the student practice the "r" sound until it is passable and understandable.  This may take several repetitions as students make sounds new to them.  You may have others in the group join in if they have the same problem.  Thus, the second rehearsal becomes a "pronunciation" class for as many hours as necessary to get the job done.  In my own experience, with three groups working on material at the same time, it has usually taken about three hours of class time, excluding the time to discuss the appendices.  (This is with about ten students working in three groups on three fifteen-minute plays.)  To do this well, you should be sure to review a good voice and speech book that illustrates placement positions for all the vowels, diphthongs, and consonants of English.  Sometimes, these books can help you to explain positions more accurately with pictures and, often, they offer good exercises to help correct the sound.

Besides working with pronunciation, you should offer suggestions about basic emphasis and intonation during this rehearsal.  These suggestions, too, should be written or, more accurately, drawn into the student's script following the prescription offered in Appendix Two.  Thus, in the process of reading through in the second rehearsal, the student will have a script written over with pronunciation reminders, stress and emphasis marks, and intonation tones.  They will practice these as they develop their characters and memorize their lines.  They will have a "score" and learn to "sing" the English as they act.

Perhaps we should discuss the pedagogy of this practice at this point, for pronunciation taught in this way supplies unique motivation for change in speech behavior -- as you may well have discerned by now, and is, in fact, an alternative approach to much recent ESL/EFL theory which encourages spontaneous communicative utterances and downplays the importance of "drill". However, unless a behavior is sufficiently rehearsed before being attempted in spontaneous interchange, the result may be less than effective communication.  In the framework of drama, the pronunciation must be worked on over a period of time because an audience will need to understand it easily when it is performed. This simple factor provides great motivation for changes in speech behaviors and the dramatic context provides exercise material which is not boring because it is not an exercise only in and of itself, but a means to an end, and thus, not even (usually) perceived as an exercise!  Also, the student gets used to manipulating the problem sound not only in rehearsal with other cast members, but alone, as s/he works on memorizing the lines of his/her part.  This intense work with pronunciation is almost impossible in any other context.  However, because it is repetitive, it is imperative that the student receive the correct model to repeat and be held to that standard constantly.  It is the second rehearsal wherein all this spoken and vocal groundwork is established.

The Third Rehearsal: Analyzing Character Intention (Objectives) (Approximately 3 hours.)

This third rehearsal is part script analysis, part character analysis, and part memorization.  The three parts work together. 

Plays, traditionally, are divided into scenes based on objectives.  Much of the technical vocabulary was developed by Constantin Stanislavski, an early Twentieth Century Russian actor/director/teacher.  His observations of Victorian theater techniques led him to develop means to a more natural/organic approach to theater.  His concept of "objectives" as they pertain to drama is helpful to us here, as well.

The super-objective is the over-riding image or message of the play, the reason for which the play was written and the main goal towards which a director must fashion the separate components of a play.  The objectives of each act and scene in the play support the play's super-objective.  These must all be related to one another in much the same way as each paragraph in a composition relates to the main idea or thesis of the composition.  These scene objectives are based upon the scene objectives of each character in the play and especially upon the objectives of the protagonist.  The scenes can be divided whenever a new character enters or a character leaves.  The first thing that you, as a director, should do is to identify each of these segments and then discuss what happens in each segment with your student actors.  Ask your student actors what each character 

wants (in other words, their character's objective or intention in each scene).

To prepare for this discussion, students need to analyze each speech of the character.  Whatever the character says or does is an action working toward an end (objective).  Words are used in order to reach a goal.  Students should write into their scripts, therefore, the thoughts that produce the words that produce an objective.  In technical theater terms, this is called "developing an inner dialogue".  In other words, the students write in thoughts that lie behind what each character says or, in Stanislavki's term, provide a "subtext".  This technique not only helps to establish the psychology of character, but also aids in the memorization process because words are then the tools to satisfy an objective or an intention; they are not just memorized for themselves.  Needless to say, this is another important aspect of language rehearsal: the linking of intent to proper expression of that intent in English.  When memorized according to character intent, the end result is a more natural delivery as words are spoken for a communicative purpose -- as in real life.  This rehearsal is also an important language lesson, as students must find the words that express their characters' thoughts, but are different from the words of the text of the play.

