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We dedicate this book to the loving memory of our brother, Dr. Peter Isacson, his wife, Ruth, and our friends and colleagues Erla Schnable and Doris Fugazy.
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THIS IS A TRULY worthwhile book. It’s clear, usable, often funny, passionate, and even sensible. And it’s got some great and specific games, particularly in-relaxation and trust exercises. I’ve asked the authors if I could hang on to their manuscript in case I go teaching. It’s a reminder of a lot of the stuff we all had to learn when we were starting our careers.

I’ve known Dan and Lenka for decades. I’ve watched a number of the TV news documentaries Dan produced for NBC. And I’ve watched Lenka’s work as an actress. We’ve even worked on scenes together, in the early days of the Actors Studio. But more important, I’ve watched their teenage theater group work. When I left I told them that what this country needs is about thirty thousand more groups like theirs. The kids were respectful, committed, and highly energetic.

The first time I was there some years ago, one of them put me on the spot: “Mr. Newman, how do you feel about all this explicit sex in movies?” I put on my best cool attitude and answered, “Well, I think when you take the mystery out of sex, it’s a bad scene.”

However, I think that when you take the mystery, and the fear, out of helping youngsters put on their own shows and teaching them to act better in those shows, it’s a good scene. A very good scene.

My uncle Joseph S. Newman, a poet and businessman, wrote in his book It Could Be Verse:


Man is but born, eats, procreates, and dies.
This sequence of events alike applies
To horses, herring, crocodiles, and flies.



Maybe, but most of us want to leave something of value behind, especially for the young.

Admittedly, as an actor I don’t relish being upstaged by some kid. But as a human being, a parent, and a grandparent, I know how important it is for all of us to do whatever we can to make life better for kids. This book goes a long way to helping us do that. And, like me, you’ll want to hang on to the book, too.

PAUL NEWMAN

Actor Paul Newman is the founder and president of the Hole in the Wall Gang Camp, in northeastern Connecticut, a nonprofit summer camp for children with life-threatening diseases. Youngsters from seven to fifteen years of age attend each year, free of charge, from around the nation and the world.
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CHILDREN NEED TO learn their regular school lessons, of course, but they also need nourishment for their imaginative life. Again and again in classrooms I see boys and girls struggling not only with their “letters and numbers,” the challenges posed by grammar and arithmetic, but struggling also to figure out what this life means, and how it ought to be lived. That latter struggle is moral in nature, and those of us who work with children will surely want to respond to it—think of how we might help young people ponder the rights and wrongs of this world. From the dawn of history such reflection has taken place on the stage—the first moral philosophers and psychologists, after all, were playwrights: Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripedes. I well remember, in that regard, hearing Anna Freud, the first child psychologist, speak of her father’s relationship to those playwrights and, by implication, the theater in general: “He thought that his own ideas were a restatement of what had been discovered long ago, in ancient Greece. He thought the theater was a place where people could learn truths otherwise not stated or acknowledged.”

In fact, the theater was originally a place of meditation, of contemplation, a public gathering for entertainment, yes, but for introspection, for a shared consideration of the nature of human experience. The history of worship—how and where it takes place—connects with the history of the theater, and for obvious reasons: When we assemble to hear others talk and sing, we are moved to thought, to wonder, to awe, to a kind of inwardness that is, actually, the very essence of who and what we are—the creature of language and awareness who asks questions about life’s meaning and purpose.

No wonder, then, Freud bowed to the Greek theater—and to Shakespeare and Ibsen, both of whom he mentioned in his writings. No wonder, too, our children love to hear stories, the more the better—and love to see those stories enacted in movies, on television. No wonder, also, children become so taken with dramatic productions in which they take part, or which they watch. So doing, they are living witnesses to living theater—to enactments of this life’s various hurdles and dilemmas, its possibilities and its obstacles. When “kids take the stage,” or are seen doing so by their classmates, life itself is being evoked, rendered, turned into an occasion for heightened awareness. In no time we are enabled to think of others, put ourselves in their shoes, wonder how we’d do were we they—courtesy of actors and actresses who are, really, our moral and psychological companions, teachers. When “kids take the stage,” we are all taken somewhere important—on a journey of personal, social, ethical discovery; and so we have reason to be grateful for this book, for its offer to guide us on that journey, an important one, indeed.

ROBERT COLES

Dr. Robert Coles, the eminent child psychiatrist, is James Agee Professor of Social Ethics at Harvard University. He is the author of more than fifty books and coeditor of Double Take, a quarterly of essays, stories, poems, and photographs.
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HOW MANY TIMES has this response been accompanied by an icy pang of panic in the heart of an overburdened teacher, camp counselor, or community-minded PTA or church member? And how many times have anxious parents or grandparents wished they could direct a show with kids because they are well aware that our children need that kind of experience? They know the kind of joyous bonding and creative thrill that can result in a group of young people putting on a show together.

