Geoff Barton

The play’s the thing
It’s always tricky to find really strong plays to read in class.

In my time I’ve ground through various creaky adaptations of novels and some grim theatre-in-education texts. All too often these deal with ‘relevant teenage issues’. For a while you couldn’t pick up a play script without encountering bullying, smoking, or a teenage pregnancy. 

This was fine as a mini-lesson in sociology, but not always much use for developing students’ awareness of language or genre. They were also fairly impractical to read in class. One problem was that these texts were often adaptations of TV dramas with an unmanageable number of characters, a disjointed structure based on very short scenes, and very little overall development.

I cringe at some of the deadly lessons I spent with students reading sub-standard plays with a lack of purpose.

Now the national curriculum requires us to introduce students to drama as a form, and to explore some of its historical contexts and conventions. 

Drama can be easily squeezed out of the English classroom, especially when we’ve got Shakespeare to get through. It’s easy to leave it to the Drama team, feeling that you can’t divorce plays from performance.

But drama predates the novel, and has shaped much of our literary heritage, re-emerging this century through film and television. Students need to explore the conventions and language of drama, just as they do the short story or various poetic forms. And there’s the advantage that – by and large – they enjoy doing this.

One of Michael Marland’s brainwaves a couple of years back was to ask me to compile a book of plays. After all my whinging about awful drama texts on the market, now it was time to see if I could come up with anything better.

 Cue Ten Short Plays. This anthology has ten plays which are, er, short. You can’t complain that the titles is misleading. Better still, the plays are designed to help you introduce dramatic genres.

So you’ll find some absurdism, folk theatre, tragedy, comedy, farce … and so on. 

This anthology is designed to show how varied, original and entertaining good plays can be. It also appeals to a wide ability range – a good thriller which keeps all students guessing, some accessible absurdism (not a frequent claim!), and plenty more.

Victoria Wood is there, Harold Pinter, and Dario Fo – a high-powered and slightly unlikely set of bedfellows – plus seven other accomplished dramatists. As ever, we’ve included activities which focus on structure, theme, character and language, to make life simpler in the classroom.

I’d like to think it’s the perfect introduction to the formal study of dramatic writing for Year nines upwards. But you decide. I’d be interested to know how it goes down with your classes.
Geoff Barton
Teaching tips

· Most students love reading plays in class. Get them working in small groups, or as a whole class. Personally, I like to go for the grand effect, so I usually give students a lesson or so to practise; then we change the classroom around and actually give a performance. Even though students are reading from the text, this really helps those listening to visualise the author’s intentions for setting and relationships.

· Judge the mood. Sometimes it’s right to interrupt in order to explore vocabulary, characterisation, or to clarify what’s going on. At other times, just let the rhythm of the play carry the class along.

· Sometimes you can choose someone to read a part who does it really badly, stumbling, and spoiling the momentum. It can be hard to know whether to intervene, or whether that will undermine the student’s confidence. I’d say to make it clear at the outset that you’re likely to change parts around so that more people get a turn. This creates an expectation that parts will be switched around.

· The national curriculum places emphasis on reading drama other than Shakespeare, and on exploring historical context.  Ten Short Plays provides activities which particularly focus students on the features of different genres – a way of developing their understanding of important forms of writing.
Drama in the English national curriculum (2000):

Speaking and listening:

To participate in a range of drama activities and to evaluate their own and others' contributions, pupils should be taught to:

a)
use a variety of dramatic techniques to explore ideas, issues, texts and meanings

b)
use different ways to convey action, character, atmosphere and tension when they are scripting and performing in plays [for example, through dialogue, movement, pace]

c)
appreciate how the structure and organisation of scenes and plays contribute to dramatic effect

d)
evaluate critically performances of dramas that they have watched or in which they have taken part.

Reading

i)
two plays by Shakespeare, one of which should be studied in key stage 3

ii)
drama by major playwrights

[Examples of major playwrights

William Congreve, Oliver Goldsmith, Christopher Marlowe, Sean O'Casey, Harold Pinter, J B Priestley, Peter Shaffer, G B Shaw, R B Sheridan, Oscar Wilde.]

Writing

Writing to imagine, explore, entertain

a)
draw on their experience of good fiction, of different poetic forms and of reading, watching and performing in plays

b)
use imaginative vocabulary and varied linguistic and literary techniques

c)
exploit choice of language and structure to achieve particular effects and appeal to the reader

d)
use a range of techniques and different ways of organising and structuring material to convey ideas, themes and characters

Book of the month

Geoff Barton, Ten Short Plays
A variety of complete plays – from farce to tragedy, monologue to thriller.

Sample contents:

Lucille Fletcher, Sorry, Wrong Number (Melodrama)

Cressida Miles, Greenheart and the Dragon Pollutant (Community theatre)

Charles Kray, A Thing of Beauty (Tragedy)

Richard Parsons, Dead End (Thriller)

Nicola Batty, Skin (TV screenplay)

Harold Pinter, Trouble in the Works (Duologue)

Victoria Wood, Kitty (Monologue)

George S Kaufman, The Still Alarm (Absurdism)

Tina Howe, Teeth (Comedy)

Dario Fo, The Virtuous Burglar (Farce)

