Craft by definition is a skill that can be learned or mastered. Unlike talent which is god given or genetic, or art, which is far more nebulous, craft is something that with practice each of our students can develop -- to varying degrees of course -- depending on their talent and commitment. But craft consists of a set of skills that can be learned – learned by doing. That means each of our students is capable of learning to act. Since my own particular area is acting I have and will continue to use it as my example, but the same applies to design skills or management. Every area of theatre has a set of skills that can be learned – a craft that can be taught and developed. I believe that as teachers, craft is what we should be focusing on.
In graduate school we used to talk about our technique, or craft, all the time. We were always developing our craft, refining it; our technique was always being modified; it was constantly evolving. But, it was always on the other side of the mountain, hovering like a rainbow that couldn’t quite be reached or touched. Mostly because only one of my teachers was actually teaching acting as a craft, and, unfortunately, we never had enough time with him. I graduated with an MFA in acting from a respected three year program, but I didn’t graduate with a real technique. One year of one good teacher wasn’t enough. I had the vocabulary but not the feel. I never actually figured how to use it effectively until I found myself teaching it years later.

This is true. I spent a dozen years as a professional actor, but it wasn’t until I started coaching other actors and had to use the vocabulary of the craft effectively that craft started to solidify for me. It came as a result of needing to be understood by those I was coaching or directing. As I learned to use the lingo, the tools of the craft actually began to emerge from the mist. Finally, I could touch the rainbow. Today I can easily admit that I have never been the greatest natural actor, but after years of teaching craft, on those occasions when I do take on an acting role, people seem to think I’m really good. I assure you, the illusion that I am talented must be a result of the tangible craft I have developed over the years through teaching. If there were a prescription for talent, I would have bought some long ago.
So why don’t more of us teach craft? I mean really teach it?
Too boring and mechanical? 

Too dry?

Too fuzzy a subject? 

Not sexy enough; requires too much work; will drive students away?
Or is it because we don’t have the craft ourselves?  

I have a close friend whose daughter went to a magnet middle school for the arts. She learned no craft there. In high school, she spent three years in a theatre program, taking theatre classes and participating in productions. Her program did several shows a year and competed in Thespian competitions – district through state. My friend’s daughter won several individual thespian honors at local and state competitions, but she learned little craft in her theatre classes. 

When not in production, she and her classmates did exercises, and put up monologues and scenes. But they seldom got feedback that would help them improve their acting through craft. There was no acting text used, and little or no reference was ever made to craft. Students learned by doing and by giving and getting feedback from each other. But there was no structure to the feedback and no rules from which to build an understanding of process. Often weeks went by between put ups, or, more often than not, projects were done once and then disappeared. Practice and repetition – the idea that good work takes time and effort – never appeared on the radar screen. 

On two occasions, I was asked to work with the actors at my friend’s daughter’s school late in their rehearsal process. On both occasions, I watched a run of the play and then gave notes. On both occasions, I could see a range of talent, but no one had any idea about what they were doing or how to do it. The scenes reflected no structure or dramatic progression. Following their run-through, I gave general notes about what was going on in the play followed by specific notes on how specific characters contributed to that progression. Much of what I offered would seem obvious from the vantage point of the audience. The students were visibly relieved and grateful for my notes, but more importantly, excited. They were excited by the fact that with the notes given, they were able to improve their individual work as well as the overall production immediately and significantly. They now had some idea of what to do. The play they were in made sense to them now, and from that, they could take some hand in making it work better. 
Knowing what they were doing gave them confidence, and this confidence translated into energy on stage. The notes I gave were about defining the story and finding ways to tell it clearly. The notes had far more to do with understanding and using the script than anything else. They were about plot and conflict and how character contributes to the forward progression of the play. They were about who the audience should like and why. The notes consisted mostly of things that anyone could do. The notes had nothing to do with emotion or feeling it or being the character. Any teacher with a basic understanding of dramatic structure could have given these notes. And any teacher with just a wee bit of background could learn to give those kinds of notes. More importantly, most students – after being taught a little about dramatic structure -- could learn to do this kind of thinking themselves. 