And how many times does some spunky person brave the unknown, get together a script or pageant, assign parts, read the script aloud with the kids, move them around into a line, semicircle, or stage picture with arbitrary groupings, and then help them memorize and recite the lines? And after all this effort, how many times, on the day of the performance, does he or she wonder why all the kids stand there rigidly waiting their turns to speak and flapping their arms awkwardly to emphasize the lines? Why is it somehow embarrassing and disappointing? Why isn’t there more life in the acting?

A frequent conclusion is, “Well, they’re just kids.” But it’s not because they are “just kids,” and it’s not because the enterprising adult is inexperienced, either.

Adults who take on the challenge of helping kids take the stage only need some guidelines. They need a simple, natural system for opening up their innate talents, and that’s what this book is designed to provide.

A good number of years ago, when we were raising our children and pursuing our respective careers—Lenka as an actress in theater, films, and television, Dan as a producer of documentaries and special programs for NBC News—we began a drama program in our children’s school. It offered an alternative to the one constructive extracurricular activity then available, Little League softball. We had both taught theater and directed shows, Lenka at various schools, regional theaters, and the Metropolitan Opera Studio, Dan at two universities. We formed a Dramatics Club for the elementary and middle grades that was active for six years. This later developed into the Westchester Young Actors Theatre, primarily for older teens, which continued for another six years. Even later we founded the Young Angels Theatre Company, an offshoot of the Seven Angels Theatre in Waterbury, Connecticut, made up of young people from about eleven- to eighteen-years-old. In the Hill and Plain School in New Milford, Connecticut, we also founded a chapter of Book PALS, a branch of the Screen Actors Guild Foundation, in which professional actors read to lower grade students to increase literacy. Out of this grew the “Lunch Bunch,” a theater group of third graders. We believed there was a need then for this kind of activity, and, clearly, there is a greater need today. As a result of our experiences with the children and our primary professional careers, we decided to write this book.

Now we offer this second edition because we wanted to include what we’ve been learning over the nine years since our first edition was published. They were years filled with leading and observing scores of youngsters of all ages, in a host of meetings, sessions, rehearsals, National Theater Conference demonstrations, and community theater conventions. Years of creating more shows, theater games, and acting exercises, and learning more about which are the easiest, most effective, and productive to use.

This edition of Kids Take the Stage contains three parts. The first describes the needs of the director and the needs of the child. It examines the nature of acting and presents our basic approach to evoking good acting in young people. In this edition we have changed some of the emphasis to look at the nature of feelings and their importance in impelling actions and behavior.

Part II describes how to use our approach to choose, create, direct, and produce shows—an annual production with a cast of a hundred children, or just a few skits every month prepared for other children and parents to watch.

Part III takes an extended look at how to adapt these principles to teens, including developing shows with them and suggesting more difficult games and exercises. At the behest of friends who are going into teaching, we’ve added a new chapter addressing ways to use acting techniques in the classroom—theater games we have found to help children put what they are learning into their bodies, so they’ll really enjoy and remember what they are learning more easily. This chapter aims to help teachers enrich their lesson plans as they teach the required standards.

Throughout the book we provide you with additional exercises, games, production schedules, prop lists, two sample scenes, a holiday sample script, and examples of steps in developing a script with third graders. In the Leader’s Guide, you’ll find a suggested agenda and outlines for ten workshop sessions to follow in order if you choose. They contain even more theater exercises, games, and improvs. Think of it as a safety net. On you’ll find, for quick reference, a large list of games, more exercises and ideas you can grab for your “cheat sheets” to keep beside you to use when you need them in your meetings. We hope these fresh insights will help you in your joyful and rewarding efforts to help kids take the stage.

Kids Take the Stage is for teachers, student-teachers, homeschoolers, parents, camp counselors, religious leaders, grandparents, recreation monitors, or your neighbor down the street. You may even be a professional theater person casting or directing children. Or you may have no theater experience at all but just want to have fun with the kids. You may want to teach them history or literature or help them with a new language. You may be involved primarily in helping young people establish self-esteem or some necessary social skills through theater participation. Or you may have taken on the important responsibility of filling their time in a safe place after school or during a long summer as an alternative to their wandering the streets or joining gangs. Never has such an undertaking been more necessary, as the national PTA has put out a report, “Doors Open After School,” urging parental involvement in after-school activities, because “one million kids have no place to go when school ends.” In a New York Times op-ed piece, Bob Herbert deplored the possibility of spending money for a sports coliseum on Manhattan’s West Side when “After-school programs, which are literally life lines for many youngsters, have to be shut down because they are not ‘affordable’.”

