I just wanted to let you know that this will be the last article I’ll be writing for Teaching Theatre.
Only kidding.

I was just trying to make a point. About making moments. The principal subject of this article. Related to a few other connected subjects. Like listening. And learning how to read a script effectively.  A subject that -- more and more -- occupies my time -- as a teacher of acting -- as a teacher of actors. With each year that I teach, I realize more and more that learning to read a script -- learning to use it effectively -- is the corner stone of teaching acting craft. (Please note the seemingly halting way this paragraph is written. It is intentional. More on this later.) 
I believe that most students who enter your acting class can be taught to act – if they are taught to think in terms of what they are doing. This means thinking in terms of the big picture painted in the script as well as moment to moment miniatures. But the only way your students are going to be able to figure out what they are doing – independently that is -- is by learning to decipher that script. For most students of acting, unfortunately, this is not a pleasant prospect. Script analysis is not sexy work in and of itself, and many actors avoid it. But deciphering a script effectively has a big payoff. Actors armed with the skills that this kind of map reading provides can turn a seemingly dry enterprise into sexy and fun work during the next step of acting – the making choices and executing part. 
Actors who make choices based on the script are far more likely to make choices that are clear, compelling, and that serve the story being told. This is where the teacher must become a salesman – even a shill, if necessary. Script analysis is craft.  It takes a lot of practice to master, a conceit alien to many of our students. But it is our responsibility to instill it. Learning to play the piano take practice. Learning to plie correctly takes practice. Learning to find the strike zone takes practice.  So does learning how to read a script. And learning to recognize and effectively play the moments in a script may take a lot of practice. 
By way of example, let’s go back to the opening lines of this article. There are potentially two big moments here. If you have never read Teaching Theatre before, or if you are not familiar with my work, reading the news of my departure would mean nothing to you. Therefore you’d simply keep on reading. It would have been a non-moment, nothing to react to, and you’d ice skate right through it. In life, we’re under no obligation to make what we do exciting, interesting, or clear to others. But actors telling stories do. 

On the other hand, if you happen to be a teacher that reads Teaching Theatre regularly and are familiar with my work, you might have had a strong reaction to my announcement. And then a strong reaction to the news that I was only kidding. If you like my articles and find them useful, your spontaneous reaction might have been shock followed by a moment of sadness. If you were a relatively new teacher of acting, for instance, say a converted English teacher who knew nothing about acting before you got assigned to take over the drama class, you might have felt a blow akin to a stomach punch. You might have been relying on my articles to prepare lesson plans that have carried you through your first semesters of teaching drama. The given circumstances of your situation would make this news of major importance. So would the reprieve offered when I told you I was only kidding. Approaching from the opposite angle, if you were trained as a method actor and rely on teaching emotions for actor training, you may disagree with everything I’ve ever written. If this were the case, you might have felt a moment of elation and sung a stream-of-consciousness aria when you read the first line. You might have fantasized about a fresh voice from the wilderness – one that would lead you to teaching nirvana starting in the next issue. 
If the news of my retirement had caused any of the reactions described in the paragraph above, or any other strong reaction, for that matter, then that first line would have provided an interesting and actable moment had it been a line from an actual script. But if the given circumstances of the script suggested that you were unfamiliar with Teaching Theatre or with my work, then you would have had no reaction, and the news would have been glossed over as a non-moment.