Logistically, it is a good idea to move from group to group, going over one unit of each play at a time.  Start with section one of one group, have students read what they have created for their inner dialogues speech by speech.  They should read the inner dialogue first and then the speech of the text.  As a director, you will check to see that they correspond and that they are appropriate for the overall scene objective and action of the play.  It is at this point that some cultural discussion may be elicited as students may misperceive the objectives of their characters.  It is your job, as director, to explain the larger cultural context that motivates a character's action when necessary.  In technical terms, this is called reviewing the "given circumstances" -- the situation which motivates a character's action.

When you have moved from group to group, listening to and discussing each section in turn, and have heard all groups to completion, students should begin the memorization process.

The Fourth Rehearsal:  Memorization  (3 to 6 hours).

The fourth rehearsal is when the memory work is done.  Again, students should work on their plays a section at a time, trying to memorize section one, then two, then three, etc.  However, students should use a method suggested by Richard Via called “Talk and Listen”.  It is as follows.

First, students should look at their character's speech.  They should take a phrase or short sentence, but only so much as they can hold in their mind.  Then, looking at their partner, the character who is spoken to in the context of the play, they should say the words of the phrase or sentence to them, making sure there is continual eye contact with the partner.  The important thing is not to read, but speak the words of the speech according to the character's intention.  It should be done little by little, section at a time until each section is memorized.  The students will find, as they work, that they will remember larger and larger sections of the script, relying on the written text less and less until they don't need it at all.  All of this should occur as students are seated in groups.  There is no need for movement until later in the rehearsal process.  The important thing during this phase of rehearsal is for the student to play the character's objective through the spoken words.

How does this rehearsal help the language acquisition process?  By linking the intention with the spoken word, it gives functional vocabulary to the students at the same time that it trains them to listen well to what others say to them, not only for meaning, but also for their own cue to reply.  Often, those cues come from the intonation and stress patterns already established in an earlier rehearsal.  It is your job, as a director, to check, one section at a time, each group's work to make sure that pronunciation, intonation, and stress is clear and accurate and expresses the character's and the play's objectives. Where there is discrepancy between the voice and speech production of the student actors, you will need to coach, exhort, and sometimes act as model to point them toward clear and accurate expression.  The work of the fourth rehearsal is finished when each group is able to exchange the dialogue clearly, accurately, and with good timing.  The completed work should sound much like a radio play.  In fact, it might be a good idea to audio-tape record the results of the work at this point so that students can get some feedback and to let them know what needs to be worked on in the future for the spoken elements.

The Fifth Rehearsal:  Putting the Play on its Feet  (2 hours).

The fifth rehearsal is when the movement for each character is arranged.  The teacher/director needs to have planned (from the directions given in the scripts) the basic moves of each character.  Of course, to do this, you will have a floor plan (either given you in the script or one you have drawn up from the directions in the script) that indicates the doors, windows, furniture placement, and anything else that will appear on the set or needs to be imagined in the setting.  Many plays will have imaginary properties or "props" as well.  You will explain the floor plan to your student actors, taking each group one at a time while the others "warm up" by reviewing their line work from the last rehearsal.  They can listen to their audiotape at this point, too.

After you have introduced the ground, or floor plan, begin to walk the students through their lines, giving them their positions as they deliver their lines and movement which shows the physical action, relationships, and emotional states of the characters.  Students should write in their scripts the directions you give them according to the terminology and abbreviations found in Appendix One.  Be sure to check that it is accurate because it will be used in many rehearsals later on.

The process described above is called "blocking the movement" for a play.  There are several approaches to the general process.  Some directors take a script and, noting the basic indications in the script, add to them, plotting every little movement and detail of physical action from their imagination.  Other directors plan only a floor plan and wait to work with actors before defining the stage movement.  I have found that a middle way is generally an effective and efficient use of rehearsal time.  That is, to plan the necessary, basic movements around a floor plan that clarifies each important action of a scene and then work with the actors in rehearsal to develop details of character movement that, after all, must come from the actor's knowledge of his character's psychology.  Thus, the basic, necessary visual images are created beforehand and arranged in this rehearsal.  In future rehearsals, the student actors add more and more refinements as they feel more "in character" having drawn inspiration from the major images put in place by the director and the developing understanding of their character's objectives.