If you are a retiree, the morale boost is not only for the recipients of your efforts. It is also for you. In his final op-ed column in the New York Times, William Safire discussed the importance of retraining and fresh stimulation upon retirement. “We can quit a job,” he wrote, “but we quit fresh involvement at our mental peril.”

Richard Canalori, who recently retired as principal of the Oxford Elementary School in Connecticut, directed classroom and school plays annually. He said these productions helped define his career. “I saw the love children had for acting, the real learning that was taking place, the confidence children gained in themselves, the parent support, and the teamwork necessary to complete a production. It was what was really important for true learning, active involvement and passion.” He holds that “for real learning to take place children must be actively involved.”

These pages are full of suggested activities and techniques. Presented in a way that will be useful even for those who have no experience in the field, these activities are here to illustrate our approach, and can help you and your group to organize your own improvs and games. Use them as they are if you like, but keep in mind that they are suggestions: their primary purpose is to prod your imagination by sketching limits and possible combinations. The nature of your work with the kids will depend on the backgrounds, information, and goals you all share and understand.

So, no matter what your limitations in time, space, and experience—find your young actors, start up the group, and DO THE SHOW. DO IT. DO IT. DO IT. Enjoy it as we did. We believe from our own experience that this book will be a valuable guide.



Children who go unheeded
are children who are going to turn
on the world that neglected them.

DR. ROBERT COLES

Inattention to children by our society poses a greater threat to our safety, harmony, and productivity than any external enemy.

MARIAN WRIGHT EDELMAN,
Founder, Children’s Defense Fund




Part I
All Kids Can Act

Easy Universal
Principles of Acting
(or How to Act and
How to Act Even Better)
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THE TEN-YEAR-OLD screamed out in panic to his buddies up ahead. His leg had been twisted when they fell off the raft, and he couldn’t keep up with them in their struggle toward the refuge of the big rock. The undertow was so fierce that it made the rock seem nine miles, rather than nine feet, away. The other two boys managed, somehow, as they were treading water, to hook him onto their shoulders, keeping his bobbing head above the waves until they reached safety. They all scrambled over the barnacles and onto the top of the rock, panting heavily and spitting out salty water. Weakly, they shook hands in congratulations and fell back to open their drenched bodies to the welcome sun.

The stage lights went off and the house lights came up. The two hundred other members of the Dramatics Club applauded, whistled, and stamped their feet. The three young actors got up, grinning and pounding one another’s backs as they pushed aside the chairs and table that had been the raft and the rock. Then the usual hands began waving, and children were pleading to do just one more “skitch” before darkness ended the meeting.

We weakened and gave some girls five minutes to do their skit. The scene was the King’s breakfast room. The arrogant King was reading his newspaper, and the Queen was mourning the fact that he never talked to her. Just then the Fairy Godmother flitted in, wearing a pink net skirt from the costume box and the buckled galoshes her mother made her wear to school. She surveyed the scene, waved her magic wand, and announced confidently that all the King really needed was a “shot in the butt.”

That was in early February in New Rochelle, New York, quite a few years ago. A year earlier, those same “raft survivors” had threatened to push another student through an open window in a third-floor classroom. It wasn’t a skit. At that time, the only after-school activity, Little League, though beneficial, involved about thirty boys, and no girls, out of nine hundred students.

Jimmy, an overweight fourth grader who couldn’t participate in Little League because of fallen arches, was often chased around the playground by jeering sixth graders. And the “fairy godmother” walked home from school alone, as she did every afternoon, unable to break through her paralyzing shyness. She had no friends, and no one to help her make friends.


Dear Gramma and Grampa,

Mrs. Hoffman started a dramatics club a couple of weeks ago and I did an exercise in it today. A theater game called “Poor Soul.” I actually did it! One person goes up and sits on a bench and waits for a bus. Another person comes on and does something that is s-o-o-o-o-o annoying that the “Poor Soul” just has to leave. Then that person waits for the bus and another guy comes on. Well, I waited on the side for my turn. My insides were jumping and buzzing, but in an excited way. I finally got this idea. I’d be a complaining old man, with a big bag of stuff—yeah.

So, I grabbed two handfuls of stuff from the prop box, wrapped it up in a big scarf and tied the ends to make a sack. When my turn came I flopped down on the bench with my sack and thought to myself, “Okay, now mumble,” but I opened my mouth and there were no words. So I just groaned and grumbled and that’s when I knew what my character was. All sorts of sounds came out. And guess what? The kids started laughing. They got what I was doing. They were watching me and they were having fun.

