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What I would like to do this morning in this brief presentation is to simply bring you through the process that we use at the Center for English Language Teaching where I teach at Southern New Hampshire University in Manchester, New Hampshire.

For some years, we have been using drama to practice pronunciation and at the same time introduce students to some culture issues as well as allow them an opportunity to become familiar with drama as an art form, although, in our case, we limit it to the comic side of drama, by and large.

The following are the steps that we use in developing the short plays for production for an audience that is comprised of the other classes at our Center.  The audience numbers about seventy students and teachers, and performances are given once or twice a semester depending upon our schedule.

For material, we have depended a great deal on the sketches in OFF-STAGE by Doug Case and Ken Wilson published by Heinemann in the U.K. and now, unfortunately, out of print.   As a result of the lack of similar plays, I undertook a series of my own plays that we now also use for our productions.  The material that we use is pretty much geared to the intermediate and advanced levels, but much of the process that we use can be applied to material for all levels.

Step One – The Approach

The overall approach that we use is an approach really developed by Edith Skinner, one of America’s foremost speech teachers for the theater.  She trained generations of actors at Carnegie Institute of Technology (now, Carnegie Mellon University) and later at the Julliard School in New York City.  I studied with Edith in the sixties and have tried to adapt much of her method to English for second, or foreign language, teaching.

Basically, the approach is to emphasize stress and intonation as the main indicators of clarity in speech and, of course, support this with practice in the articulation of vowels and consonants.  To do this, we build a structure of notations onto the scripts that we use to indicate necessary stress, intonation, and challenging vowel or consonant sounds.

I should note that the use of drama emerges from the basis of our speech and pronunciation course that uses Edith Skinner’s book, SPEAK WITH DISTINCTION.

This book sets out the International Phonetic Alphabet and includes drills and exercises for all English vowels, consonants, and diphthongs and blends that students can practice for their individual problems.  So, students are taken through the overall process of understanding the articulators and how to form the vowel and consonant sounds for proper placement.  After that, the plays serve as practice structures to drill pronunciation in a fashion that engages students and approaches the subject then, in an indirect way. 

Thus, the first thing that students are introduced to in the drama segment is how to determine stress.  As your handout indicates  (Appendix II), we practice pitch and volume to get students to stretch their voices and develop range of expression.  (Since many of our students in New Hampshire are speakers of Asian languages, this is particularly important).  They are instructed to use underlining as indication of stress, and pitch, and volume. 

 (Demonstrate on transparency I, Appendix II)

Step Two – Play Reading and Selection

Once the foundation is laid with an understanding of how stress is created through pitch and volume, we introduce the plays in the form of play reading so that students can practice demonstrating their understanding of the use of  stress through readings of a series of plays.  At this point, I introduce the terminology of the stage and stage directions (Appendix I) so that students will be able to visualize what is occurring on the stage as they read.

As the plays are read, students are instructed to read for the stress and emphasis of the appropriate words.  At the same time, character motivation, play meaning and purpose is discussed.  Students are taught how to recognize theme and structure of the dramatic format.

They also are given the opportunity to examine a number of different plays and characters so that they have a CHOICE as to the play and character that they will perform.  This may appear to be a simple issue, but it is an important one, for this is a point that demarcates the professional from the educational or developmental theater.  The professional actor is chosen for a role because she or he is thought to be the best to express the play’s message or point of view and balance the total aesthetic of a particular production.  In creative or developmental or educational theater, the drama is FOR the ACTOR and should serve as a vehicle for the student’s BECOMING.  This is why the selection of the character by the student is important.  The selection of a particular character by a student is based, usually, consciously or unconsciously, on perceived satisfaction of a 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 that further develop traits they already have, but wish to develop further.  Whatever the situation, there is a reason – psychological, emotional, or developmental, for their choice.  This principle of selection of character provides motivation to get things right at rehearsals and to 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 play or story, is another principle of creative drama.  Unlike professional theater, where the actor is paid to project the author’s message in context of the 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 the product.

Thus, the selection of characters and plays is an important early step in the rehearsal process.  In reading through a series of plays, the teacher can select students to read parts that s/he suspects may be right for the student in a creative or developmental way.  In these read-throughs, we clarify vocabulary and character traits and objectives, that is, what a character wants in a scene and in the play.  Descriptive terms used in stage directions are clarified at this time and the general theme or concept that the play suggests will be discussed.  Trying to do more at this point would blur the goal of the effort: to define which characters and plays are going to be best for the students.