Now here’s the point -- when done well, acting in a realistic play seems like life, but the fact is, it is not. It is simpler than life – simpler because in life people behave in the moment without regard for storytelling. What we do from moment-to-moment does not necessarily connect to the big picture story of our lives, (though in hindsight it may seem so at times.) But when actors act moment to moment, they are telling the story of the play, a story that the playwright has painstakingly set down in cause-and-effect fashion. Moments are built into the story and must be acknowledged and dealt with. These moments are little stories with their own beginnings, middles, and ends, and they connect to the next piece of story that the playwright has set down. 
Too often actors are busy being believable, or feeling their feelings. They disregard the fact that, like it or not, they are being pulled along a pre-determined road that will always end the same way. The good actor will make choices that clarify and enhance that story path. This means that all the stepping stones, including these little story-telling moments need to be dealt with like the precious gems that they are. But when actors choose to ignore these moments or when they are blind to them, they imperil the story as well as their own work. 
Writers tell the story through dialogue and implied action. They tell about who the characters are by what they choose to have the characters say about themselves or about each other. They tell about who their characters are by the way they shape what their characters say and by how they say it. Take a moment now, if you will, and go back to the third paragraph – the one right after “only kidding”. I shaped that paragraph in a particular way. It has a series of short staccato sentences. It uses em-dashes repeatedly. I wrote it that way intentionally. When said aloud, it would force an actor to take each of those short sentences and deal with them individually and specifically. Had I used my usual longer sentence style, it would be far easier to gloss over the individual ideas used in the paragraph. It would have weakened the story making potential of the lines, and it would have minimized the moments suggested there. As a result it would have allowed an actor as character to generalize about who he is and what he is doing when he says all this. 
Take a moment and try reading that graph aloud, paying attention to the way it is written, and use the way it is written to actively make moments while finding the arc in the paragraph.
By paying attention to the way the lines are individually constructed and to the structure of the lines together, you probably found an arc that built to a climax of sorts, and you probably discovered some individual moments that had their own beginnings, middles, and ends. You were able to do this, either because you heard the music of the lines intuitively, or because my pointing these things out to you allowed for you to see and hear them. 

Finding and making moments is something every good actor does. Some do it intuitively because they listen and react effectively on stage. You can’t teach intuition. If your students have that talent, good for them. You can, however, teach your students that they must learn to listen, and give them opportunities to do so. This is a skill that can be improved through practice. Through repetition. The other way of finding moments is by learning how to see them in the script. But this requires that your students learn how to read a script effectively. This also takes practice and repetition. 
Here then are some exercises on how to make moments through developing listening skills and by using the script. 
Exercise 1 – Listening and Reacting to Written Material.
Have your students bring in written material that they think is interesting. Material that when read aloud lasts a minute or so will be plenty long. The material can be copy from magazine ads, articles from newspapers and periodicals, short poems, a note that has been passed around in class, an email, song lyrics, whatever.
You can either collect the material yourself and read it aloud, or you can have individual students do the reading. You may want to have the bringers read their own material. The exercise will work best if the material is read clearly. If that mean you have to do the reading, then do it that way. If you want your students to have the opportunity to read in front of the class, and they are not necessarily good readers, make them practice their reading as part of the assignment. If you do it this way, their reading should not only be clear, it should also demonstrate the kind of preparation an actor should be making. Things like hitting operative words, making a dramatic arc, and playing an objective can all be incorporated into the assignment. You can figure out the details that are best for your class.
But the real focus of this exercise is not about the students who read the material. It should be about how each member of the class, as an actor, reacts to it. Try it in the following way:

Instruct your students to react to the material as it is being read. Any time something important, interesting, newsworthy, funny, or notable is read, the class should react. The reaction should be physical and vocal, but no actual words should be used. Your students’ reactions shouldn’t be loud or disruptive, but they should be apparent and as specific as possible. You students should not perform their reactions. Their reactions should be as realistic as possible. You might instruct your class to consider the exercise not unlike what a congregation might do in response to a sermon. Or what an audience might do during a political speech. The more specific your students’ individual reactions are,  the better. Your students don’t need to respond uniformly as a class. The exercise is intended to give each of your students the opportunity to respond individually in a group setting. They may take in what others are doing, and it may influence them, but the idea is not to usurp the reader. It is only to listen and react. As the exercise is repeated and developed, encourage your students to refine their reactions to make them clearer and more effective. They must do this through what they do physically and vocally, and through the manner in which they do it.
Here, for instance, is a cutting from a Los Angeles Times article from Sunday April 13 that I picked up on the internet.

Facing an outcry from Hillary Rodham Clinton and John McCain, Barack Obama expressed regret Saturday for saying that small-town Americans embittered by job losses cling to religion, guns and hostility toward immigrants to explain their frustrations.

Obama's move underscored the political damage wrought by his remark last weekend at a San Francisco fundraiser. Clinton, his rival for the Democratic presidential nomination, made it the focus of her campaign Saturday.
Trying to drive a wedge between Obama and working-class Democrats in states with upcoming primaries, Clinton's campaign also deployed an army of surrogates to echo her condemnation of the Illinois senator. Among them were the mayors of Scranton, Bethlehem and several other cities in Pennsylvania, where the Democratic contest is nine days away.