And then I pulled each thing out of the sack and put them on the kid who was sitting next to me. And I kept piling on hats, scarves, a robe, a pair of goggles. That’s when the words came out, because it reminded me of Aunt Puddy—“It’s cold, you should dress warmer.” The kids in the club were laughing so loud and the other guy finally stood up, threw off all my stuff and stomped off the stage.

I sat back down and a big smile just came over my face. Then it was my turn to be the “Poor Soul.” It was a lot of fun, and you know what? It felt so easy. I was worried about making up a character and all of a sudden there it was. And when I sat down, after the exercise, I thought, “Did I do that? Wow.” Hope you’ll come and see our big show in the spring. Can’t wait to see you again.

Love,
Jamie



A THEATER AND A SYSTEM

Parents and teachers were worried about the increasing violence and vandalism by some of the students. So we formed a Dramatics Club the following September. We distributed six hundred flyers to all students between third and eighth grade. We eliminated kids in kindergarten through second grade who, we felt, were just too young, might require constant supervision, and were not yet able to read easily. Also, holding them after school could cause real problems for some parents. We expected perhaps twenty-five or thirty students to show up. Three hundred came.

After absorbing the stark reality of this response, we divided them into junior and senior groups, met twice a week after school, and started doing a show every spring, using as many members as we could in each show, usually about 150. Together we created a basic, logical system of developing acting skills, which they used easily in their shows.

By May, three years later, we were in production with our third show, and Jimmy was still being chased around the playground, but this time it was by sixth graders trying to get his autograph. He was playing Buffalo Bill.

We didn’t form the club so that some kids could show off and be “stars.” Nor was our only goal to stop vandalism and violence or to prevent eighth graders from picking on seventh graders, though we hoped for those dividends. We started it because by providing a safe and constructive outlet, we wanted them to know that we, the grown-ups, cared. Fortunately, other parents felt the same way and volunteered to help. In the six years that we produced these shows, hundreds of children had a marvelous time together. They exercised their imaginations, concentrated hard, disciplined themselves, and totally forgot about the differences between them.

Eleven mothers formed a staff, giving us a producer, choreographer, music director, wardrobe manager, secretary, prop person, two makeup artists, plus many loyal assistants. All were nonprofessional people, except for Florence May, the choreographer, who had been a Rockette.

There was the “set gatherer,” who brought in things like a huge cardboard carton that, when properly unfolded and painted, might become the Wizard’s secret control panel in Oz. About fifteen years after we did The Wizard of Oz, our first show with the Dramatics Club, Clair Reilly Walcovy, a loyal friend and collaborator during all those shows, was approached by a young fellow at a supermarket. “Hi, Mrs. Reilly!” he exclaimed. She looked blank. “Don’t you remember me? I was a flying monkey!”

Glynnis O’Connor, our daughter, now a professional actress, said:


It really means a great deal to the children. Every time I see a children’s production, I cry. It reminds me of the time when we were kids and doing that. It meant so much to us. And we’ll never have that time again.



Those were years and shows filled with excitement, growth, bonding, and new confidence. They were also filled with hard work, missed cues, and blown spotlights. It was live theater, after all. But the youngsters learned how to make audiences laugh, and above all, they learned to laugh at themselves. They found an environment in which they could express their deepest feelings and discover they were not alone.

There was no magic. Any committed individual or group of adults can do it. We had a ball doing it. And so will you.

WHAT YOU DON’T NEED AND DO NEED

First, because you are reading this book, we trust you already have the most necessary elements—compassion, an enthusiasm for ideas, and a desire to make life better for at least a few children. Understanding the children’s needs, having positive instead of negative feelings about them, along with the expectation of success, will lead to success. Humor, zest, a tender honesty, and the ability to generate energy will keep you well connected with your young actors.

1. You don’t need a lot of money and equipment. You do need the young people and a safe, relatively private place to meet. You can do a show with cardboard sets, sunlight, and a little space. It’s the performers that matter. Of course, if you have access to any kind of recording device—a movie camera, video recorder, a tape recorder—or a real stage—these can be helpful. A light projector, if available, can be used for background projections. Microphones and loudspeakers, of course, would always help.

2. You don’t need a theater background or a lot of research. You do need a system. In this book, we propose a system you can use to help children develop as actors—an organized set of principles. We give you a way to set up the problems and tasks and to function as the eyes and ears of the audience. (This happens when you begin to direct the show, which we’ll examine in detail in Chapters 4 through 8.)

When I was a child, our eighth-grade teacher, who knew nothing about theater or acting, created a monthly class called “Auditorium.” Her system was simply to separate the children into small groups to make up skits. They then went to the auditorium to do them for one another. They loved it so much they continued to play “Auditorium” at one another’s homes after school.