I am not relating this story to chastise the teacher, and certainly not his students. I am trying to make a point about teaching craft and learning it. This particular teacher had a background in design and was simply uninterested in the acting component. I do not fault him for studying design in his own education. It certainly is very important when it comes to mounting productions – especially when, like many of us, he is a one-man show. But I believe as teachers we have an obligation to fill in the gaps in our own education as best we can. We must serve the needs of our students at all times. And theatre starts with what is happening on stage through what the actors do. You can make theatre without a set; but you cannot make theatre without performers doing something for an audience. That something should be clear and compelling. Since in most programs, including this teacher’s, the majority of students were actors, this teacher was neglecting the majority of his students’ needs.
 By taking on the responsibility of teaching himself some of the basics of dramatic craft, this teacher could then pass it along to his students. They would have something tangible to work with – a map to travel by. With that map, they could then go a long way on their own – with practice and repetition. As it stood, most of his students, no matter how talented, would graduate from high school having no clue that there is a way to examine a script and translate that examination into acting choices that are clear and possibly compelling. Many of his students, even the ones with the most potential, will leave their high school thinking that craft and talent are mysteries that are almost synonymous. 
Below you will find is a list of basic craft items that are teachable to acting students. It can serve as a craft checklist for you or your students. There may be others items that you want to include on this list and some that you might not want to address in your classes or in rehearsal. All of items below will serve in an action based approach to acting. I personally try to avoid emotion based teaching. It can be dangerous for high school teachers to delve into emotion with their students, and some students – like Morales in A Chorus Line – simply can’t feel the motion. Why not stick to craft that all of your students can ultimately access? If you are unfamiliar with any of the terms you find in the list below, there are plenty of acting books on the market that are simple, clear, and direct. It will be well worth your time to fill yourself in.
Analysis -- of the overall play and constituent parts. The analysis includes:

Determining the overall story of the play

The central conflict and all other conflicts found in the play


The cause and event sequence of the story overall and scene by scene

What the story is trying to tell us – its thematic elements

How my character relates to the overall story and central conflict of the play; my character’s specific conflicts 

The character’s purpose in the story

The character’s objectives overall and scene by scene related to the characters sharing the stage with my character

The risks, stakes, and obstacles that my character faces

The character’s arc (his journey of change through the play)

The character’s big moments

Synthesis –– putting together what is done on stage. 

Finding and executing a body of actions – physical and psychological -- for each moment of the play that leads to what the character needs while serving the story.

Listening and Reacting – 

Getting all the previous stuff so into an actor’s body that he or she is free to listen and react to the moments spontaneously yet purposefully as those moments unfold on stage.

The above is simply an outline of teachable craft. The intention of this article is not to delve into the teaching of craft, but rather the importance of doing so. If you would like more detail on how I approach teaching craft, the EDTA website has archived many of my previous articles on the subject. The important thing here is that if we can define the tools of the craft for our students and find ways to teach those tools to the best of our abilities, then our students will be able to learn them. And once they know what their tools are, with enough practice, they will learn to do it independently and with competence. I don’t believe we can teach anyone to act unilaterally, by the way. We can only give our students the tools to learn how to do it for themselves. And our students will learn how – through practice and repetition. But only if we provide the arena for them to do so. Our classes should be based on practice and repetition. Our rehearsal process should include giving our students an opportunity to apply their craft. Learning how to practice is an essential life skill. It is tied into mastery and the pursuit of excellence.  

Here are some things I believe:

· That learning to develop craft is one of the most important things we can give our students

· That teaching craft should be our focus as teachers

· That teaching craft is far more important than putting on successful plays

· That instilling a love for craft and self-improvement is a gift and an important life skill that we as teachers must take the responsibility for teaching  

· That the fact that we spend so little time on the concept of developing craft is a missed educational opportunity

· That we owe it to our students to teach them that success in an art form is reached through craft, not talent or divine inspiration

· That real success in the arts, and, for that matter, in life is in the process of growing not in the product produced

· That we must instill in our students a love for excellence because doing something the best we can is both good and satisfying. It also serves the common good.
· That allowing students to develop a love for performing because of the potential for fame and fortune or acknowledgement is damaging and dangerous

· That not addressing this issue or addressing it adequately is a failure on our part

· That learning to do something simply for its inherent pleasures is one of the most important lessons we can give our students.

