I think of myself as a teaching director. I consider it part of my responsibility to teach my students how to work independently during the rehearsal process. I try to avoid, sometimes at much cost, simply giving them choices, moves, and actions that will make them look brilliant . Yes, of course I want them to look good in performance. That’s part of my job. When they look good, the whole production profits – the play works, I come off like I know what I’m doing, and my students seem be as talented as I know they are.  

But I also want my students to learn to work without a director’s help.  Therefore, whenever possible in the rehearsal process, I try to get my young actors to think through what they are doing at any particular moment on stage, so that they can make choices that will serve the scene and the overall story that their characters are playing out. Of course, I am limited by time pressures and each student’s ability to make effective choices economically, so there always comes a point where I must give the actors, to some degree, what is needed in the scene. I do this because it is my responsibility to make the whole play work, and I must have what is needed at that point, for the overall good of the production.  But as a teacher, I would rather help my students find the choices for themselves than simply provide them. They learn more that way, and they develop skills that allow them to work well in spite of whether a director is helping them or not. 

 Many theatre directors don’t work this way, of course, and many directors, even many who are considered fine directors, are not particularly good at working with actors. In film this is even more the case. Many movie directors come from the film school rather than the theatre department, and their background is in shooting movies, not on understanding script dynamics and getting what they need from actors. In fact, it not unusual for these film directors to look to the actors they hire to provide them with the dramatic insights that will help them make their films work for an audience. Remember, a well-budgeted film has the luxury of doing take after take until the director likes what he sees. In some cases the director, as well as his actors, is still trying to figure out what might work before she can get to the point when she can decide whether or not it does.

In a scene study class there are no time pressures forcing actors into getting to the right choices as quickly as possible, so there is no need for a director to be giving them answers. The purpose of a scene study class is to help our students develop the skills that will enable them to independently make choices that work, and convert these choices into effective actions on stage. Our objective in scene study is to develop in our actors the ability to move, talk, listen, and react in such a way that the script they are working from not only becomes clear and compelling for an audience, but when combined with what the actors bring to it, becomes something even greater. 

Therefore our purpose as teachers in the classroom or studio should be far different than when we direct. Whether or not we see ourselves as teaching directors when we are in the rehearsal process, our objective when we are in the classroom is to make our students better actors. That does not mean providing them with solutions to their immediate acting problems, or telling them how to do a particular moment. This will not make a student a better actor. It will only make the student look better at that particular moment. What we want to do as acting teachers is to provide our students with the tools and technique to find those solutions for themselves. 

Acting teachers should not be directors. Directors want results and will give answers to get those results. Acting teachers, one the other hand, want a very different kind of result – results that, more often than not, are long-term rather than short. I have studied with more than a few acting teachers who simply directed scenes in the classroom. It always felt wonderful when the good director offered a few suggestions and turned a failing scene around with a magical comment or two. “When you start that line, try staying at the desk, and don’t approach your scene partner until you get to the line…” With a single comment an awkward, ineffectual moment would suddenly become the catalyst for the fight that my scene partner and I couldn’t generate previously no matter what.  What satisfaction, what triumph! What an actor I had suddenly become! But how did the director’s eye help me learn to do that for myself once I was working without her? The answer is it didn’t. 

Our job, then, in the classroom is to react to our students’ work from the audience’s point of view, and share with them from that vantage point what works and what doesn’t work in a scene or in a moment; and, then, hopefully, help them find possible solutions that will. The journey to these acting solutions must be collaborative; our students must be involved in the discovery and solution process. Sometimes it will be necessary to offer multiple choice options to our actors, and let them try out these options in front of us, allowing them to test and analyze the results. Sometimes it might even become necessary to suggest which of the multiple choice options will work, but we should avoid being the ones who make it work for them. That should always be left to them. That way they will learn, and take a step toward their own mastery. 