Some may ask, "What is the language benefit of this rehearsal?"  The language benefit is twofold.  The first and obvious rehearsal benefit is to move according to directions: “left”, “right”, “sit down”, “walk over to”, etc.  The second benefit from this rehearsal is to physically incorporate another culture's non-verbal behaviors: spatial relationships, posture, use of bodily contact, etc.  As you are "blocking" a play set in gestures and a North American cultural milieu, student actors will need to become comfortable acting physically according to Western, and specifically, North American, norms.  Depending upon the intimacy of contact, this will need to proceed at a step-by- step pace.  Don't try to force an embrace too early in rehearsal. On the other hand, a slap on the back or a handshake should be blocked in early and rehearsed fully in each practice session -- 

as will the simple movements of getting from one area of the stage to another.

Thus, in this fifth rehearsal, you will block the basic physical action of each play, making sure that student actors write in their scripts every movement that you give them so that you will not have to repeat the direction at each future rehearsal.  Usually, instead of setting the blocking of one section of a play and moving to another, it is better to block one whole play all the way through so that all students in the group know their movements.  Then, go on to another and do the same.  After you have finished blocking one group, let the group run through the action by themselves, making sure that they can remember all the movement that you have directed into the play.  Then, you can go back and check each group after finishing the basic blocking of each play.  You will always have to remind people of moves and make adjustments, but don't worry, this is what rehearsals are for!

The Sixth Rehearsal: Lines, Lines, Lines! Action, Action, Action!
(6 hours).

In the sixth rehearsal, the student actors spend time integrating movement with the spoken word.  Students in the play, but not in the scene being rehearsed, will need to "hold book" for the students actively rehearsing in their group.  This means that they will hold the script of the play for the students that are rehearsing and when those rehearsing can't remember their lines, they will shout "Line!" and the students holding book will read the actor's lines to them.  The students in each group holding book (the prompters) will also have to check their movement and make sure that they are in the right place at the right line.  You, as a director, will have your eyes and hands free to suggest detail, recommend additional movement, or remind students of basic movements previously blocked.  You will also need to keep reminding actors of correct pronunciation at this point and coach them quite closely in the job of getting movement and speech synchronized.  When you see a spot where the action is not in keeping with the words, don't be afraid of showing them the more appropriate movement.  Remember, they are learning culture through movement at this point.  Like any new format, the students will have to be stretched into it.  What you want to aim for is a series of stage pictures that, if a deaf person were watching, s/he would be able to understand the story.  For many students, not used to such animation, this will be a big behavioral change -- even if they are Westerners!  You will need to work hard to get them to express through their bodies the nature of the words they speak and the intention they are pursuing.  You will need to ask them, "What does your character want?"  How can you use your body to achieve it?  Please be 

physical and physically express your action."  Be prepared to show them how.

Work through each play that you are rehearsing in this way.  It is usually a good idea to have students run through the entire play with what they remember.  Then, go back and start over, stopping at each point that needs adjustment.  Then, have them run through a third time.  After that, let the group practice by themselves while you turn your attention to another play group and follow the same procedure with them.  In this way, the students will have a chance to warm up the first time through, be coached towards the goal the second time through, and have an opportunity to show what they have been able to retain the third time through.  Don't worry if they don't retain everything.  Simply make a mental (or written) note for yourself for the next time through. 

As you run through this process, don't expect everything to be perfect too quickly.  Don't give your actors too much detail too soon.  Your ability to handle this process of directing will improve the more you do it.  The important thing is to build gradually, allowing student actors to achieve a smoothness with what you have already given them each time before you add more.  Don't give them everything at once, but wait and see what they bring to the rehearsal process and show you.  Build upon that.

