Everyone Has A Story To Tell:  Acting/Improvisation:  Extraordinary Stories

This unit plan incorporates standards 1a-b, 2a & 2c, 4a, 7a-d from the National Standards for Arts Education (1994). 

Target Grade Level: 9-12 (Intro to Theatre, Acting I, Improvisation)

Objective:  ASWBA to create stories with form, show character development, and create aesthetic stage pictures using specific design elements.

Day One—Extraordinary Stories

Warm-up:  Artist’s Clay

Objective:  ASWBA to understand the connotations that the human body gives in various positions.  How different positions can give different meaning.  

Procedure:  Students pair up.  One becomes a ball of clay and kneels crouched over near the ground.  The other member is the artist.  The artist lightly touches the clay to move it into various positions according to the theme expressed by the teacher.  Begin with simple emotions.  Have the pair reverse roles.  After each theme, question the similarities and differences around the room.  Afterwards, discuss why they could or could not guess the emotion.

(Extension—Give each pair an emotion secretly and have the other students guess at what it is.)  

Reflection:  Free-write for 5 minutes in acting journal how body awareness and spatial awareness is important to the actor.  

Discuss:  Extraordinary Story workshop  

· The idea of “extraordinary stories”—something that happens to a person that is true and unusual.  The protagonist might be heroic, victimized, or just in the right place at the right time.  The stories can be funny, sad, scary, exciting, weird, or anything else, but they probably will evoke some strong mood.  

· Writing monologues—yourself as a source for material.  Having a monologue that has a special meaning to you, and that no one else will ever perform unless you let them.

· Give examples of past stories, so that students get a sense of what stories to tell.

Pair Share: Which Story to Tell? 

· In pairs, students discuss potential stories with each other.  They don’t need to tell the entire story to their partner, just a capsule version to help them choose what to tell.  For example, “Should I tell about seeing my baby sister being born?  Or about the time I was lost in Berlin?”  The partners can express their level of interest in each story, but the final decision is up to each individual.

Whole Group:  Telling Extraordinary Stories

· Each student tells his or her story to the class.  They hold the floor, without comments or interruptions.  Emotional reactions (ooo, sigh, gasp) are ok but must not interrupt the teller.  The way the student tells the story is part of the story—longwinded or confusing stories can be sorted out later on paper if necessary.  For each story, write a short title on the board.  Students copy the titles in their notebooks to remind them of the stories.

Day One Assignment:

· Interview 3 other people for their extraordinary stories. Two can be anyone you like (grandparents and roommates work well), one must be someone you don’t know well.  It doesn’t have to be a total stranger—perhaps someone you see on a daily basis but don’t know personally, like a janitor, waiter, or someone who rides your bus.

Day Two—Choosing a Story to Tell

Warm up:  Artist’s Clay in Groups
Objective:  ASWBA to construct tableaus that convey specific meaning, to analyze and interpret meaning from other students’ works.  
Procedure:  This time the artist will have a group to work with, approximately 3-4 students as balls of clay. Same rules apply.  This time move on to more complicated themes such as vices and virtues, age and school appropriate.  Each student must have a chance at being the group sculptor.  Discuss what makes some stage pictures more aesthetically pleasing than others, such as triangles, levels, facial expressions, etc. 

Small Group Share:  Interview Stories

· In groups of 3 or 4, share the extraordinary stories that each person got from outside sources.  It’s not necessary to identify the tellers, just say “a waiter” or “my friend”.

· Discussion in small groups about which story to choose as a group.  It is essential that consensus be reached within the group.

Discussion: 

· Dramatic Truth vs. Literal Truth—now that you’ve heard the literal story, you are not bound to stick to it.  In drama, we sometimes speed up or slow down time, omit extra details that aren’t important, or add in information that we may not have known at the time.  We may even make things up to make the story better or more exciting.  Discuss:  What is ok to make up?  How far can you change the details and still be true to your story?

· The structure of a story—what makes a story easy to follow?  Ask students to think about what order their story can be told in to make it clear and easy to follow. 

· Where is the climax?  How does the rest of the story build to the climax?  How much information can be given after the climax before the audience stops paying attention (generally, very little)?  

Day Two Assignment:

· Write a rough draft of the story your group chose in your acting journal.

Day Three—First Drafts

Warm-up: Starburst


Objective: ASWBAT to construct improvisational stage pictures within design parameters, to interpret personal meaning from the stage pictures.