In the previous chapter, we discussed in some detail the specific goals of a scene study class, and the set up for a successful unit or course in scene work. We discussed methods for selecting partners, scenes, cuttings, and working procedures. We talked about rules and expectations, and we reviewed the questions students should be thinking about during their preparation for their first read in class. Before we get to the first read, however, it might be worthwhile to discuss a game plan of action that can be used during the work on a particular scene. I’ll go through my overall battle plan in a general way first, and then we’ll go back for a more detailed explanation of process.

Scene Study Sequence

My sequence goes as follows:

The first read

Blocking the scene

Working the scene

Last showing 

I always begin with a first read of a scene. This is a prepared reading, not a cold one. The actors will have read the play and studied the scene. They will have gone through the analysis questions and made choices based on their understanding. They will have shared with each other their take on the given circumstances and where necessary, come to agreement on exactly what is happening in the scene. They will have rehearsed with each other focusing on playing their objectives and listening and reacting to what is being said and done. Though the lines are not necessarily memorized, the actors will be expected to be familiar enough with what is being said and done so that the focus can be on listening rather than on simply reading lines. Simply reading lines is unacceptable. In the first read, I expect that actors are acting. The only thing that does not happen in the first read is movement. There need not be any on their feet blocking. However, any movement or business suggested by the script must be accounted for in the acting. In other words, if there is a knock at the door, the actors must acknowledge that knock through their words and actions. Or to put it another way, the actors must be accounting for all the things that happen in the scene, in spite of the fact that they are freed from the burden of physically enacting it. That comes next.

Blocking includes all movement, business, and gesture. In scene study class, I focus primarily on the first two items. I expect my actors will have made initial blocking choices and will have begun to include in their work any necessary business that their characters engage in. Gesture is more organic, and in the early stages of rehearsal, there is so much to think about that specific gestures appropriate for the characters being played is a back burner item. Student actors will not be able to make useful blocking choices unless they have made decisions about the layout of their sets and the set pieces on them. No movements can be made unless actors have a place to move from and a place to move to. This usually proves to be less obvious than it seems. The same is true for business. Useful grounded stage business is difficult to come by unless the actors have brought props, or at the least thought about what props are necessary to make the scene work. 

My expectation is that all blocking choices will help make the story, as defined in the first read, more clear and compelling than it was in the previous presentation. Blocking choices should not be about pretty pictures per se; they should be about making the story clear to the audience. Characters move because they need to, they do business because they need to. All physical actions help define the story and the characters that do them. The physical actions selected and executed by actors in their scene work is every bit as important as the words they say. My expectation is to see that reflected in the thoughtful blocking work my students put up.

In the workthroughs that follow, all notes from the previous put-up are expected to be embraced and accounted for in the newest version of the work. Blocking choices will continue to be changed and refined in order to accommodate any changes and growth in the work, and all other aspects of the work may change as well. Student actors will be encouraged to continue to work moment-to-moment, building the scene a brick at a time. 

I invariable do at least two more workthroughs of material after the initial blocking put–up, and often more than that. I always try to weigh the value of what my students learn from doing it again, versus what they will get if they find a new scene and start the whole process from the beginning. It always depends on what the students most need for their development at that moment, and it is different from student to student. If I do continue with a particular scene, it is not simply to get the students to master the scene (unless I feel it is important for the student to get to that place), but rather the need of the student to refine and develop some particular skills that the latter part of the scene study process offers. The philosophy, as stated in the last installment, is always about growth in process, not about producing polished products.

That then is a sequential overview. Now let’s examine the process in more detail.

The First Read

As often as not, and certainly the first time through a set of first reads, I consider the work I see as totally unsuccessful. Ideally, the first read should make the unfolding story of the scene as written clear, and the actors who are reading the scene should be believable. In a prepared reading for an audition, the actors who get the roles can probably do this, or better put, those who can do this are much more likely to remain in the running for the roles they are up for. This is seldom the case in a beginning scene study class, however. This is not as awful as it sounds. Students learn from their mistakes - and, without a doubt, the actors watching the work learn a great deal as well – particularly from the empirical evidence of hearing the improved version of the scene being done after being worked with. The biggest reasons for the failure-rate are twofold. First of all, in most cases, student actors fail to focus on making the story of the scene clear and interesting. Secondly, in spite of repeated warnings from their teacher, they tend to focus on a correct reading of the words of the script, rather than on playing their objectives and listening with all their senses to what their acting partners are saying and doing. More on this in a bit.

