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DRAMATIC ACTION—I WANT!

TEACHER: Welcome to The Young Actor’s Studio. This is going to be a wonderful semester where you will journey into many different kinds of acting roles and still be yourself. It’ll be fun!!

(The CLASS watches from the audience. Their personalities range from outgoing to extremely shy and nervous.)


Students

BRANDI: Spunky fun kid with full emotions, a real winner.

JONATHAN: Tough and a bit reserved.

DANIEL: On-edge young kid, but has a big heart and big talent.

CHLOE: A difficult but talented young actress, sensitive.

ANABELLA: Exuberant, loves acting, energetic, overly emotional, strong.

KATHERINE: Shy and pretty but reserved.

PARIS: Serious, hardworking, and fast-moving.

JACKIE: Talented.

SOPHIA: Talkative, somewhat funny.

GRIFFIN: Loves sports. The youngest of the group.





Setting

The Young Actor’s Studio




Time

From the first day of Acting Class for Kids through the end of the semester

TEACHER: How many people here have acted before? Daniel?

DANIEL: I … I was Superman when I was five here at the studio in the younger kids’ class, and I was Grumpy in my school production of Snow White.

TEACHER: Cool. Grumpy’s a fun part!! “My name is GRUMPY, and I don’t clean kitchens! Growwwwwwl!!”

(The TEACHER walks a bit, pretending to be a grumpy dwarf. The CLASS laughs.)

TEACHER: You were a wonderful Superman, by the way.

DANIEL: (Beams) Thank you!

TEACHER: Who else has acted before?

(BRANDI raises her hand and waves it wildly.)

TEACHER: Brandi?

BRANDI: I did two commercials for Oreo cookies and was on “Dog with a Blog.”

TEACHER: That’s wonderful! One of our students is the lead girl in that show. She is very talented and started in this class. Her name is G. Hannelius.

BRANDI: Wow! That’ so COOL!

TEACHER: Sure is, but remember you all have what it takes; don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. Who here has never acted?

(JONATHAN and KATHERINE raise their hands.)

TEACHER: Good. That means you’ll be wonderful!

(JONATHAN and KATHERINE stare at him.)

TEACHER: Do you know why?

JONATHAN: Why?

TEACHER: Because you haven’t been trained to “stand on the spot,” and cry on this line or that line. You’ll be natural. Many acting studios for young people try to mold you into what they think casting directors want. I’ve found that, very often, casting directors want you. They want you to be you. They don’t want you to be like everyone else. Which leads me to this.

Some of you will become actors on TV, some on film and Broadway (my personal favorites), some will become great screenwriters, musicians, business owners, playwrights, rock stars, and chefs. All of my students have done these things and you can, too.

Acting is about being yourself and discovering what makes you special; that is what you bring to the role. It is that one thing that only you can do. Once that is discovered and owned, there will be no stopping you. We are not going to change you, but allow you to be who you are! Acting is about the human spirit, and the human spirit is at the core in every art form.

(BRANDI and ANABELLA look excited by what they hear; however, the rest of the CLASS stares blankly at the TEACHER.)

TEACHER: This will all become clearer as we work.

Everybody, up onstage!! Get in a circle. I want you, for now, to simply listen to the music and be still a second. Let it put you in a mood. Don’t worry about acting or anything because, for now, we are just standing, listening, and allowing the music to affect us.

(The TEACHER plays Ravel’s “Boléro.” The CLASS listens.)

TEACHER: Alright, now we are going to stretch a bit and become strong, ready to play any role. You may be running away from a dinosaur in Jurassic Park, playing a super kid, or Superman. As an actor, you need a strong body. So, stretch it out.

(The TEACHER stretches down and up, etc. He then puts his right foot forward and his right hand on his shoe.)

TEACHER: Right arm on shoe and left arm to the ceiling.

(Screams out in pretend pain) AHHHHHHHOWWWW!!!

CLASS: (Imitating him) AHHHHHHHHHOWWWW!

TEACHER: Left hand on shoe and twist right hand to the ceiling. OWWW!!!