The point is, anyone whose heart is in the right place can do at least that much for the kids. If you already have some knowledge of the theater or if you’re a theater professional using this book for your work with children, that’s fine. If not, this book provides enough information for those without that experience to feel secure.

3. You don’t need the feeling you’re not creative. You do need to spell out the goals and listen to the kids. We’re all creative. That’s the energy that runs our world. In this case, the kids will provide most of the creativity. Einstein said, “Imagination is more important than knowledge.”

Listen to the imagination mothers use to get their toddlers to do what they want them to do. “O.K., little bear cub” a mother might say to the child playing under the table. “Daddy bear came back from the hunt. Why don’t you climb up onto your seat on the branch here and gobble it all up?” Or “O.K., baby seal. Let’s put your fur back on or you’ll get cold out of the water. That’s right, now on to the little right side fin.”

Mary Catherine Bateson, in her book, Peripheral Visions, said, “When you are able to attend to something new or to see the familiar in a new way, this is a creative act.” And Lee Strasberg, the famed director and teacher, always told the Actors Studio members that creating is combining something you know with something you imagine.

Of course, no one can create something out of nothing. But we can create something simply by combining two or more existing elements in a new way—brushstrokes and canvas, musical notes and instruments—transforming them into something else. Solving problems is creative. The trick is to organize the problems, ideas, goals, and visions. Then spell them out to the kids and try to discover together what new combinations will work. For instance, what might happen if you put together onstage two adventurous kids, a “dark cave,” a dim flashlight, and some weird sounds? Simply guide your young actors, give them a path, and they’ll move into it.

Actually, the only thing that stops ideas from flowing is the fear that they won’t be good enough. Put that away! Process is ALL.

4. You don’t need to be judgmental. You do need to be supportive. Terminology is important. As you probably know, comparative words or phrases don’t work. Avoid comparisons of one child’s work to another’s. Use encouraging terms:


Good!            Great!               Well            done!            Right on!



Barbara Finamore Young, who went from acting in the sixth grade to graduating cum laude from Harvard Law School, and on to becoming Senior Attorney for the Natural Resources Defense Council, writes:


I was understudy for the leading lady, who was sick for one rehearsal, and I had to go on for her. I was scared to death. I knew all the lines, but when I came to the song I kept opening my mouth and nothing came out. I tried but finally I just said the words, weakly. Later, the director came to me and said, “That was fine, Barbara! Thank you for helping us.” If she hadn’t said that, I think I would have crawled home and never come back to the Dramatics Club again.



Recently an actress was rehearsing a small part in a scene with Jude Law during the filming of All the King’s Men. He was playing “‘Jack,” and she was overacting, pushing the antagonism her character had toward Jack. The director, Steven Zaillion, as he dismissed the cast to go to makeup while the cameras were setting up, said very quietly to her, “I think we may not be quite so disapproving of Jack.” You can see why actors love Mr. Zaillion and are eager to work with him.

5. You don’t need impatience. You do need patient understanding with the children. As Bill Cosby’s son, Ennis Cosby, said when he was studying for his master’s degree in education at Columbia University, “I feel that learning is a slow process, and patience is a very crucial quality to have as a teacher.”

Richard Carter, the cofounder and artistic director of the highly successful Community Shakespeare Company in Lopez Island, Washington, for many years has written and directed plays for actors in grades three to twelve. The CSC could be a Best Practices Model of an example of sustainable community education. He emphasized that doing theater with kids creates a marvelous sense of community, and that it really requires repetition and patience.

All of us, but especially kids, have a natural drive to learn. Kids reach out with great energy to the world around them. This is the time to catch them before their senses become numbed or sluggish or before something happens to turn them off with fear or anxiety. Therefore, we have to be patient, to ease their progress. Jamil, for example, was the most unhappy boy in the group before we began working on the musical Oliver! with a cast of third to eighth graders. He had a minor physical problem that he thought was shameful, and he hated the world. We cast him as the villain, Fagin, a part that stretched his courage and imaginative instincts to the limits. Eventually he realized that the intensity he gave to the role was good. As the director, Arthur Penn, used to put it, he made his scenes “work like meat and potatoes.” The first time it happened, and Jamil felt the positive response of his peers, three girls cheered, “Hey, look, Jamil is smiling!”

6. You don’t need to know how to issue commands. You need the ability to listen with respect to the children. Our kids knew we would always listen to them. One day as we were rehearsing a difficult scene, a fourth grader leaped up in excitement: “Mrs. O’Connor, Mrs. O’Connor, I have the most impossible idea!” When they know you will listen and use all their best and most practical suggestions, they will all learn, to their great surprise, that their ideas are not only welcome and good, but that sometimes they are great.

You can show respect also by using language that helps them find their own answers and solve their problems. You can pepper your directions with suggestions rather than cold commands.