I begin the first read process with what I call the hot seat. Before I allow my actors to read the scene they have prepared, I ask them a series of questions that allows me to determine whether they have adequately handled their analysis responsibilities. If they have gone through the scene study questions listed in the previous chapters, they should be able to handle most of what I ask them. I am particularly interested in their ability to make clear the story of the scene because, in spite of the lip service they may pay me, they tend to ignore thinking about the story in favor of focusing on character and emotion, two subjects I seldom talk about at this stage of the work. Emotion is intangible and too hard to play directly. And character comes from the actions you choose to play and how to play them, so thinking about inhabiting a character is just plain diving too deep at this point. We should be focusing on craft not art, particularly at this stage of the game.

The questions I am particularly interested in include:

· The given circumstances that set up the scene

· The central conflict of the scene

· The objective of each character – that is, what they need from the other character in the scene

· The story of the scene, event by event

· The biggest, most important moments in the scene

In addition, I always ask the significance of the title of the play, and the story of the play in general. The title often suggests important clues to the meaning and purpose of the play and to the essential storyline. It is therefore worth early consideration. Following that, if I find that my actors cannot articulate the story essentials, it suggests that they have not read the play in its entirety, or they have read it so superficially that it hasn’t really helped them understand where the scene they are about to do comes from and how it fits in to the overall story sequence of the play. 

If their ignorance about the overall story is too obvious, I might refuse to allow the acting team to proceed into the read. Reading and understanding the overall play is that important in my opinion – important enough to disallow work. If my actors’ responses to other hot seat questions are inadequate, unjustified, or simply wrong, I might also stop before allowing the scene to be put up. These are judgment calls, of course, and depend on many specific circumstances that may be different for you and your class than for me and mine. But whatever your own circumstances, establishing ground rules and proper work habits at the beginning of your unit or course is critical. The work habits our students develop are as important as the craft we are teaching them. Making our students live up to our expectations in those areas is essential. Today’s young actors often undervalue Reading and understanding the material being worked on, so making a strong statement about understanding the source material is essential.

I always struggle with the issue of whether or not to make my students write the answers to all the questions they should deal with. Doing so is extremely time consuming. For my own students, time is always an issue, so I fret that if they spend all their time writing the answers to scene study questions, they will have less time to actually work on the material, and the resulting presentation will therefore be compromised. On the other hand, at the beginning of the first semester of scene study, when I ask my hot seat students the important questions, they are often unable to clearly articulate their answers. In some cases, I can tell that the answers are in there somewhere, but my students are simply unable to present them verbally. But I also know that there is a high correlation between being able to articulate what you are doing as an actor and being able to do it. In other words, fuzzy speak equals fuzzy acting. This axiom becomes particularly clear when I ask my actors about their objectives. If they can articulate their purpose simply and clearly, they are much more likely to be able to do it simply and clearly in the scene they read a few moments later.

The logic so far seems to suggest that, all things considered; it might be a good idea to have students write the answers. Perhaps. But often what happens when I ask my students to write the answers to all the questions, is that the writing becomes too much of a burden after a while. Increasingly, the written answers become rote and careless, and eventually become no more useful than the unclear verbal response. I end up reading pages and pages of time consuming, but worthless material. So what’s the answer? You’ll have to find out what works best for you and your class, but I have settled on the following policy. I first stress the importance of working through the provided analysis questions. Then I tell my students that I will not require their answers in writing. However, I warn them that if I detect that my first read actors have done inadequate preparation during the hot seat process, I reserve the right to ask them for the answers in writing before their next presentation, or, in some, cases, in all future scene work. This approach has proved to be fairly effective.