Campaigning in Indiana, Clinton said she "was taken aback by the demeaning remarks Sen. Obama made about people in small-town America."

"Sen. Obama's remarks are elitist and they are out of touch," she told a crowd in Indianapolis.

The New York senator went on to proclaim the importance of gun rights and religious faith. "Americans who believe in the 2nd Amendment believe it's a matter of constitutional rights," she said. "Americans who believe in God believe it is a matter of personal faith."
There are so many things in the article above that could be reacted to, and the first time through, your students could actually be reacting at every moment. But if they externally react to everything, it will be overkill, and nothing will seem to have particular importance since everything does. If this turns out to be the case with a selection you use in your class, ask your reader to read the article again, but tell your class to simply listen and jot down the things that seem to be of most interest and of most moment making potential. Then ask your reader to read the article one more time and ask your class to react overtly only to the items they have decided are the most significant.
You can repeat each reading as many times as it is productive to do so. But your students should be defining and refining their responses physically and vocally each time the reading is repeated. Moments can be sharpened, intensified, and clarified by identifying and developing their beginnings, middles and ends. You can coach actively or just let your class define and develop their reactions on their own. By the time the exercise is over, through listening and crafting a series of responses, the individual members of your class should be helping to tell the story while defining, through their actions, who they are and where the big moments in the script are located. In addition, they will be helping to create the story progression.
If you want to spend time helping your students improve their abilities to use their physicality to define what they are thinking and feeling, you can do so by doing a variation of the exercise described above. Instead of having the entire class participate, select a few of your students and place them on stage facing the class. The reader should be downstage with his or her back to the audience or off stage completely. In this way, the class will be watching only the responders. You will be able to pinpoint for and with your class, the responses of the participants that are clear and effective, as well as those that don’t work effectively and why. Through discussion and working through moments, you can help your listeners develop their selected moments and make them into storytelling gems.

In yet another variation that can be applied to either the entire group approach or the selected participants’ approach, you can ask your student listeners to define a set of given circumstances for themselves and do their listening keeping these circumstances in mind. As with my fans and detractors’ responses to my departure announcement, so too will the given circumstances affect the way your students respond to the news story above. A Hillary fan will support and respond positively to Hilary’s attack on Obama. Obama supporters will respond negatively to her negative aggression. A working class voter might take umbrage to Obama’s perception of the way they think, and just might feel a touch of elitism coming from those words. Gun supporters might react in a particular way. Religious fervents might react in another. You get the idea. The point is your students will have an opportunity to not only practice listening, but practice listening and making moments defined by the given circumstances they bring to their listening.

Each selection your students offer up will reveal its own challenges. Depending on the make-up of your class and the time you want to spend on this exercise, you can greatly improve your students’ appreciation for listening and making moments, and their ability to do so. You can even build playlets from the selected material that will feature the reactors as central characters. You may want to collect the material that worked best and keep it for future use.

Exercise 2 Finding the Moments in the Script

The ability to listen and react effectively is a wonderful talent and/or skill to possess, and a lot of theatrical magic can result from having it, but being prepared to tell the story effectively and dependably is greatly enhanced when your actors know what they have to do. Finding moments in the script beforehand is a good way to accomplish this. I sometimes refer to a moment as the smallest unit of story. Beat endings – when an objective is won, lost, or given up – almost always provide such moments. So does receiving new information or making a discovery. When these moments are found in the script, it is still up to your actors to find the appropriate response that reveals clearly what they are thinking and feeling. This will be accomplished through what your actors do and say, and by the manner in which they do it and say it. You can help your actors work on these skills by using the same kind of material suggested in the first exercise.

If you were to Xerox, for instance, the article from the LA Times reproduced above and distribute it to your class, you might ask them to read the article and circle any moment making phrases they find. When they have completed the task, you could then conduct a dialogue discussing the most likely sentences and phrases that would provoke a reactive moment. A variety of material could easily make your actors more sensitive to the script, and to the potential for drama contained there. Below you will find a second reprint of the article. The highlighted phrases and sentences indicate my choices for reactive moments. If you ask your students what their individual circumstances are, or collectively decide on a uniform who, what, when, and where; you can further narrow down the likely moment-making phrases and their significance.
Facing an outcry from Hillary Rodham Clinton and John McCain, Barack Obama expressed regret Saturday for saying that small-town Americans embittered by job losses cling to religion, guns and hostility toward immigrants to explain their frustrations.