After a suitable number of plays have been read and discussed (usually six to ten depending on class size) the students are asked for their character preferences.  Usually, play and part preferences work themselves out miraculously, but sometimes a little intervention is necessary.  When necessary, I always think of the principle of compensatory need and select the soft-spoken Japanese student for the loud American, or the awkward teenager for the sophisticated, smooth-talking business executive.

Step Three – Selecting Stress

At this point, the plays have been cast and the class divides into small groups to work on their individual plays.  The plays are divided into sections so that each section can be worked on and rehearsed one section at a time.  The student’s first task is to read through their entire play to determine where the stress should be placed in their lines.  To do this, they need to discuss the plays super-objective and the objective of each scene and finally, each character’s objective.  After having discussed these objectives, the students highlight their character’s speeches and underline in pencil what they determine to be the stressed words.  Then, I go from group to group checking with the students, not only their understanding of objectives, but also working with their pronunciation and stress one section at a time.  Where the pronunciation of a vowel or consonant is not standard, I have the student circle it to be worked on.  The placement for the sound is modeled for the student and drills for the sound’s proper production are assigned from SPEAK WITH DISTINCTION, but could be drawn from any other comparable text that has accompanying tapes that the student can work with alone at home or in a language lab.  

Step Four – Indicating Intonation

The next step is to go through each section of each play with the students reading for intonation.  But before they do this and as preparation for the exercise, they are asked to write in their scripts between the lines, a subtext of their character’s thoughts that accompany not only their speeches but the moments that they are listening to the speeches of other characters.  In other words, they must develop a pattern of thought in English that coincides with their speeches and the speeches of others in each scene that they are acting in.  This helps them to arrive at the proper intonation or, at least, gives them opportunity to precisely understand what their characters want to express.  The students come to terms with the intention of each character’s speech in this process.  It is the teacher’s job sometimes, to show them the intonation that best reflects the character’s intention.

Much of the work here may draw us into cultural discussion, as students will need to understand the cultural dimension of what motivates their characters.  As an aid to this, I often make the assignment of the writing of a character autobiography at this point, so that the student actors can fill in all the details of their character’s lives.  If there is time in the rehearsal schedule, one can take the characterizations thus developed and put students in improvisations that will explore how their characters would interact in different situations outside the context of their plays, thus allowing for further interesting and creative communicative practice.

So, as build up to framing intonation, we develop character autobiographies, determine character objectives, and systematically develop “inner dialogue” speech by speech.  Of course, those of you who have studied acting will see the hand of Constantine Stanislavski behind all of these techniques and it is he whom we credit for all of these techniques still used in the professional theater by professional actors.  Little did he think, I am sure, that his techniques would be so readily useful in the teaching of the English language.  But it is, after all, the thinking in the language that produces successful results both on and off the stage.  We try to instill this pattern in rehearsal, in performance, and, hopefully it carries off stage as well.

Once the foundation is laid then, we can begin to work intensively with the intonation.  To do this, we sit with each group and, as the students read the play, we discuss the intonation patterns for their lines and have them draw the patterns into their scripts.
Working through each speech in this fashion, we combine the stress, the emphasis, and the intonation so that each speech stands as a graphic illustration towards which the student actor’s voice should stretch.  Thus, the student is encouraged to break away from a flat, unexpressive reading to a pattern that reflects natural spoken English intonation, inflection, rhythm, and stress.  The pattern is then set for the work of the next step, that of memorization.

Step Five – Memorizing

In step five, the memorization process is begun.  This process incorporates the approach as set forth in Richard Via’s “Talk and Listen” system.  The students are taught not to read their lines, but to look first at their character’s speech, then, to take as much of the speech as they can hold in their minds, be it a phrase, a sentence, or several sentences and, while looking at their fellow player, to speak the speech according to the character’s intention.  They will, of course, need to keep the intonation pattern already established and maintain eye contact while speaking with the person to whom they are talking.  In this fashion, they are actually drilling their pronunciation while practicing intonation, as well as memorizing their lines in a communicative way.  

This process should proceed little by little, a section at a time, until each section is memorized.  The students find that, as they work, they will remember larger and larger sections of the script until they don’t need to rely on 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 the rehearsal process is for the student to play the character’s intention through the pattern of 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 to what others have to 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.  Thus, students are taught that meaning is communicated as much or more through intonation as it is through words. It is the teacher’s job as 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 character objectives and the voice and speech production of the student actors, the teacher needs to coach, exhort, and sometimes act as model to point the students toward clear and accurate expression.  The work of the fifth step in rehearsal is finished when each group is able to exchange the dialogue clearly, accurately, with feeling and good timing.  The completed work should sound like a radio play.  In fact, it is always a good idea to audio tape 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 future rehearsals for the spoken elements.