In his must-read book, The Craftsman (Yale University Press), social philosopher Richard Sennett defines the “craftsman” as someone who is dedicated to good work for its own sake. A big part of what a craftsman does according to Sennett is to focus on the skills necessary for doing good work and developing them through practice. The craftsman is always focused on the work, not on themselves. They are learning through doing. Children, he says, innately operate like craftsman in their play. Whether it’s dodgeball, or jumprope, computer games, or banging on drums, kids automatically, through their play, try to develop the skills that will make them better at what they’re doing. Kids do it because they want to, not because someone is making them.  
Some of us are lucky enough to continue to do this in our adult lives through our work. Those of us that do, are operating as craftsmen. In today’s world, doctors, computer programmers, parents, and teachers demonstrate many of the characteristics of more traditional craftsmen like furniture makers, artists, and musicians. They work to improve simply because they want to be better at what they’re doing. They pursue excellence. They find joy in their work. Unfortunately, not every one who has a job feels this way, and it makes all the difference in someone’s life. 
Those of us fortunate enough to love what we do at the workplace spend the majority of our time satisfied and happy. Our contributions to the greater social good is probably greater as well. We have the energy and positive attitude that makes us want to extend ourselves for others. We become role models, coaches and teachers whether our professional labels say so or not. No doubt, approaching work in this way must lead to a more productive way of life. As teachers of theatre we have the opportunity to instill this kind of attitude in our students. If we don’t act on this opportunity, we are missing an area of teaching that can profoundly affect our students and society in a positive way. If we take the task seriously, it is an attitude our students will benefit from for the rest of their lives.
But developing the right attitudes about craft and the development of craft takes time and effort -- two things that modern American life is not necessarily conducive to doing. Today’s kids have been conditioned to believe that their lives are all about having fun. Work is what they will do to earn the money that will buy them the right to have the fun. And unfortunately, the development of skills is not always fun, especially if the right attitude toward it has not been instilled at a young age. Craft takes concentration and focus, and repetition, and failure; it may take time away from fun. Yet what the craftsman knows –Richard Sennett in his book offers many wonderful examples proving this -- is that once the essentials have been mastered, the work itself becomes fun even if mastering the basics has not always been so. 
At one time, our primary schools were built on the principle of building craft – doing something until you did it well. Rote skills were learned through repetition. We failed until we succeeded. We learned to accept failure and then moved past it. We learned to keep going until we found victory. We learned spelling and arithmetic and reading and writing in just such a fashion. We practiced and memorized as part of the curriculum. The rewards for these kinds of endeavors came at the other end of the process -- through the success we knew we had earned. Some of us learned to work simply for grades, or just to get-by. But those students probably never developed the same stick-to-it –ness power as those of us who did it for the satisfaction of knowing that, with practice, we could learn to do it well. 
For those of us who held on to the principles of working for excellence, it helped us in sports, music, and every other aspect of our lives. We got pleasure from working toward a goal. We learned to live with failure as well as success. We learned patience, the will to win, the desire to work toward something. We leaned the pleasure and satisfaction of hard work and mastery. These were the very same virtues that made our country great – at least that is what I was taught as a kid. It was the core belief or mythology that so many of our previous generations built their futures on. 
We began learning these truths in the foundation years of our education. Good penmanship took time and effort. Learning the multiplication tables and doing timed tests for improvement were painful for some of us, but the sense of practicing was being instilled in an organized way.  We learned the value of practice and repetition. In today’s fast food throw-away world these values may be disappearing to the detriment of us all, but, those of us who still believe in them and live by them, tend to have more productive and satisfying lives. At least that’s how it seems to me.
Today failure is a bad word. It is a bad thing. Our schools protect our children from its pain and supposed stigma. In school no one is allowed to fail. Even those who work far below their talent and ability are given awards at end-of-the-year ceremonies. No one is allowed to feel bad. Everyone is special. In elementary school there are only winners. This might be good for the ego of the near-do- wells, but it hardly instills the desire to achieve for its own sake. How could it when mastery and excellence get little more recognition than getting by? In colleges, grade inflation is so deeply instilled that anything lower than a B is considered a stigma. It is the rare student who comes to see me simply because she is interested in improving. Such visits are almost always motivated by grade, not the desire for mastery. 
But in the arts, this kind of attitude will not fly. Our students who choose to pursue theatre as a profession will not be given pats on the back or parts for trying. For that matter, neither will students who graduate in other areas. The world may turn out to be a far colder, less nurturing place than today’s educational system may want to admit. Graduates in the marketplace are not likely to be rewarded for mediocrity. They will not be encouraged to keep on trying, or get a whole lot of praise that may be undeserved. They will not necessarily get by with a pat. This is particularly true in the theatre profession.