I do, however, expect that my actors will make notations on their script, in pencil only, since much of what they think about the scene may change during the rehearsal process (a Xerox copy only – no writing in actual scripts unless the students owns them). These notations as demonstrated in the script analysis chapter would include beat changes, objectives and tactics, notes about transitional moments, marking where victories, defeats, and, discoveries, and helpful notations concerning operative words. When these kinds of notations appear on the script, it helps the students remember to reflect this information when they actually do the read.

Once my students have established that they understand the play and scene, their characters’ purpose in making the story work, and what they specifically need in the scene from their scene partner, I allow them to read through the scene. If they violate the five-minute rule by a lot, I might stop them before they have completed their read, particularly if there are an enormous number of problems that must be dealt with in the first couple of minutes. I might also stop the scene, if, in spite of passing the hot seat questions, their choices as they actually read totally ignore or violate what they have established in the prior discussion. I might also stop the scene if one or both scene partners are simply reading their lines, oblivious to the fact that they are supposed to be listening and reacting to each other. Otherwise, I will allow the scene cutting to be read in its entirety.

After that awkward moment at the finish, when my student actors either look out toward me with those deer in the headlight eyes, or bow their heads and stop breathing, I will make some general comments about the scene always starting with a bit of overall praise – unless the lack of scene preparation makes a positive comment unwarranted. I try to begin by listing in a general sense what worked in the scene and what did not. If your students are articulate enough, you might what to break the ice by asking your student actors what they thought of the scene. What they felt they did well, and where they failed to accomplish what they set out to do, etc. This is a good way to begin the critiquing process without the need for you to be the first to offer commentary about what was not working. It makes for an easier transition into the “what did not work” portion of the show.

The subjects I might cover in my general comments include eye contact with the scene partner, listening and reacting to what is said and done in the scene, particularly with regard to new information, discoveries, victories, defeats and other transitional moments; playing objectives fully and effectively; reading lines in a way that reflects what the other actor has just said or done; and clear progression of the unfolding scene. The opening comments I make are usually addressed to the watching audience in the class as well as to the actors performing. These basics are the same issues that will affect the success of their work as well, and it is important that the watching students realize that the second most effective way of learning to act is by actively watching and thinking about the work of others. 

I will establish the topics from the scene that are up for discussion, but I will usually allow the watching class to make comments about what they saw. However, these comments must be limited to what worked, what did not, and why. I permit no commentary about what they would like to have seen, or about how the actors should have done it. This kind of commentary falls into the category of directing and must be avoided at all costs. When this kind of commentary is offered, the students must be reminded that the purpose here is to develop the skills to make good choices, not just execute the good choices someone else comes up with. 

After my initial commentary and the comments of the students with follow-up discussion are completed, I give specific notes to the actors. These notes will include more specific and moment-to-moment criticism, suggestion, and commentary. I strongly advise my students take notes here. Otherwise, by the time they rehearse again, they will not remember accurately what they are being asked to change, adjust, or add. If your memory tends to be fleeting, as mine is starting to be, you might want to make sure you hold on to your notes as well, so that you can refer to them on the next put up of the scene to insure the students did indeed follow your instruction.

If time permits, and time should, even if it means cutting off discussion time you allow with students previously, your first read actors should be given an opportunity to rework some of the scene. This should be a stop and go process, building improvements by repetition and immediate feedback that you control. The places in the scene you work should either be the most troublesome parts of the seen read, and/or parts that affect and influence the overall successful flow of the scene. Feel no need to work from beginning to end. First of all there isn’t enough time. Second of all, if you work episodically, your actors will begin to think about the structure of a scene in terms of what is happening in a beat, or even in a moment, and their ability to improve and adjust through craft rather than divine inspiration will improve quickly. It will also help them visualize the sequential blocks of a scene that build one on top of the other. This kind of approach in class will also reinforce the concept of working in rehearsal in the same manner. Keep in mind that the natural inclination of actors, especially beginning actors, is run the scene from beginning to end without stopping – which, of course, minimizes the opportunity of creating those inspired, individual moments that make the best acting so wonderful to watch.