CLASS: OWWWWWW!!!!

(Stretching and warming up continues for a bit.)

TEACHER: Now just move around the room and allow yourself to turn off the critic in your brain and be crazy, free, and open.

(ANABELLA pretends to be a robot. JONATHAN hesitates, then marches in time. DANIEL jumps in time with the music. KATHERINE stands by, a bit nervous but gradually participates a bit.)

TEACHER: (Encouraging the CLASS until they become crazy) Everybody, at the end of this song, fall down dead!

(On the final clash of cymbals, the TEACHER collapses on the floor, dead; the CLASS follows along, laughing.)

(CHLOE raises her hand.)

TEACHER: Chloe?

CHLOE: Why are we doing this?

TEACHER: Who can answer that? Daniel?

DANIEL: So, we learn to dance?

TEACHER: Not quite. Why are we jumping around all crazy?

BRANDI: To be free.

TEACHER: That’s right!!

BRANDI: It is?

TEACHER: We are trying to turn off the critical mind that judges how we move and come across. The music is the “play,” which moves you to do certain things. Acting is allowing things to affect you without controlling them. We’ll talk more of that later.

Now, I want to do our first exercise, called “The Name Exercise.” Let’s get back in a circle.

(The CLASS gets in a circle.)

TEACHER: The first day of class is a very special day because it’s new and no one really knows what to expect. It can be very scary on the first day. The first day of class is like the first day of rehearsal in a play, being a guest actor on a famous TV show, or being at an audition. It can make you nervous. Who here has stage fright?

(KATHERINE raises her hand.)

TEACHER: Do you know what that means?

KATHERINE: No.

TEACHER: You have talent!

BRANDI: I have stage fright, too!!

ANABELLA: Me, too!!

TEACHER: For an actor, negative emotions are not a bad thing. We are emotional people. We are sensitive people, and that’s what makes us great as actors.

Katherine, this next exercise will show you that you’re very talented. In “The Name Exercise,” you will go into the center of the circle and allow the feeling of being watched to affect you, then you will say your name with a gesture. A gesture is a movement that expresses how you feel. It can be simple, small, or huge. Like in the dancing warm-up, where we just allowed ourselves to feel whatever we were feeling.

Standing in the middle of the circle can make you nervous because it may feel like you are being watched or judged. If you’re shy, perhaps you will do a small gesture and say your name quietly. If you’re anxious, you may jump and scream your name. After you do your name, then the entire class will copy what you did. I’ll go first.

(The TEACHER moves to the center. He looks at the CLASS a bit nervously.)

TEACHER: (Jumping up) AHHHH! JEFF!!

CLASS: (Copying him) AHHHH! JEFF!

(The CLASS laughs.)

TEACHER: Excellent. Acting is exactly that!

There are your own feelings and the character’s—or your observance of
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CONCLUSION


The process of writing this book has taken place over four years of my life.


I often wondered if it could have been done faster. Can the writing process be fast? Can acting jobs be gotten faster? Can my memory go faster? With today’s phones, computers, and televisions all working at the speed of light, it’s easy to be fixated on the next big thing. It also may be easier to focus on what is “in,” and find a quick-fix technique to get that part. Fitting the “type” being cast is a huge plus for the young actor auditioning, and with a few voice inflections and bit of copying, the young actor can very often succeed in getting a role.


But what about other roles? How should we play those roles? Should we be tougher? Meaner? Calm? Sad? Should we laugh? Cry? How should we try to change to be what they want? What color should our hair be? What type of actor are we? Character? Young leading man? Ingénue? And this is where the tunnel to despair starts for an actor, so I wrote this book.


At the big moments of inspiration, if felt like the book was writing itself and I was just a medium. When thinking more about this, I realized it was the kids themselves who wrote this book. What I captured were memories of the many incredible breakthroughs and the many challenges of teaching the vast array of amazing and eccentric personalities.


I’ve seen parents and students come into the studio each and every day wanting something but not exactly sure what. Parents sometimes want the classes to somehow save their children. Some want their kids to book a big series on TV, some want them to overcome shyness or fit in, while others want them simply doing something constructive. I want them to be great actors. I want them to be truthful to themselves.