Students who graduate from theatre programs and want to continue on to Hollywood or The Great White Way are likely to have to struggle. They are likely to experience failure more often than success, particularly at first. They will have to do survival jobs that fall far below their sense of entitlement. These jobs will not be satisfying or fun. And while our students do these jobs, they will have to keep pounding on doors, and find the inner reserve and patience to continue looking for work even as their energies are sapped by the necessities of survival. At the same time, they will continue to need to build their skills, not only by developing their craft through classes and through OJT in productions – if and when they get them. They will also have to develop new skills – skills that will allow them to get the work in the first place. They will have to audition regularly and learn how to do it well. If our students see all this as drudgery and can’t find the satisfaction in the effort, they will fall by the way side. But the few who can stick to it, who can learn, if not to enjoy it, at least be challenged by it, they will be the ones who get those jobs. 
It should be our responsibility to teach our students about all this and to give them the opportunity to test themselves against what they will face later. Coddling and encouraging them may not be enough. Of course our love and support should be there, but we must also challenge our students and set a high bar for them. We must help them find the drive from within to pursue excellence and develop their resilience. Protecting them now from what will come later seems irresponsible. If school is to have real value for our students, then it must be relevant for the lives they are about to lead. By keeping our students in ignorance or by failing to give them the opportunity to develop life skills they will need later on makes no sense. Our theatre programs offer opportunities for teaching meaningful skills that academic areas are simply not capable of offering.
Despite their obvious talent and previous experience in theatre, many of the freshman BFA students I meet each fall are not prepared for what they are about to face. Their lack of craft and their failure to understand the need for it is an obstacle to their growth. Many of them spend their first semester first shocked by the amount of criticism they are suddenly receiving. They go through a period of self-doubt and depression. Some wonder how they spent their previous four years as near perfect actors on the stage and have now suddenly lost it all. Others quickly decide that their new teachers are wrong-headed at the least and possibly idiots at the most. They have never learned that criticism is their friend, that they will learn far more from what they are not doing well than from what they are. They look for pats on the head rather than ways to get better. They focus on their standing relative to the rest of the class rather than on improving. They try to outshine each other for ego boosting rather than for growth. They are concerned about grade rather than mastery. In the first semester, much of my time is spent in retooling these kids, so that they can learn their craft more effectively. 
For the first half of the first semester, many of my students think I am mean despite the fact that on the first day of class I tell them about the virtues of criticism. I tell them they are here to develop their craft and that they will need to learn to love criticism. That defensiveness is a barrier to growth. That defending choices is a waste of time. That finding reasons not to try something takes time away from practicing. That working is the fastest way to learn and improve. That fearing to try is a far stronger statement of inadequacy than working and learning about what’s not working. 
Arts training is about failing and fixing. But too many students come to college simply seeking approval. My froshies complain to me that they need more praise from me, more pats on the head, more strokes. I tell them that they need to get their pats from knowing that they worked hard and knowing that working hard results in improvement. And so I begin their transformation. In a radio interview about his book, I heard Richard Sennett talk about his own training as a cellist. Musicians get used to criticism quickly he reminded us. They know it is a part of the process of developing their craft or technique. They are stopped and corrected incessantly. Musicians can hardly get through a phrase without being stopped. 
I have learned over the years not to take this approach with my actors. My incoming students would fall apart if I did.  I always let my students work through all of their prepared material first before I begin to critique. Then we work moments point by point. I share this only to demonstrate that in their previous experience in theatre, my actors were not handled like most students in the arts are. Dancers, artists, musicians – all of them have been conditioned from the start that they must learn craft and that craft takes patience and a tough skin. In the other arts, students seem to understand the necessities and value to criticism. Being able to take criticism and grow from it is a life skill worth learning whether or not our students pursue their craft later in life.
Interestingly, on the other end of the spectrum are the BA advanced acting students I teach, usually for a single semester. These students also bridle at first to my critical response to their work. They are not used to precise and articulate script-based feedback I offer up to them about their work, or to my expectation that everything they choose to do be justified in the script. They are used to winging it, and being praised for the occasional believable moments sprinkled into their work. After a while, however, they begin to see that the kind of feedback I give them stems from an analysis and use of craft that, with more thought and practice, they too can, if not master, at least employ effectively. By the end of the semester, most of them – certainly those who have put in the time and effort – grow more than they had in their previous three years of study – despite their talent or lack there of. 