What if…?              Let’s try…                How about…?



Tell them we all want to work toward what makes the story clear and interesting to the audience. It’s remarkable how quickly children pick up terms and attitudes.

7. You don’t need to quit your job to find the time. You do need one to two hours of your time a week for starters. One PTA mom held all her rehearsals in the morning before regular school started. One teenager held meetings with third and fourth graders during their lunch periods once a week. But with a show, if you’re doing a large production you will need much more, along with the will to do it. But you might settle for a half-hour show in the backyard, or a twenty-minute video or DVD at the end of the spring or summer…or for a special holiday. Whatever you can do will be worth it.

WHAT THE CHILDREN NEED

We have already pointed out the importance of showing the children respect. Treat them as your coworkers, avoid talking down to them, and give them a safe environment full of mutual trust—a place where they can take risks, with no fear of derision or alienation.

The two primary needs of the children are challenge and support. Children need the opportunity to come up with answers nobody has yet. They love to feel that they have “wonderful ideas.” They want the opportunity to work for solutions with you, rather than simply coming around to your position. If you know the answer to the question you ask, or if you have already decided on the solution to the problem you put on the table, they will suspect they are being tested rather than stimulated, and the motivation to solve a problem or create a solution will vanish.

In school, students must be frequently tested: What is a verb? What is 23.5 percent of 1,164? Doing a show together requires a different kind of challenge. And they find the solutions with the adult director who has given them support. The “big idea” student-teachers are finding in the approach of the Bank Street College of Education in New York City is to teach by giving children problems and letting them find not only the answers but the best ways to arrive at the answers. And your young cast members need to search themselves for the behavior of their characters that best tells the story of the show.

Bob Quaranta, who took to the stage as a sixth grader, is now a producer of industrial shows. He recalls:


We never felt that it was just the director’s show. We felt that it was ours: We did it. In South Pacific, there were twenty-one sailors singing “Nothing Like a Dame,” and we wanted a boffo ending to the number. We were looking for some kind of formation—and suddenly: “Oh, we got it! We can do it! Watch this!”



Except for those wearing sneakers, the kids all removed their shoes, and within a half hour had organized themselves into three pyramids, timing the formations with the music and all tumbling down at the end of the big “ride-out” on the last musical phrase.

Our Young Angels Theatre Company did an adaptation of Shirley Jackson’s The Lottery, a Depression-era story about a lottery held each year by the villagers of a small town to determine which person will be stoned to death. The young actors decided they needed to make a more positive statement by writing a second act, which brought that same town up to the present time with their descendents celebrating the end of that horrible practice. You can read more about this project in Chapter 9.

Children also need a way to be with their friends, other than in school. Theater gives them a constructive way to gain respect and acceptance by their peers.

They need goals that are achievable, but not too easy. Goals that make a person feel “in the flow.”

Of course, children also need a reasonable degree of discipline. They will follow rules better if they participate in making them. (One fifth-grader solved the noise problem in our meetings by suggesting that every member be separated from another by an empty chair.) And they’ll respect club officers and group leaders more if they participate in electing them.

During final rehearsals with large casts, when the kids’ adrenalin is flowing all over the place, we often needed other parents just to circulate and quiet the kids. But discipline becomes less of a problem the more interested and involved the kids are. So keep challenging them. Keep as many involved simultaneously as you can. Keep it moving!

It also helps with discipline if you avoid calling in more people for rehearsals than you are going to use. It’s good to provide a separate play and/or homework space for those who are there when they are not needed in the scene being rehearsed. After-school snacks before the warm-ups help restore energy. You don’t want crankiness or lethargy to get in the way of progress.

We asked Kathel Brennan, a friend who often directed musicals for her son’s high school in New Jersey, how she maintained discipline. She said, “I kept them all close to me when I gave them notes on their work. And we did a lot of hugging.”

Keep your young actors focused on learning and on doing a good show together, not on showing off and winning praise. You want to ensure that everyone is equally important. There are no “stars.” Stress what they are giving the audience—pleasure and increased understanding—not what they’re getting from the audience.

INITIAL STEPS

If you are a high school student, a principal, a counselor, church-school leader, interning or a part-time teacher, or a regular teacher in a public or private school, chances are you already have space and a means of communication. But if you are a student fulfilling a community service requirement, a camp counselor, parent, grandparent, homeschooler, organization leader, or simply a compassionate and concerned citizen, even if you work professionally in the theater you may have to enlist help from other sources. Before you begin it’s always wise to ensure cooperation from those in charge of the space. Diplomacy can be everything.