All this started with a chair exercise thirty years ago when I witnessed the vast array of students who got up and sat in front of my acting class. Each one was extraordinarily different from the others, and I thought to myself, “This is it! This is what I want them to preserve and recreate in their acting roles. This is real. This is amazing.”


This book represents a guide to help young actors accomplish just that, both onstage and off.


Yesterday, a new actor who was sixteen years old asked me, “What famous actors have you taught?”


And the new journey begins again!


—Jeff
2018






APPENDIX

Teachers—The important first steps to helping actors get out of their heads and living in the moment onstage include improvisation, speaking out, checking in, and trying different tactics to gain the want. Our returning students confidently trust their inner lives and impulses. They gradually learned to trust themselves and stop relying on “how it should go.” The time process varies greatly between students but, with practice and commitment, really great improv work started happening at our studio in all the age groups and, eventually, in the script work as well.


The following pages include some of the wonderful and beloved improvisations that we have developed over the years. Some were covered in the book and others are added from actual classes taught at The Young Actor’s Studio. These improvs are based on truthfulness and reality—even the comedic ones.


Feel free to reverse and change genders or do same-sex dates as well. The Young Actor’s Studio has become one of the first institutions to really allow all differences to be celebrated through acting and creativity. It is our hope that your organization will do the same.


Enjoy these exercises and use them to create new ones for your classes.


—Jeff


8- TO 12-YEAR-OLD SCENES


	Sneaking the Keys—Steal the keys from a sleeping parent, then go to a party at a neighbor’s house.

	Passing the Note—Kids pass a note in class about cutting behind the teacher’s back.

	Opening Night—Backstage in a dressing room, five minutes before curtain and one actor can’t wait to get on and the other one is going home! Spielberg, Scorsese, and Denzel Washington are in the audience. Have the actor prepare from real fear. You can also use a bigger backstage cast and add a stage manager. The teacher can play the director as well. Also feel free to add an angry parent telling their kids to get onstage!

	Orphans—Three orphaned kids make a blood vow to stay together. Someone visits and decides to adopt just one. The adopted kids are there to say good-bye and the other two want him/her to stay. The adopted kid’s new parents have money and will supply her with a mansion by the ocean with a view, et cetera.

	Cutting Class—Two best friends are in drama class together. They have a science project due today for the national science fair. One kid enters reading Backstage magazine or backstage.com on their cell phone and discovers there is a big audition at Universal Studios for a film starring Johnny Depp. He wants to send a fake “letter” to the principal to get him and his friend out of class. His friend is a goody-two-shoes and would never cut class because this report is vitally important to him. If they win, they go to the science finals in New York. Going on an audition is nonsense, a long shot, and would disqualify them from winning the science fair. Character two knows that they have a shot at the part. He knows that both of them could audition with the very scene they’ve been rehearsing at drama class. Auditioning is a huge opportunity, much bigger than a school report.

	Sneaking in through the Window—Two best friends. One has been treated unfairly by his/her parent and has run away. He/she appears at the other’s window at night. and wants to be hidden and allowed to stay.

	
Abuse/Child Protective Services—One student wants to report his/her/their best friend’s father for abuse. The other one doesn’t want to because the father is his/her only parent and it would mean going to foster care or an orphanage.

	Peter, the Pet Lobster—One student gave his pet lobster to his best friend while he was on vacation. The friend was supposed to watch it while he was out of town. It got loose and his mother thought it was the one that she had bought for dinner and cooked it. The student bought another lobster from Ralph’s grocery store. The friend arrives back home and visits the student to get Peter back. The student desperately tries to convince his friend that Ralph’s lobster is Peter.

	Abuse: Brother/Sister Scene—There are two siblings. One is adopted and being abused by the dad. He/she is moving out. The sister wants her to stay and loves the adopted sibling very much.

