Acting Your Role as Teacher
By Bruce Miller

I have spent the last 17 years defining and refining what and how I teach my students.  I have had a couple of goals in doing so: first to turn the subject of acting, as much as it is possible, into teachable/learnable craft; and second, to continue to improve my own teaching -- through mastery of what I do and how I do it. In my writing, an exercise in clarity and specificity in and of itself, I am constantly trying to put forth the idea of teaching acting, not as an art, but as a tangible set of principles that, when used in proper combination, will result in an actor’s growth. 
Much of my writing has been dedicated to trying to break down the teaching process of acting into its component parts as well. Teaching, like acting, it seems to me, is in part an art form. The very best teachers are like artists, endowed with natural gifts that come from above. Talent is innate; it is genetic; it is a gift. But whether we are blessed with an abundance of natural talent or not, there is always craft which can be taught and which can be mastered.

The fact is an audience cannot distinguish between acting composed from art or craft. It is no different in the classroom, it seems to me. Our students will respond to good teaching whether it is the result of technique or divine inspiration. Mastery, then, can and will compensate for lack of natural talent in a performer, or in the teacher. We can learn to make a subject linear; we can learn to make it sequential, to make it tangible. We can learn how to present our subject as craft – if we determine the ideas most important to communicate, then communicate those ideas effectively. It is up to us to find the way to get our students to embrace us and the material we teach; to develop our teaching in a craft-like manner. When we are able to do this; the art, the uniqueness, the beauty, the truth of any subject we teach will be better understood and embraced. If we develop a process for mastery through which our students will want to achieve such ends, then all involved are likely to be more successful.

I once asked my chair what he thought my greatest strength as a teacher was. Without hesitation he said, “You break down a subjective intangible topic into objective tangible parts and you communicate it simply and clearly.” There it was again. That is what I have been trying to do throughout my teaching life.  Break the subject down into its tangible or teachable parts and then put it across effectively. 

Below you will find three principles that I believe can be employed by any teacher, naturally gifted or not, that can be used effectively in any classroom, lecture hall, or studio. They certainly can be applied to the teaching of acting, but I think they will work effectively in any teaching situation. Each of these principles is related to craft development. Here they are:

· Teach what is tangible and what will be retained;

· Play your objectives at all times; and

· Instill in your students the desire for mastery and to learn independently.

Let’s take a closer look at these three principles in the order in which they are listed. 

Teach Tangibles and What Will be Retained

The subject of acting, for instance, can be taught through both internal and external means. There is what the actor feels and what the actor does, respectively. Emotions (that which is internal) are not tangible, actions (that which is external) are. Emotion-based acting starts with identifying and producing a feeling which, when produced effectively, leads to an action – something that an actor physically does. The honest emotion generates an honest action. But getting a beginning actor to find, embrace, and use her emotions in an effective controllable way can be very difficult, if not impossible. 

Emotion-based acting requires that students have access to their own emotions, be willing to embrace them, and be able to use them at will and in a manner necessitated by the circumstances of the play. The problem is that even if an actor were willing and able to reach and or generate such emotions once, what guarantee is there that she might be able to do so again? Or in fact, generate them every time they are called for? Stanislavski discovered that even his best actors, when tapped, sometimes had trouble reproducing the honest emotion previously generated. Control and emotion are almost antithetical, and for that reason, emotion-based acting is not easily mastered by actors beginning their training, or, more to the point, ever. To harness emotion in such a way requires a lack of self-consciousness, a willingness to be emotionally naked in front of others, and an ability to produce those emotions in the first place – all of which cannot necessary be taught or learned. This ability might be referred to as innate, intangible talent.

If we ask our students to engage in processes that might be above most of their heads at the initial stages of our teaching them, whatever the subject, then aren’t we dooming a percentage of them to failure? Sometimes we as teachers are willing to settle for this percentage without examining whether there are other ways to meet our teaching goals, ways in which more are likely to understand and embrace what we have to offer. Obviously, it is not always possible to do so, but sometimes taking the time to make the search produces excellent results. 