This improvement is clear to the entire class. My criticism is elementary, sticks to only a few basic principles, and always flows from the most important elements in the work that is lacking down to the most specific and least important. I always work from the same basic principles so that the students begin to see a process through the repetition. They begin to embrace the idea that taking care of the big picture items first takes care of the biggest problems in their work. They begin to realize that their work can shine without taking care of everything at once. They learn that craft is not scattershot; it takes learning a procedure and working from a set list of items – not unlike a checklist a mechanic or engineer might work from. At the end of the semester, students lament that their previous acting teachers had not presented acting craft to them in such a clear and tangible way. They are sad that their previous teachers had not demanded more of them since, obviously, they were capable of doing more, of giving more of themselves.
From the anecdote above, you can clearly draw the conclusion that the lack of craft-based training extends to the college level. Many of the students who take my course do it because they hear that I am hard, but they will learn something. The students who take my class, for the most part, have been very happy with their previous training. They were encouraged and supported. They felt empowered. But most of them couldn’t act, or couldn’t act without a lot of guidance and support and retooling. This does not prepare them for the next phase of their lives. Their sense of empowerment is a false one, and one that will go quickly once they leave the nest. It is our responsibility to give our students real empowerment, and that will only come as a result of the craft they own – because they themselves have mastered it.

Anyone who has watched their teenagers take on a computer game, or master those Wii challenges like Dance Dance Revolution or Guitar Hero knows that, when motivated, today’s kids have the capacity for sticking to something. Those games require mastery not so different from the challenges present in the craft we offer. On their own, these kids bring a dedication and a sense of play to their efforts. Since most of our really committed students say they love theatre, they’re probably willing to do what we ask of them. It is up to us to get our students to bring the same sense of joy and desire for mastery to their work in theatre. But they won’t do that if we don’t make it clear what mastery consists of, what they have to do to get there, and what we expect from them. It is our responsibility to make sure we are up to the task. We must set the bar and make our students want to jump over it. 
Acting craft, like all craft, has a set of tools that can be learned. And like all craft, mastery must start with the basics and build on that foundation. Understanding a script and how it works is essential to basic craft. But it is more about mechanics than anything else. Common sense and a defined process is what is called for. But our students must be able to read the manual and understand it. That’s what a script requires. We must take the time to make that clear; take the time to show our students how. We must demand that our students learn to read well and analyze for plot and character, for where the story events are. For how a plot progresses in each script they take on. Actors are storytellers. They must understand the story before they can do their part in telling it. If we as directors or teachers are not savvy in this area ourselves, we can, with time and a little commitment, get savvy. Once we are, we’ll be able to communicate the basics to our students. Before long they will be able to run with the ball on their own. And that’s the craft we must develop as teachers, so that we can pass it on to our students.