Step Six – Putting the Play on its Feet

The sixth step in the rehearsal process 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.  To do this, the teacher needs to have a basic floor plan (either one given in the script or one that has been drawn up from the directions in the script) that indicates where doors, windows, furniture placement, and anything else that will appear on the set or needs to be imagined in the setting.  Many plays will indicate the need for hand props (guns, briefcases, notebooks, etc.) or set properties (telephones, TVs, tables, etc.).  Try to keep these to a bare minimum and use suggestion rather than trying to achieve full realism.  Again the focus should be on the speech and movement of actors, not stage realism.  If the student actors are involved in what they are doing, the audience will see the rest!

After the students know the ground plan, they can begin to rehearse the movement that should reflect the needs of the physical action, the relationships of the characters and their emotional states.  Students write in their scripts movement directions using the abbreviations found in Appendix I.  (See Appendix I)  The director, at this rehearsal, needs to set parameters so that actors do not “upstage” themselves and their body positions are open to the audience.

The language value during this process may not appear to be obvious.  But, the language value is actually twofold.  First, students need to follow precise commands similar to Total Physical Response exercises.  Students must listen for, “turn left on this word,” “walk downstage, turn, and sit down in the chair on this line,” etc.  Second, the student actors must incorporate another culture’s non-verbal behaviors including spatial proximity, gesture, and physical contact.  As they physicalize their roles, they also develop the characters they will become and, at the same time, accustom themselves to the physical behavioral manners of the English speaking culture they are performing in. 

Step Seven – Integrating Sound with Movement

In the sixth step in the rehearsal process, students spend time integrating the movement with the spoken word.  Students in the play, but not in the scene, will have to “hold book”  for the students that are not rehearsing in each 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 line to them.  The students holding book will also need to check the actor’s movements to make sure that they are in the right place for a certain line.  The stage movement thus, needs to have been clearly recorded in both the director/teacher’s script and that of each student actor.  Students will also benefit from reading each other’s scripts and giving lines and movement in this way as they help each other.  This exercise builds unity in the working group and empowers the students.  It trains them to become vested in their work as a creative unit.

The teacher/director, at this point, needs to move from group to group, working on one section at a time, to refine movement, remind the performers about intonation, clarity of their vowels, consonants, and diphthongs, and generally, fine tune their movement including gestures and body positioning.  Remember, they are learning culture through movement at this point.  Like the language, the students will have to be stretched into movement patterns reflective of both the character and the culture.  

Once each section has been worked on intensively, and students can remember the movement and most of the lines, it is time to start letting them run through the entire play.  As a director, the teacher should watch them run through once, then, go back and stop and start, fixing things which were not right the first time through.  Then, have students run through a third time with the adjustments and then, leave them to rehearse while going on to do the same things with another group.  This process continues until each group has a fairly complete sense of the delivery of speeches, timing of movement, and the flow of the total action.

Step Eight -- Introducing the Properties

The properties to be used in the play should be introduced next.  To keep the focus on the language and movement, introduction has been postponed till this point.  Once, the movement and the language is all intact, the teacher can add the hand props, such as notebooks, telephones, guns, briefcases and so forth to let students make adjustments for handling them.  Once again, the groups should run through using the new props, making adjustments with the director’s input, and run through again till the use of the props are incorporated smoothly with the action.  The teacher/director needs to help with the timing of the small movements that the use of the hand props entails.  Any other larger set properties that are necessary should be also introduced at this point.

Step Nine – Dress Rehearsal

By the dress rehearsal, everything should be in place.  The students should have their character’s developed, their lines learned, their movement well practiced, and be ready for performance in front of an audience.  They next need to rehearse with their costumes on to get used to using their costumes in character, and also to check that the costumes won’t interfere with their timing and movement.  This process should not be rushed, but students should be given plenty of time to get to feel “at home” in their costumes.  As directors, we need to sit back, watch the rehearsal as an audience member would while taking notes about anything that jars or doesn’t seem right about the speech, movement, props, or general pacing of the performance.  Once these notes are given to the student actors and incorporated into their performances the play is ready to show.

Step Ten – Performance

Finally, the performance.  By this time, students should feel confident that they are clear in their speech, articulate in their movement, and comfortable in their characters.  With prop tables set up on the left and right walls of the classroom, and with basic furniture pieces in place, students can perform to an audience of fifty to five hundred.  Be sure to prompt them to hold for the laughs and to enjoy themselves as they perform within their characters.  If they hold onto their character’s objectives and play out the desires of their characters in the action of the lines, they won’t miss a word or a beat and the audience and the players will know they have achieved a new level of ability to communicate in their new language.  Such practice and confidence should continue in their regular speech.

