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Introduction

Remember: This is a play to be performed

This is not a novel, this is a piece of theatre – it only comes alive when it is performed. You can’t understand it unless you have been inside it as if you are the characters, which is why tasks have been designed for you. These tasks will enable you to begin to see the situation from the characters’ point of view. You will examine contrasting perspectives on an event. I have talked to the author, Dennis Kelly, so you can also look at the play from the author’s point of view. As an audience member or reader, you may have another point of view which differs from that of the author and the characters. We have to be aware of all these perspectives when we study the play and this isn’t difficult. When you watch television, you imagine the points of view of the characters – you are on the outside looking in. This guide, I hope, will place you on the inside, at times in the ‘shoes of the characters’, walking around exploring the action (at least in your head). It aims to show how the characters give you an insight into the playwright’s point of view, and the themes in the play, plus the impact they both have on the audience’s perspective.

Strategies which help you appreciate the playwright’s use of theatrical devices

The playwright employs a range of theatrical devices, one of which is the dramatic tension created between characters, achieved in various ways. Another is their use of structural devices and their use of language reflected via a group of contrasting characters.

The play DNA was new to me, so after reading it, I took the opportunity to find out more about it by seeing young people of your age working on a performance of selected extracts for their GCSE Drama examination. These performers have kindly agreed for me to use some of their photographs from their rehearsals. Sometimes their views of the characters differed – the result of experimenting with the text as if they were the characters, and experiencing the tension between them at certain points. You might like to try out some of the strategies they found helpful, either on your own or with a friend.

Tasks which enable you to arrive at your own personal response and interpretation

When I thought about creating this guide, it occurred to me that it ought to include a number of tasks which you could engage in as a way of developing your own understanding of the play and, more importantly, your own interpretation and personal response to it. So I have included a number of tasks, including the photographs which form a particular task for you to work on.

What the examiner is looking for

Often, we lose sight of what an examiner is looking for in the answer to a question and in the grade they will give the student. I have tried my best to illustrate this as we go along, so each task is related to key assessment criteria. The aim of this guide is to make you think, not copy, so that you arrive at your own view of the play and its features. The playwright himself, Dennis Kelly, believes that ‘young people like to think’ and we hope this guide will help you to raise questions about the play, DNA, its themes and its meanings. You may wish to start at the beginning, but there are other starting points. You may prefer to begin with what Dennis Kelly says about the play – although his views are woven into various sections – or you may want to remind yourself of the plot, or the characters. Wherever you choose to start, I hope you will find the tasks engaging and helpful in preparing you for your examination. Good luck!

Iona Towler-Evans
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A Way of Looking at a Play

When you last played a computer game were you thinking about how it was designed?

Probably not; you were probably just enjoying the game. Designers of computer games take us on a journey. We might meet a monster, a dragon, and find ourselves in a dungeon. There, we could come across obstacles from which we hope to be rescued but we might be in danger of meeting another monster. Just as the computer game designer puts the game together as a structure, a playwright creates a structure for us as an audience to respond to. The computer game designer usually gives us a choice of options to follow, unlike the playwright whose creation has mapped out the journey for us.

It’s not about whether you liked it or not

For the purposes of an examination question, we have to go beyond simply enjoying the experience of watching a play. We have to be cleverer than that: we need to know how the play was created and written, how it was designed and constructed and its overall effect – not whether or not we liked it.

The playwright’s intentions and our responses

The playwright will have their reasons for writing and constructing the play in the way they choose, and you will have your responses to it – but their reasons and your responses may be different, of course. As Dennis Kelly himself suggests, once the play is performed in public, it is out of his control, and you may discover ideas he hasn’t actually intended or considered. For example, Kelly says of DNA that ‘it is not a play about bullying.’ As far as he is concerned, the bullying has already happened, before the play starts. You of course may interpret some of the episodes differently and find ones where bullying exists.

The playwright’s perspective

Whatever Kelly’s intentions and whatever our response, we need to be mindful that he structured the play in a particular way and for particular purpose and effect. He designed characters to live in the locations in his play, for the period of the play. They are all different, some speak more than others, some listen more than others, some are leaders and others followers. Kelly uses a range of devices to create meaning for the audience, and pose questions for them as well as for himself as a writer.

With reference to the play, DNA, Kelly provides us with the following insight:

‘The question is how far will we go to save the group? When I write a play I don’t have an answer. I think about a question I don’t have an answer to – there’s never an easy answer as this makes it more interesting although the play does pose this moral question.’

Therefore, the play is always more than it seems, and this revision guide will hopefully help you uncover the meanings it holds for you.
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Assessment Objectives (AOs) Explained

What examiners are looking for when you write about this play

For this essay, there are 30 available marks. There are, however, an additional 4 marks for spelling, punctuation and grammar.

This essay question will appear on Paper 2, which is called ‘Modern Texts and Poetry’. The DNA question will be in Section A of the paper. You will have a choice of 2 questions on DNA, of which you answer only 1.

You will be assessed in 4 areas. The areas for assessment are called ‘Assessment Objectives’ (AOs). Below they are explained, with the number of marks allocated to each one.

AO1: (12 marks)

Read, understand and respond to texts.

For this, you should be able to demonstrate:

• Your own ideas and understanding of the text

• An informed personal response

• An ability to illustrate your points by using textual reference

Put simply, this AO assesses your understanding of the characters and themes in the text and your ability to support your ideas.


AO2: (12 marks)

Analyze the language, form and structure used by a writer to create meanings and effects, using relevant subject terminology where appropriate.

In other words, this means how well you back up what you have said in AO1, by explaining the effects of the writer’s methods, using subject terminology.


AO3: (6 marks)

Show understanding of the relationships between texts and the contexts in which they were written, such as:

• The context in which the text was written (social/historical context)

• The context within which the text is set (location)
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