Where you meet depends on which groups you want to involve. If you can get the principal of a local school, a church or synagogue, the Police Athletic League, a senior center, a regional theater, or some other community organization to give you the space, great! Enrolling members may involve making a few phone calls; having messages sent by way of the Internet, school intercoms; or fliers at churches, schools, and community centers; and postings on local store bulletin boards. A news story in the neighborhood paper or local TV station is always helpful. If time and circumstances don’t permit any of these, recruit others through the few children you have already contacted. They will usually bring in their friends and relatives.

Liability Insurance

You should check on liability insurance for the space where you are working. If you can use space in a school, church, regional theater, or municipal building, you are probably covered. But it’s wise to check that the insurance applies to after or before school hours.

If you are rehearsing in other spaces, even a public park, you should confirm the liability coverage for your rehearsals and performances. If you bring children into your own home to work on scenes, check your home insurance policy. If there is any question about any of this, seek the advice of your insurance agent.

FIRST MEETINGS

Once your group has gathered together and you are facing those three, thirty, or three hundred children, explain the purpose of the project and give them a quick rundown on your plans for the meetings. Talk a little about what acting is and assure them that you are confident that they are all pretty good at it already. Then promise them, if you can, that by a certain time (Thanksgiving, Christmas, Hanukkah, Kwanza, Presidents’ Day, or a date for a fund-raiser) you’ll be putting on a show of some kind.

Tell them that what they do in the meetings will improve their skills. Meetings are like warm-ups and practice before a big game.

It’s also a good idea at this point to choose a name and start thinking about a logo for future T-shirts, caps, and so on to give the children a sense of group identity and belonging.

In ordering the meetings we have always found it fruitful to begin with a short business meeting: rules, elections, announcements, prayer, or whatever fits your particular circumstances. After that’s done, guide the whole group through some loosening, relaxation, sensory exercises, and warm-up games that are described at the end of this chapter and all the ensuing chapters. Then do improvs and skits. You will find lists of usable ideas for these at the ends of chapters and in the Addenda.

Order and Discipline

Cam Smith, in her book A Teacher’s Report, said that before order can arrive there will be chaos. And if you’re willing to wait through the chaos for the kids to organize themselves, they always do, and they do it better and quicker and will stick to it if you let them do it. It’s excellent advice, but keep a whistle handy.

James Brennan, director and star of many Broadway shows, has given us much good advice over the years. When he was starring on Broadway in Me and My Girl, he and two other members of the cast, Marianne Plunkett and Jane Summerhays, taught a dramatics class to seventh graders in a nearby inner city school. They proved the value of discipline and practice very neatly in the first two sessions. As Brennan explained:


At the end of the first session, give them some homework. They’ll groan. Tell them that for one week they are to brush their teeth every day with the other hand. It stuns them. That’s all you should say about it until the week is up, when they are wondering what this was all about. It will probably generate a fifteen or twenty minute discussion. Many will say they got better at it the more they did it with the other hand. If they can teach themselves that, then they know they can learn other skills.



Maintain a fast-moving and flexible agenda. Keep things going at a good pace. As you know, tedium leads children into the dark world of non-discipline, disorder, and chaos. Still, there will always be those few who are disruptive. Announce that they will elect officers and decide on a few rules at the next meeting. At P.S. 128 in New York City, the Stage Pals group decided on five rules, which they wrote out on a big board. They chose one member to read them out loud at the beginning of each meeting. The first rule was that whenever the leader clapped in a certain rhythm, everybody had to stand still, close their lips, and listen. The kids made up a few of their own, like arriving on time, not disrupting, and picking up their own trash.

The only rules you should insist upon arbitrarily are these:

1. No violence. No one is allowed to hurt anyone, no matter what the scene requires. In Part II on directing the show, we discuss how to “fake” any violence the script requires.

2. Voice projection. Whoever is talking must be heard by everyone. If something is said too quietly, stop and ask the person to repeat it until everyone hears it, and don’t allow a friend to say it instead. Speaking loudly enough to be heard and listening actively are theater skills they’re all going to have to learn.

One afternoon while an actress was volunteering at an inner city youth center, directing a Christmas play, some friends of the cast had wandered in and were creating a lot of disturbance. The youngsters were either alternately showing off rudely to one another or yelling “Quiet down!!!” Finally she put her foot down. “Now listen, you guys, courtesy, respect, and kindness are the tools of civilization. Everyone needs them. And everyone can afford to give them. If you don’t know how to give them, you’re an idiot. And if you refuse to give them, no one will want to teach you, no one will want to be with you, no one will want to hire you. And you’ll be stuck!” The rudeness stopped.