Obama's move underscored the political damage wrought by his remark last weekend at a San Francisco fundraiser. Clinton, his rival for the Democratic presidential nomination, made it the focus of her campaign Saturday.
Trying to drive a wedge between Obama and working-class Democrats in states with upcoming primaries, Clinton's campaign also deployed an army of surrogates to echo her condemnation of the Illinois senator. Among them were the mayors of Scranton, Bethlehem and several other cities in Pennsylvania, where the Democratic contest is nine days away.

Campaigning in Indiana, Clinton said she "was taken aback by the demeaning remarks Sen. Obama made about people in small-town America."

"Sen. Obama's remarks are elitist and they are out of touch," she told a crowd in Indianapolis.

The New York senator went on to proclaim the importance of gun rights and religious faith. "Americans who believe in the 2nd Amendment believe it's a matter of constitutional rights," she said. "Americans who believe in God believe it is a matter of personal faith."

The highlighted phrases represent the places in the cutting with the most reactive potential for me. As I listened as an Obama supporter, those phrases would mean one thing; as I listened as a Clinton supporter they would mean quite another. As a blue collar worker, as a gun rights advocate, as a black man, as a soccer mom, some phrases might take on lesser or greater importance. The more your students define their characters, the time, the place, and the location, the more their work can be sketched out and made specific.
Once the potential moments are found, you might want to allow your students to try to convert their analysis to actions. If you choose to do so, you can follow the procedure described above, or invent your own variations. Feel free to work from actual scripted material as well whenever you think your students are ready, or it seems appropriate to do so.

Exercise 3 Dialogue Moment-makers
For this exercise, you can either supply your students with two line moment-makers, or you can ask them to write some down in class, or for homework. From the assignements turned in, you can select those you think the best and most appropriate for classromm use. A moment-maker is a two line sequence of dialogue that when performed automatically creates one or more strong acting moments. 
I love you.

I love you, too.

This simple combo of lines potentially creates several moments. There is the moment of difficulty trying to muster the guts to say it. There is the shared moment of hearing it, there is the moment of what it means for the two characters. You might also consider the whole sequence as a single moment with a beginning, middle, and end. It really doesn’t matter how you break it down and define it, as long as the result is that the moment or moments are strong, clear, specific, and tell a story. Of course, true specificity will be reached only when your students provide themselves with given circumstances – the who, what, when, and where – the context for saying the dialogue. This simple pair of sentences can carry you through an entire session if the given circumstances continue to be manipulated. Each time the physicality and manner of delivery can be changed according to the actors playing and according to the given circumstances decided upon. An infinite number of possibilities exist, depending on who the characters are, when and where the dialogue takes place, and what the specifics are concerning those characters’ situation.
Below are some moment-makers that my freshman class came up with when I most recently did this in class. Despite the fact that what follows below are not the most creative examples of dialogue I have ever seen, they still provide ammunition for a potentially wonderful series of moments.

You look kinda –

Yeah.
Wait a second; are you high?

… No.

I really like your shirt.

I really like your body.

I love you.

No, you don’t.

Why are you here?

I live here, you idiot.

Where’s my car?

I left it here last night.

Did you pick up the kids after practice?

Oh, crap … 

You look like a slut in that dress.

I found it in your closet.

Did we … last night?

Yeah … oh, God.

How will I know?

You just will.

What if I can’t?

I know you can.

I didn’t do it.

How can I believe you?

Sometimes I …

I know …

Last night was incredible.

I know. I can’t see you any more.

Where were you last night?

At your boyfriend’s house.

Does this dress make me look fat?

… No.

Then who is my real father?

Bruce Miller.
As innocuous, clichéd or stupid as any of the two-liners above may seem, when explored closely, you will see that they all share at least two good potential acting moments, and set up the possibilities for good story telling. Each pair is easy to memorize and can lend itself with little difficulty to simulating the dramatic situations found in scene work or a play rehearsal. Encourage your students to find and create the biggest most compelling moment they can, while keeping it totally real. They should find as much detail as possible through the process of defining given circumstances. In turn this will give them hints as to the actions physical and psychological they can use to tell the story.

By way of closing, I’d just like to say …

I am not your real father.

Whatever..