In the case of teaching acting, I made such a discovery years ago -- because I was looking for it. Physical actions, I came to realize, are tangible, controllable, and repeatable. Anyone can walk, talk, gesture, or execute an ongoing action such as eating, reading, or writing. More to the point, it is through what someone does or says and the manner in which she does it that tells an audience what a character is thinking and feeling. Emotions are not read directly by others, and even when generated honestly and deeply, it is only through the actions that accompany those emotions that an audience understands that character’s emotional state. Actors can be taught to select the proper actions. They can master how to carry these actions out. They can learn to build a sequence of actions that tells the audience what they need to know. And, there is a bonus here -- actions often generate emotions. Kick a can as hard as you can, as though you were angry, and the heart races, the emotions begin to flow.

There is no doubt that the highest level of acting requires a combination of internal and external work. But if we use acting as a metaphor for all subjects, look at what we have. If I started with emotion-based acting -- an element difficult to embrace and more difficult to harness – I would frustrate many, leave others unable to find any success at all, and allow only the few who are truly gifted ready and able to move forward. On the other hand, if I start with physical action-based acting, it would allow all students to embrace the subject, harness it, and grow. It would also allow the beginning actor to meet her most important obligations -- telling the story effectively. Best of all, approaching material in this way, would allow the work to be repeatable. The more internal process, even when harnessed, does not necessarily lead to a clear and compelling story for the audience. That is why over the years my teaching has evolved into an external approach to the subject.

If you were to look at the table of contents of either of my books on acting, you would see an arrangement of topics in a chronology in which skill is built on skill in a spiral of difficulty. All of the concepts and/or skills introduced are ones that can be taught and learned by all. Each of them can be mastered -- even by the less talented. As each new concept or skill is mastered, a new skill requiring the use of the previous skill is then introduced, sequentially moving toward greater difficulty. This step-by-step approach allows students to move forward with understanding and with an ability to use craft. The same concepts could be applied in strictly academic areas in which the teacher adds concept onto concept in a practical but sequential way.

The approach I have described consistently works in the arts. But it might also prove to be an effective paradigm for teaching math or physics, or history. In fact, many teachers of those subjects probably already teach in a way that reflects the paradigm, but making sure that underlying concepts are understood is essential. I believe that many of my teachers in high school did attempt to use such a rubric. I managed to get B’s in subjects like math and chemistry, but only because I was able to memorize the mechanics. I seldom understood underlying concepts. Today, I follow math and chemistry concepts with far more understanding than I did in high school when I was taking those subjects. Over the years, I have taught myself to understand the underlying principles that I missed back then. I know this to be true because I have helped my daughter with her homework on occasion. The problem, therefore, was that my teachers did not take enough time, or failed in their attempt to communicate basic concepts in a way that was understandable to me – a critical teaching error, and one that must be avoided.

In summary then, what I have learned over the years tells me that it is an effective teacher’s job to break the subject being taught into its component parts, and focus on the aspects of the subject that are most important to understanding. Each subject and subdivision of it must be organized in such a way that it can be taught and mastered. Through proper selectivity and control, students, both the most talented and the less so, should be able to move through a sequence of concepts and skills, mastering the essentials of each level -- because these essentials are things that can be mastered. More importantly, these concepts and skills are aspects of the subject that will be useful in an ongoing way for each student. All of this, of course, is dependent on the teacher’s ability to select and arrange material with these concepts in mind, and to learn to communicate them simply and clearly. Now, let’s move on to the second characteristic on my list.

Playing Your Objectives Fully and at all Times

The term objective as I use it here is an acting term coined by the great Russian acting theorist, Konstantin Stanislavski. It refers to the actor’s purposeful behavior on stage. Though it is a tool used by actors, I have adapted its use for me as a teacher. I will define the term more specifically in a moment, but first I would like to offer a little background as to how I came to use this powerful teaching tool.

The processes of teaching and of acting are strongly related. Both involve performance -- since both processes are, if you will, performed with purpose for an audience. In both situations, there is a desired audience response that the performer works toward. In a theatrical performance the director and cast want an audience to respond to the material in a particular way. That is the goal of the effective teacher as well. We want our students to be interested and learn from our presentation. The term objective is, curiously enough, one also used in educational training regarding teaching methods to describe desired outcomes to lessons planned. Though the educational meaning is related to the meaning as it applies to acting craft, they are not quite the same. For those of you who may be unfamiliar with the term, here in a thumbnail sketch is a definition of an actor’s objective, and a description of how it works in the classroom and studio.