In the end though, it is not whether our kids become superb actors or stage managers or designers. The really important skills that our kids can learn through us is the value of process, of working for excellence, of doing good work for its own sake. When our kids are willing to put in the time, learn how find joy in the process, learn to survive their defeats and delight in their achievements because they surpassed their own expectations, then we can take pleasure from the fact that we too have done excellent work. We can take pride in the fact that we have some mastery over the craft of teaching.
I have been thinking about writing an article on the subject of craft for almost a year now, and I kept getting reinforcement to do so. It all began with last year’s freshman BFA class who wondered why I didn’t spend more time saying nice things to encourage them in their work. They had chosen to pursue acting as a profession, giving up and education for training, yet they expected me to provide their needed encouragement. Then there was announcement that EDTA was looking into developing an Advanced placement course that would be approved for theatre. Looking for respect more respect in the educational marketplace?  Then there was the portentious NPR radio interview I stumbled on in the car. Richard Sennett, the social philosopher, was discussing his new book, The Craftsman. He was talking craft – the value of mastery for its own sake. Then at the end of the year there was the advanced BA scene study class 
These and several other incidents were all tweaking me to get my thoughts down on paper; tweaking me to risk talking about craft and its relationship to acting, to theatre, to theatre education, and to education itself. Yet, somehow, I kept managing to not do it; kept choosing to not write the article. 
The truth is I procrastinated so long that I began to scare myself. It got so bad that I finally just sat down in front of my computer pretending that I was writing the keynote speech I had to give the following week at a national conference – EDTA maybe? I wanted to force myself to churn the speech out real fast so that I wouldn’t have time to soften all my opinions for public consumption. I realize this self-deceit may seem ridiculous. But I don’t like to offend people. I don’t like to fight. And I suspect that at least some of my opinions about the teaching of acting and theatre on the high school level may be offensive to some of you reading this article. 
Were I to present this list in a speech to a conference, I wonder how much it would stir up the pot and get the conversation going? A lot, I would hope. After 20 years of teaching acting on the high school and college level, two books on acting craft, and over 100 articles on all aspects of theatre education, how we teach theatre on the secondary level is a subject about which I have plenty to say. The one thing I believe now more than ever is the fact that as teachers we perform a far more important service to our students when we focus on the teaching of craft rather than simply getting productions up. Further, we and the classes we teach are most valuable when we integrate as many greater life skills into our work as possible. And whether we use class time to rehearse the current production or not, it is always possible to teach craft as well as life skills even while we are putting up a play. 
 Maybe I was hesitant to begin writing because I didn’t want to sound like a scold or offend peers and colleagues. Some people probably don’t like the idea that I think as teachers we should emphasize to our students that theatre, like athletics, can be painful – that it requires hard work, and practice, and repetition, and criticism. That the reality is that not everyone is equally good; that not everyone will be successful. That show business is as much about sweat, and hard work, than it is about fame and glory. That those who choose to do it should do so because they love doing it, not because it brings them recognition or an adrenaline rush. That the creative process involved in theatre requires dedication and patience and failure as well as fun, and thrills, and praise, and glory. Maybe some of us don’t want to sell those aspects of what we do. Maybe some of us want to avoid those issues as much as possible because they’re not good selling points for our programs. Maybe some teachers worry that if they try to impose the learning of craft on their students, students will be less willing to get involved in their theatre programs. I happen to disagree. I don’t think that has to be the case.  
So, that brings me to the topics of last year’s entering freshman class. 

In the first place no one ever asks me to make speeches at Theatre conferences. But the fact is my craft is so strong that when I’m pretending, I’ll believe anything and commit to it. I guess it’s part of the acting craft I’ve developed over the years. You know – define the given circumstances, make the stakes as high as possible and then commit to the fiction. This is all part of what – hopefully -- makes me a good teacher too. I’ve learned to act like I passionately feel the things I’m supposed to feel in order to role model for my students, even when I don’t think I’m really feeling any of those things. I just commit so strongly that I can’t tell the difference, I guess. 