Procedure: A Starburst is essentially a tableau creation activity.  However, it begins to mold the student into realizing more about the body and form onstage.  In this activity we have a student choose a position to freeze onstage.  Next, another students goes to add to the Starburst.  They have 3 choices:  to repeat the first position, to modify the first position in some way or to fill in space around the Starburst.  In this way, there is no wrong answer; every choice is a legitimate artistic choice.  Next, a third person enters the Starburst.  They can choose to repeat or modify either the first of second frozen pose.  Otherwise they can fill in space.  After enough students have joined to create a finished product, the remaining of the students walk around and analyze what is going in the picture.  It is necessary to give leading questions at times.  

(Extension--Have the members of the audience determine a scenario and characters.  When the teacher taps their shoulder, they either speak a line or create a sound that the character would make.  This can be used for scene creation and improvisation exercise.)

Performance Group Share:  First Drafts

· Read 1st drafts out loud in performance groups.  The small groups will discuss each member’s interpretation and what to include in the final performance.

·  Talk about structure—how was the story told?  Whose point of view?  What order?  Flashbacks?  Present tense or past tense?  1st, 2nd, or 3rd person?

· Idea generating—how else could this story have been told?  Who else could be telling it?  How would that change the story?

Performance Group: Acting Extraordinary Stories  

Procedure:  Start creating the scene for the final performance based on the chosen story.   The scene must contain 3 Starburst pictures, utilizing the 3 elements of design, repeat, modify, and fill in space.   Suggested methods to include Starbursts are beginnings, endings, and perhaps the climax.  The scene must be between 5-10 minutes in length.   

Day Three Assignment:

· Rehearse/memorize lines, bring in costumes, props, music, if appropriate for the piece.

Day Four—Form and Content part 1 / Rehearsal

Warm-up: Starburst with Extension


Procedure:  Follow procedure on day 3.

Discussion: Writing Mechanics

· Reincorporation—it’s satisfying for the audience to recognize something that they know from before, or to see a pattern emerging.  The 1-2-3 pattern of comedy (things are funniest the 3rd time) and the 1-2…57 pattern (things are funny, funny, less funny for a while, but if you can plow through the less-funny repetitions, the final reincorporation will be really funny at the end)

· Subtlety vs. Obscurity and starting from a Point of Innocence—how can you avoid giving away the ending before you’re ready?  What kinds of details create interest and suspense, and what details lead to discoveries or guesses about the ending or point of the story?  Talk about the idea that when the audience gets ahead of you, they stop listening, but you can’t let them fall too far behind, either.  Talk about examples (recent movies are good) where you knew what was going to happen.  Did you watch further anyway, and why?  Was it a satisfying experience?

Performance Group: Rehearse Extraordinary Story

Day Four Assignment:

· In actor’s journal, write two imaginary incidents in the life of the character—one that happened before the story and one that happened after.  These should be imaginary, even if you are the person who the story really happened to.  The incidents should show how the character has changed or what they learned based on the story.  For example, if the character learned not to trust strangers, maybe the first incident shows them as trusting and the second incident shows that they are now more cautious.

Day Five—Form and Content part 2 / Rehearsal

Warm-up: Interrupting Biographies

Objective: ASWBA to spontaneously connect words, phrases, images, with facts about their lives, to add structure and form to improvisation.

Procedure: The group stands in a circle.  Anyone who wants to can speak, and they can start whenever they want.  If someone else starts, the person speaking stops—everyone is interrupting each other all the time.  Someone might speak for a minute, or they might be cut off after one word.  People say true facts about their lives, but they don’t discuss how they felt about an incident.  “My dog died when I was ten” rather than “I used to have a dog that I loved a lot”. 

Next, once everyone is comfortable, we add form.  First, we play with words—change pitch, repeat words, play with volume and word length.

Then we add emotional form—we still state facts, but we ‘act’ emotions that either go along with how we felt or are different from how we felt.  For example, you could say “I got a bicycle for Christmas” as if you were angry, or “My mother bakes a lot of cookies” in a sad voice.

Discussion

· The way a story is told shows something about the character. The form is how the story is told; the content is what the plot is.  The combination of form and content can create a theme or an emotional association.  If the character tells a sad story in a happy way, it may show that they learned something new, or that they are a callous person, or that they are hiding their feelings, all of which tell us something about them.  

Performance Group Share: Extraordinary Story Rehearsals

· Perform your pieces for another performance group and give feedback.  Feedback must first be positive—what worked?  Then, give constructive comments on what could go further or in a different direction.  

Performance Group: Rehearse Extraordinary Story

Day Six—Performance

Warm-up: Relaxation


Objective: ASWBA to relax the body, mind, and spirit, to commit themselves wholly to performance.


Procedure:  Following a designated facilitator, students will mimic yoga, stretching, and breathing exercises to prepare themselves for performance.  

Performance Group: Short “rehearsal” time to gather materials and set stage for performance.

Performance Group: Perform the pieces for the class/audience.  

Day Six Assignment:

· Record a one-page reflection of this unit in actor’s journal.