Simply put, acting looks like life when it is done well. But acting is simpler than life, and often less complex than it appears to the watching audience. Here’s how. In life our behavior is often random. We don’t know why we do much of what we do; we react to a strange combination of needs and impulses, and too often it is only when we are taking off our shoes after a long day that we begin to think about what we have done and said throughout the day. If we are introspective and clever about ourselves, we might make some sense of our combined actions and words and the thoughts and feelings that generate them; but in fact, most of us, I suspect, do not.

Actors, on the other hand, do not make their choices randomly; they do what they do on the basis of the script that the playwright has provided. The actor must make choices for his character that coincide with the railroad track of the story that the playwright has laid down. She must know, even when the character does not, why that character does the things she does, says the things she says. Because the script is finite and travels the same route every time it is performed, the actor must know what her character needs, and make choices at every moment that will lead that character toward her goal while staying true to the elements of the play that have been laid down. All choices must be justified and supported in the script while the character pursues this determined goal.

Stanislavski called this principle the acting objective, or action. He put forward the idea that the actor must play his character’s objective at all times. The conflict of the story and the obstacles the character faces throughout the story will help the actor identify his character’s need and help him define ways to fulfill his acting objective or goal during the course of the play. In this way, acting is simpler than life, though it looks like life from the vantage point of the audience. The audience, because it has been following the story, adds complexity to the actor’s simple actions. The audience does so because it is familiar with all the given circumstances surrounding the character’s action as it watches the story progress. The audience adds levels of complexity that the actor need not concern himself with.

It struck me that if, as a teacher, I could determine my goals in the classroom or studio with the same specificity that I brought to my choices as an actor, I might, during my teaching performance, improve my teaching success. What if I made only choices that would lead to good teaching and learning? What if, through selectivity and control, everything I did and said was calculated to produce better acting results in my student? What if, unlike what we too often do in life, I made only choices that got me closer to the results I wanted?

The actions that get me closer to my objectives are called positive choices. Scolding my students when they have failed to prepare properly for a particular assignment might be positive or negative, depending on the outcome.  If it produces the results desired, if it improves the way my students prepare the next time, it is a positive choice. If, on the other hand, scolding has a negative effect on my students, if it makes them resentful and less willing to work hard, then it is a negative choice. Ultimately, I want to make only positive choices, to do only the things that work toward producing desired results.

Over the years, I have fashioned my delivery of material in accordance with what I have determined to be effective. This involves trial and error, of course, but by being sensitive to what is working and why, by dropping things that don’t work, and by building on things that do, I have, over the years, developed a performance style that maximizes the use of my time with my students. Today my style is forceful, challenging, humorous, and often unpredictable. I ask questions rapid fire, and am willing to do outrageous things at the drop of a hat. My students know I am willing to do anything to make a point, and will do so without self consciousness. That is one of the reasons that they know that they had better be prepared. There is always a sense of excitement in my class, and my students quickly learn that the energy that I put out is what is expected from them as well. My approach gets results. My students are motivated, excited to come to class, and do the necessary work. They learn their craft with economy and dispatch.

Nevertheless, like an actor working on or performing a scene, I must always be sensitive to the moment.  I must pay constant vigilance to the nuances of a particular day’s atmosphere, to the personality of a particular class, and to the specific needs of each individual member of a class. I am adjusting constantly in accordance with the needs of the moment, the needs of the class, and the needs of the individual. Here is an example of what I am talking about. 

The year before last I had one of my most difficult conservatory acting classes. As a group, they did not like criticism of any kind, were rather lazy, made lots of excuses, and demonstrated a sense of entitlement not helpful to aspiring artists. I pushed them in my normal fashion during the fall semester and ended up getting my first set of less than 100% approval ratings in end-of-term evaluations. What bothered me most was that on their hand-written evaluations, a half dozen students said that my pushing made them uncomfortable and prevented them from progressing as quickly as they might have. Though I felt that these individuals were making excuses, I altered my style in the second semester to accommodate their sensitivities. I became a gentler, kinder, and more patient instructor. I pushed less, and was more laid back. My teaching evaluations were superior the second semester.