	Revenge on a Bully—Character One’s little sister (Character Two) has been getting beat up by a bully. The girl has been giving the bully her lunch money every day to keep it from happening. The school has done nothing to stop this and Character One is going out to get revenge. Character Two is embarrassed about this and afraid that the bully will come after her again. She wants Character One to get the bullying to stop.

	Improv based on Oliver written by Lionel Bart—Two kids, male or female. One is an orphan who has just escaped an abusive life at the orphanage and run away to the city. He/she wants to find a place to live. A child pickpocket tries to befriend the orphan and take him/her away to work together with the pickpocket’s fun-loving thieving caretaker in the middle of the city.

	Valentine’s Day—Three boys and one girl. The boys are all-star soccer players or football players on the same team. Today is Valentine’s Day and the final local football match, which could put them in the championship in London, Paris, or New York—choose whichever is the most exciting for the kids. The star player is in love and wants to quit the game to go out on the date.(With little kids, you can have a funny ending where the girl comes on the field to break up with him, which, of course, ends it.)





OLDER TEEN SCENES

The scenes in the prior section can be used for or adapted for teens. Scenes specifically for teens follow.



	Little Shop of Horrors—Two actors in a school play. There is a kissing scene in the play that hasn’t been working in school rehearsal. The boy shows ups unannounced on a Friday night wanting to rehearse the kissing scene. The girl wants him out.

	An improv based on the play, This Is Our Youth by Kenneth Lonergan—Two boys or two girls. One of the parents works for a drug-trafficking organization and has access to a suitcase full of cash, which is hidden in the dad’s room (from a deal). The father is abusive and condescending, so the first character stuffs his father’s suitcase with National Geographic magazines, steals over $100,000 in cash, and shows up at his friend’s house. The friend is enraged that he would do this and, scared of his dad, wants him to give the money back immediately. He’s fearful for his life. The son (or daughter) wants his/her best friend to put him/her up. The other is terrified that they could be hurt or killed.

	The Coffee Shop—A group improv (I very often give out improvs as “secrets,” so the actors don’t quite know what is going to happen. Do not tell the actors the stories of the other characters, but allow them to come out in the improvisation. This will create the wonderful element of surprise onstage.)

	Place: Starbucks. Saturday afternoon. A young girl is breaking the news to her boyfriend that she no longer wants to go out with him. (She met someone the night before at her birthday party and is in love.) The boyfriend walks in with a ring and plans to propose as a birthday gift. The waitress serving them wants to go home because she has a date later that evening. After this scene is going for a while: At a nearby table, one guy hanging out, sipping coffee, makes passes at the waitress. She ignores him, to the best of her ability. Enter: the young girl’s date from the last night. He sits down and tells his buddy of his “great” time last night and, after a while, they notice that she is on the other side of the room. After a short time, boom! The scene explodes in different ways. Please note: Ensemble and actions are very important to keep it from becoming too chaotic.



	Another version with different stories: The girl is pregnant and in love, but the boy met a different girl the night before. In walk two girls. One of them is the date of the boy from the previous night. After a while, in walks the mother who is thrilled that her little daughter will be a mother and is now having a baby and encourages marriage!

	Camp Counselor—Three teens. One counselor had her boyfriend over while on duty at a summer camp. One of the “supervised” kids fell and hit his head while he/she wasn’t paying attention. The kid is fine but the other two want her to call an ambulance. The counselor doesn’t want this because she will lose her job for having her boyfriend over.

	Beauty and the Brain—Two students (M/F), one, a calculus genius and techie nerd, is finally getting a date with the most beautiful girl in the school. He has been looking forward to this night for an entire week and is dressed to the tens. The other character is a supermodel and is flunking math and only accepted the date to get the guy to help her. The guy falls madly in love with her.
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[image:  Group work at The Young Actor’s Studio with India Garcia, Alexandra Olivera, Suhaan Iqbal, Chase Pearl, Lily Kelsay, Ryan Weiss, Hayley McCaffrey-Shapiro, Claire Go, and Audrey Clark. ]
Group work at The Young Actor’s Studio with India Garcia, Alexandra Olivera, Suhaan Iqbal, Chase Pearl, Lily Kelsay, Ryan Weiss, Hayley McCaffrey-Shapiro, Claire Go, and Audrey Clark.