The faster you can learn all their names the easier it will be for you, of course. Name tags are helpful. Starting each day with a game that uses their names helps. Acting is mostly a matter of making choices. And since there are so many different ways to do and say things depending on the circumstances and/or the intentions, we use the term “as if” often. A good way to help learn names is to ask each player in turn to say “Hello,” using the name of the person next to him with a different “as if,” such as “as if he’s a movie star” or “as if you have a big secret to tell him” or “as if you’re wondering why his hair turned green suddenly,” etc. Then you can play “name games” in a circle having different youngsters volunteer one at a time to try to name everyone in the circle. As a warm-up in some of the next meetings or rehearsals, ask each person to throw a ball to different members as they are named.

When you’re in rehearsal and you’ve established a separate play space for those who aren’t needed in the scene being rehearsed, it’s a good idea to assign a leader for each group to keep track of when they are needed.

With these procedures and rules established, use some of the following theater activities to turn the kids on and generate excitement about the prospects ahead. The meanings of the terms exercise, improvisation (or improv), and game are so close that they are almost interchangeable. But to avoid confusion, let us say that an exercise is something done repeatedly to improve a skill. An improv is usually a short scene done by two or more people who don’t know, when they begin, how it will end. A game, on the other hand, is an enjoyable sort of test, challenge, contest, or a competitive event that is fun for all.

Viola Spolin was the developer of the whole “theater games” concept, which has been used with great success for years throughout the world. At the end of each chapter, you’ll find an additional set of activities extending the concepts introduced in the chapter preceding them—a sort of “user’s guide” to exercises, improvisations, and games—that we, too, have found successful in introducing children to theater.

RELAXATION FIRST

Relaxation in acting—the ability to relax onstage or in front of a camera—can release an actor’s creative energy just as plugging a cord into an outlet releases electric energy into an appliance. An exercise we’ve used often (also described in Session 3 of the Leader’s Guide) was to ask everybody to stand, stretch up high, then tighten each part of their bodies one at a time from their toes up to their scalps and their upstretched fingers. Tell them to hold it tight, tight, tight, and then to begin relaxing each part in the reverse sequence, all the way back to the toes. Then they should shake themselves loosely and wobble.

You can get silly with them and ask them to “let their teeth fall out” or “their hair slide down to their toes”—whatever they have fun doing. Then everyone should take some deep, easy breaths and just “stay loose” for a few seconds. Then they should straighten up.

An easy follow-up is to have everybody walk around the room, writing their names with different parts of their bodies: chins, elbows, backs, feet. This lets them move around and offers the opportunity for the leader to learn their names quickly. As every teacher knows, this can give you high marks with the kids.

Peggy Richards, a wonderful teacher, had our “lunch bunch” students walk around stretching themselves out to be as big and broad as possible and then to make themselves as tiny as possible. The kids loved it.

Susan Stroman, the well-loved director and choreographer, started rehearsals of the Broadway musical, Crazy for You, by having everyone in the cast stand in a circle, arms stretched out in front of them, flexing their fingers in rhythm while singing “I’ve Got Rhythm.” By the end of several verses tension was gone…or “way gone,” as one of the singers said.

WARMUP EXERCISES AND GAMES

Relays with Imaginary Objects

This is a popular warm-up game that was one of the first games we did after starting our club. A good way to start a session, it is fully described in Session 2 of the Leader’s Guide.

First, explain to your group that doing shows requires the use of many different imaginary elements, and this will be one of the first things they’ll be practicing. Ask some kids to play catch, first with a ball, and then without one, or to have a tug-of-war with a rope, and then without the rope. Let the children create similar actions.

Second, have the children form two lines of five or six each. One line faces the other about ten to fifteen feet apart and each line extends from downstage (the front edge of the stage) to upstage (the back wall of the stage)—or the equivalent in the space you have, if it is not a stage.

Each child, in turn, carries an imaginary object to the child in the opposite line, who then carries it back across the stage.

[image: ]

Mirror Game

Described in Session 2 of the Leader’s Guide, this is another very accessible game. In your first meeting, and maybe several subsequent ones, it’s a good idea to start with one or two easy games like this for the whole group.

The children go up on the stage and form pairs. Then each pair decides secretly which one will be a leader and which one the mirror, or follower. The idea is for them to face each other as the leader moves arms, legs, and head very, very slowly and clearly enough so that the other can mirror everything the leader does exactly as he or she is doing it. After you call out “Stop!” ask the audience to guess which one in each pair was the leader.

An extension of this game is for you to call out “Switch!” during the exercise, meaning that the other child then becomes the leader. Continue asking them to switch more and more frequently until finally they’re all moving together without even remembering who is the leader at any given moment. It’s fun and helps develop the kind of concentration required in a show. Eventually a whole group can follow one leader.

This game is also helpful to professional actors, who aid their concentration by mentally (not actually physically) mirroring all the movements of the actors they’re listening to or
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