I still feel that this class might have learned more overall, from my usual approach, but the point is that I adjusted to the needs and personality of the particular class and to the individuals in it. They felt that they needed to be more comfortable and nurtured rather than challenged in order to grow effectively, and so I accommodated that need. Last year, I returned to my more standard form with the incoming class, a class that constantly asked if I was pushing them as hard as I could. They wanted to be pushed, to be challenged to their max. Hearing this, I pushed harder. They turned out to be one of my favorite classes, and a most successful one in terms of growth. The point here is that I played my objective, using the tactics that each situation demanded. I made choices positive for each particular teaching environment. I analyzed the class and gave them what was needed to make my teaching and their learning most effective. I think that all of us as teachers can and must make such adjustments. We must play our objectives fully and positively. We must be willing to change and adjust in order to succeed, in order to do our job with maximum effectiveness.

Instilling the Desire for Mastery and Independent Learning
Let me begin this section with a personal, philosophical note regarding teaching. The best kind of teachers, it seems to me, are the ones who evaluate their success through the growth, not the product, of each of their students. Certainly growth is most commonly measured in the subject matter being taught, but it is certainly not the only kind of growth from which a teacher can feel success or should be judged. Creating the desire to learn in our students is a success. Instilling in them the desire for mastery is a success.  Seeing our students become better, wiser human beings is a success. Having the satisfaction of watching our students learn to think more deeply, more independently, and to feel more empathetically is a tremendous success. The teachers who measure their successes only through the successful product may not the best kind of teachers. 

In my opinion, instilling the desire for mastery is a tremendously important goal. For any truly committed teacher, knowing that he or she has been responsible for providing the engine that drives a student toward an independent pursuit of excellence brings with it tremendous satisfaction. I have learned over the years that this teaching goal can be accomplished -- if it is treated as a primary objective, in the acting sense described in the previous section. Of course, achieving this takes a great deal of planning and proper execution over a long period of time. But if the intent is there strongly enough, the goal is achievable. 

We all know through experience that the teachers we remember best are the ones that had an almost mystical persona – they inspired us, instilled us with confidence, and made us want to achieve – if for no other reason than to please them. Some of those teachers might very well have been born with the gift. But I believe that all of us are capable of creating that illusion, even if we haven’t been born with it. Every one of us is capable of motivating our students by making the effort to understand them on an individual basis, by discovering who they are and how they best learn.  To do so requires that we find time to work with each of our students independently, whenever possible, in order to create a relationship with them. It requires that we modify our approach in accordance to the specific needs of the individual students we work with. We must find the challenge in teaching each and every one of our students – the most talented and the least. We must avoid judging our students in terms of their potential for success. Instead, we must focus on the small successes that become growth. Those of us who are willing to do so are committing to making positive choices in the acting sense and in the teaching sense. 

Much of our success, however, will come as a result of our willingness to create and play a role-model character – a character that we will step into every time we deal with our students. On occasion my wife has said to me, “Why can’t you be at home like you are at work?” a question filled at times with the scent of criticism, but not totally unfair. In the classroom and studio, I have trained myself to play the role of best possible me. I play my objectives, I make positive choices, I act the role of super teacher. I know that I am a role model, and over the years I have learned to play that role well. In the studio I am charismatic, fair, ever positive, upbeat, honest, and supportive. I am selfless, generous, magnetically enigmatic, and kind. I am insightful, yet dispassionate in judgment and passionate about the work. I am ever vigilant about the fact that my students will judge the value of what I say based on their observations of what I do. If and when I fall short, I am giving them tacit permission to do the same. As a result, I avoid doing so at all costs.

On one hand all this is a tremendous burden; on the other, it brings the joy that playing a fabulous role can bring. The best teachers live the role of the classroom character they create, at least during working hours. And the best teachers can take pride (privately) in the creature they have created. If only I could play my role as husband and father with equal effectiveness. But the best teachers are performers in the classroom, and to a large extent, it is that day-to-day performance that most effectively works on our audience – the students we teach. Each one of us is capable of developing this teaching persona to play. To a large extent, it is a matter of choosing the right material to deliver, delivering it effectively, and making our students want to achieve; ultimately, whether we are pushing them or not. 

In the end, it is our job to teach – as effectively as possible. We must be willing to change, to adapt and to grow. We must learn to be self-observant and self-critical. That means working tirelessly and, as much as we are able to, selflessly.  The three principles I have described above can help any teacher on the road toward excellence. For the best teachers, of course, our students’ successes and failures mean a great deal, and failure hurts deeply. But if we are able to change and improve what we do and the way that we do it in order to find and build on our successes, then that is what we must and will continue to do. The craft can be learned; it can be mastered. What it takes, like what we demand of our students, is time and commitment. The payoff, however, is well worth the price.
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