[image:  “Sneaking the Keys”: Jeff showing how it’s done! ]
“Sneaking the Keys”: Jeff showing how it’s done!






[image:  Actor Lex Kolchins performing a personal object exercise. ]
Actor Lex Kolchins performing a personal object exercise.





[image:  Clementine Smith, Madeleine Evans, and Olivia Rodrigo observe the rain with Jeff before going into the theater to re-create it. ]
Clementine Smith, Madeleine Evans, and Olivia Rodrigo observe the rain with Jeff before going into the theater to re-create it.
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Memories are triggered as Allat Yusupova, Violet Seranno, and Yasmin Moroney work on personal objects and place work.





[image:  “Jackie,” from the kids’ class, was based on Jacqueline Jade, seen here at the studio. ]
“Jackie,” from the kids’ class, was based on Jacqueline Jade, seen here at the studio.
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Claire Saguy.
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Caroline Hughes and Jacob Strauss.






[image:  Olivia Rodrigo and Kennedy Waite share a laugh at rehearsal. ]
Olivia Rodrigo and Kennedy Waite share a laugh at rehearsal.





[image:  Zenzi Moon prepares. ]
Zenzi Moon prepares.
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Devin McKinney, Jonny Berryman, Max Santamaria, and Grant Liu.





[image:  Camilla Barbara, Dominc Ruggieri, and Daniel Azoulay (based on Daniel from A Young Actor Prepares). ]
Camilla Barbara, Dominc Ruggieri, and Daniel Azoulay (based on Daniel from A Young Actor Prepares).







[image:  Skyler Dickerson, Everett Ecker, and Esme Elkins on the first day of class. ]
Skyler Dickerson, Everett Ecker, and Esme Elkins on the first day of class.





[image:  Johanna Stone (based on Johanna in A Young Actor Prepares) rehearses with Sam Seranno at The Young Actor’s Studio. ]
Johanna Stone (based on Johanna in A Young Actor Prepares) rehearses with Sam Seranno at The Young Actor’s Studio.







[image:  Troy Leigh-Anne Johnson. ]
Troy Leigh-Anne Johnson.





[image:  Ava Bozem re-creates a character’s private moment at The Young Actor’s Studio. ]
Ava Bozem re-creates a character’s private moment at The Young Actor’s Studio.






[image:  Improvisation work with Rachel Albrecht and Trinity Catlin. ]
Improvisation work with Rachel Albrecht and Trinity Catlin.
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Khusrav Majidov and Maria Barseghian.







[image:  Original work created by the actors: Kalea Neivlillier, Cameron Wycoff, and Alexandra Miller. ]
Original work created by the actors: Kalea Neivlillier, Cameron Wycoff, and Alexandra Miller.





[image:  Alexandra Miller and Aliya Hunter perform the balcony scene from Romeo and Juliet. ]
Alexandra Miller and Aliya Hunter perform the balcony scene from Romeo and Juliet.







[image:  Amanda Horowitz and August Kamp. ]
Amanda Horowitz and August Kamp.





[image:  Substitution exercise with actor Randy Clute. ]
Substitution exercise with actor Randy Clute.






[image:  New works Lab at The Young Actor’s Studio, Cast photo: Quirina Vickers (playwright/actor), Lars Sorensen, Evan Klein, Emerson Wilson, Andrea Grossi-Benitez, and Will Compton. ]
New works Lab at The Young Actor’s Studio, Cast photo: Quirina Vickers (playwright/actor), Lars Sorensen, Evan Klein, Emerson Wilson, Andrea Grossi-Benitez, and Will Compton.





[image:  Carmen Flood and Nicole Neilson combine their Sense Memory Exercises to help them in the play Waiting for Godot, by Samuel Beckett. ]
Carmen Flood and Nicole Neilson combine their Sense Memory Exercises to help them in the play Waiting for Godot, by Samuel Beckett.
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