Through movement and speech stress and intonation you are helping the students build their characters.  You are helping them work "from the outside in" as theater language expresses the process.  You, as director, are building an audio-visual framework into which the actors are supplying emotion.  This process is at once aesthetic and cultural/linguistic.  In any theater performance, the self must fill the character's shoes.  When the character's shoes are of another language and culture, this will take a while longer, but it is the same process, nonetheless.  The result should be, and usually is, that the student/actor re-experiences him/herself at home within another cultural milieu.  This is a foretaste of the truly bi-cultural experience that will be achieved in the future.  That experience of at-oneness with the target culture will stay with students outside the classroom and help them to continue to experience it on a day-to-day basis.

So, as character builds, so does commitment -- commitment to the roles and commitment to the new sense of self which the character supports.  You will see more creative ideas being brought to rehearsals and more freedom of expression in your students outside the framework of the rehearsals.  They will begin to internalize the dramatic process.

Coming back now to the sixth rehearsal as it relates to the production itself, when lines are smooth, paced well, and timing is precise, you should add any necessary properties such as money, ash trays, guns, glasses -- anything that needs to be handled or manipulated by hand.  Again, the same process of watching, correcting, checking, and watching again should occur until all properties are handled smoothly and with good timing.

The Seventh Rehearsal:  Dress Rehearsal with Notes  (2 hours).

By the seventh rehearsal, everything should be in place.  The students should have their characters developed, their lines learned, their movement well practiced, and be ready for performance in front of an audience.  Hopefully, they will play their character objectives with strength and vibrancy and feel comfortable in dong so.  However, there is still one rehearsal process left to do.  With their costumes on, they need to rehearse to get use to their costumes, both for movement and timing and to develop a sense of playing the play as a whole.  To do this, they will rehearse uninterrupted, while you, as a director, take notes.  This is the "dress rehearsal."

This, too, is a process that should not be rushed.  You should rehearse enough times to make actors feel at home in their costumes.  You should watch the rehearsal from the point of view of an audience member, making a note of any aspect of the performance that jars your sensibility.  You can write these notes on one piece of paper and talk to actors at the end of their run-through.  Some directors prefer individual "post it's" which can be given to each student actor to keep and remember.  Either way, communicate where you feel there needs to be adjustment, or remind performers of pronunciation, stress, intonation points -- anything which needs to be corrected.  Try NOT to introduce any new elements at this point, but just remind student/actors about the things that have been worked on.  Re-rehearse to make sure that the actors have incorporated your notes/suggestions in their performance.  When they have done so, it is time to praise them and to let them know that they are ready to put on a show!

The Performance  (1 hour).

This is the long-awaited moment that the student actors and student audience have been anticipating.  The student actors will now find out if all their practice for communicative precision will pay off.  Will the audience laugh and understand?!  The sense of urgency will increase as the actors prepare to perform in front of their peers and other teachers.  Energy will be high and nerves will be jingling.  So, make sure that, at this point, you, as a director, are perfectly calm and organized.  Have tables set up for hand properties on either side of the stage area where actors enter and exit.  Have time arranged so that you can set up furniture and set pieces of each play and run through each in order to warm up.  At the same time, show actors how to move set pieces off and new pieces on for the next play.  (They need to be the stagehands as well.)  Have actors of the first play set up the first play's furniture, rehearse, and then rehearse their "curtain call" or bow, if desired.  The next group should then be prepared to set up for their play.  The previous group, after their bow, will remove things unnecessary for the next play, and so on, depending upon the number of groups you have performing.  Finally, rehearse a group "curtain call" for the end of all the performances so that the drama class can take a bow as a class.

As the audience files into the space used for performance, have student actors seated on either side of the stage area, depending upon where and when they make their entrances.  You can introduce each play and the names of the students in it before each group performs.  After the first performance, you can either use some of the exercises in this book to review the work or let individual teachers do the same in their classrooms with their students.  Either way, it is a good idea to have some questions ready for the audience and a few points of discussion prepared for exchange while the student actors are re-arranging the furniture and getting set up for the next play.  Avoid dead time. Introduce each scene to audience members and explain the context and anything in the play that might be difficult for students to comprehend.  You should use the time to prepare the audience in the same way that you prepare students to listen to an audio tape, i.e., review the place, the situation, the characters, some difficult vocabulary.  When the actors are ready and the audience has been primed, you can let the play begin.


"Break a leg!"
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