Now, before closing our discussion on the first read, a few notes on some big issue items that are worthy of attention.

Eye contact is extremely important. Reading the lines in real time in the first read is not essential, but listening is. Students need to learn how to look at their scripts briefly, read a line or two to themselves, and then look up at their partner and deliver those lines while maintaining eye contact. The actor without the lines must be looking at the actor delivering the lines, and listening very carefully. That actor is responsible, not only for hearing the words, but hearing what those words literally mean, mean in context of the scene, and mean sub textually, if the script or actor’s interpretation suggests that a sub textual meaning is communicated. (In my book, Head First Acting, there are several listening exercises that can help actors develop their abilities to do what I am suggesting here. They can be found in the chapter on listening.)

 Only when the speaking actor has completed his or her delivery and the listening actor has reacted, should the listening actor return to the script to find his or her next line. When this technique is adhered to, the actors can be sure that there is connection between the two of them and an ongoing thread that pulls them from moment to moment. Further, if this connection actually exists, then their will be listening and reacting that comes from a real place – which is easier to act, by the way, than generating a bunch of manufactured reactions is. Listening on stage that approximates the level of listening that most of us can maintain in life – that is listening with all the senses - will help your actors recognize where their character’s important moments are. Victories, defeats, new information, and discoveries, are all worthy of response on stage, and actors who avail themselves of these opportunities are likely to make the choices on stage that are most clear and interesting. When actors are focused only on their own scripts, this essential element of the acting process cannot and will not occur.

One of the biggest errors beginning scene study actors make is in regard to playing objectives. In spite of the big deal we as teachers make of playing objectives fully and specifically, our actors seldom do. When n the hot seat, my own actors know that they will be grilled if they can not articulate what they need from their scene partners, but once they get past that hurdle, more times than not they forget to go after their objectives once they are into the read. The fact is that acting is not like life, it just looks like it (in a realistic scene) when done well. In life, we seldom focus on a single objective and pursue it with all our heart. But on stage, that is what the actor playing a character must do. If done well, the script will provide the actor with the variety and complexity of the character, even though the actor’s choices are much more simplistic. The magic is, that by playing and focusing on objective, the scene is much more likely to be clear and effective than when are actors are trying to focus on character or emotion. It is vitally important that we, as teachers, train our students early on to recognize this fact, and develop their abilities to play objectives effectively.

Many actors function under the illusion that a playwright’s words pour spontaneously out of the mouth of the good actor, inflected perfectly to convey character and purpose. In a realistic scene, if the actor is truly listening to his or her scene partner, this can happen, but even amongst the best actors, there is no guarantee. Young actors must accept the fact that the playwright has provided the words of a script specifically and with great care to help make the story work a moment at a time. Actors must try to discover the specific reasons for the word choice and the way the sentences are structured together. They must then combine the word usage with the objectives that are being played. This often requires analysis as well as listening in the moment. If we encourage our students to note early on, the words that best convey their purpose from moment to moment in a scene, they are much more likely to deliver a line with the ring of truth and with the dramatic punch that the playwright intended. Exercises covering this skill can also be found in Head First Acting.

I try to spend 30 to 40 minutes with each scene for the first read. More often than not, I feel like I could have used even more time. You might think that using that much time is a luxury that you simply do not have. If that is the case, then you must use your time in a way that best serves you and your students. The most important thing is that students come away with a clear idea of what is going on in the scene and how their character contributes to the story – overall and a moment at a time. If you can get your students to see the value in analysis and choice making, you’ve pointed them to the right road toward success, if you can also point out and make your students feel the difference between waiting to say a line, and truly listening to a scene partner, you’ve put them firmly on that road; and if you can get your students to stick to their objectives as they read the scene, you’ve given them the tools to stay on that road until they reach their destination. 

