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Introduction
The iconic movie of 1993 and now the stage musical of the same name have put 
the term ‘Groundhog Day’ into the public’s consciousness. It means something 
that goes nowhere, round in circles, endlessly repeating, déjà-vu. It describes life 
trapped in a rut and as such is a powerful theme for a scheme of lessons designed 
to develop characters, plot-building, semiotics and group collaboration from a 
given starting point.

The actual film and musical story is about arrogance and self-discovery, as a 
troubled and cynical TV weatherman is sent to cover the annual event that takes 
place on 2 February in the backwater town of Punxsutawney, where citizens coax 
a sleepy groundhog from hibernation to determine if winter is almost over. (The 
creature stays up and about if it is.) Sudden bad weather imprisons the 
weatherman and his crew in the town and he is obliged to relive the day over and 
over in a time-loop. Whatever he does, including killing himself, he still wakes to 
relive the same day over and over again.

Learning objectives
By the end of this scheme learners will have:

 f Developed characters in an evolving dramatic situation
 f Devised plotlines and narratives to support audience interest
 f Worked collaboratively to develop ideas to performance
 f Made use of signs and symbols as part of plot building.

Scheme in summary
The sessions start with building an opening scene that will commence every 
day thereafter, through characters who possess some sense of dimension and 
background. Once a credible situation is established, learners work through 
a series of outcomes devised from situations and emotions that affect their 
characters. The scheme ends with a performance to peers/parents of part of the 
developed situations.

Session 1: Day 1 – At the beginning
This session sets up the basics of a group story with characters who live together 
but may be frustrated, in a time-warp and going nowhere.

Session 2: Day 2
This one begins to shape a storyline from the secrets, defects and traits that 
characters live with and the way they impact on others.

Session 3: Day 3
This moves the story along further through another repeated day as the faults in 
the character(s) deteriorate and they begin changing for the better.

Session 4: Day 4
As the days still repeat, the central character begins to weary and changes his/her 
behaviour/attitudes. There is also a swapping of characters suggested.

Session 5: Day 5
At last, character change for the better is such that time resumes its normal 
progress and a different day dawns. Characters can move forward.

Session 6: Sharing the best day
A final sharing of all group ideas that learners choose themselves, giving 
opportunities for assessment and further performance.

Themes 1
The film and musical versions are 
reminiscent of the Hindu doctrine of 
reincarnation, where the only exit from 
endless rebirth is attaining spiritual 
wisdom and extinguishing the ego.

Themes 2
Other themes include redemption as 
one person sees the error of his/her life, 
revenge, forgiveness, pride, cynicism, 
depression, futility, the essence of time 
and, ultimately, love.

Absences
Groups should stay constant throughout 
the scheme and where a learner is 
absent and/or arrives part way through 
the scheme, the warm-ups at the start 
should be used to accommodate minor 
changes which keep the integrity of the 
same opening.
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Session 1: Day 1 – At the beginning
Learning objectives
By the end of the session learners will have:

 f Collaborated with peers to create a credible foundation to support a story
 f Developed characters they can progress with through changes and pressures
 f Understood how the themes impact on characters and potential audience
 f Made use of signs and symbols to lead the story development.

Warm-up (15 mins)
Straight into groups of 4/5 to create a two minute scene of domestic life which is 
not first thing in the morning for one of the following groupings:

 f A family with adults (one or both may work) and children of school age
 f A family with an elderly relative living with them
 f A group of students/young people sharing accommodation
 f A group of elderly people in a sheltered home
 f A group of prisoners in an open prison unit.

Within each group, every learner must adopt a character that is credible and 
sustainable. People living together do not have to be in perfect harmony all the 
time, but they are together for a reason (e.g. marriage, birth, financial reasons, 
laziness).

Each learner must develop and play a part that has strong personality features 
(such as constant fear, endless nagging through insecurity, short fuse, excessive 
tolerance, mind-numbing boredom or slowness).

The groups will choose a central character (the mum, the dad, the sleepover 
guest, the secretly bullied kid, the assistant to the one in charge) who must be 
hiding a secret along with possessing a distinctive set of personality descriptors. 
This character is neither pleasant nor popular.

Discussion, questions and new learning (10 mins)
Introduce the film Groundhog Day, play a clip, discuss the idea of being stuck in 
a rut, of déjà-vu, seemingly caught in a time loop with no prospect of moving 
forward or breaking the vicious circle.

Any learners with experience of déjà-vu or feeling that their lives or those of 
people they know are in a rut? How could the ideas be developed? What do we 
need from each character to make a story work?

In the film, the central character, who adopts a seen-it-all-before attitude to life 
that is most unattractive, is eventually transformed into a better person. He goes 
through some very dark times on the way. What is there in your character(s) that 
would need to be changed for the better?

At least one of your characters feels trapped in a life that is not moving 
forward; perhaps they have a negative interpretation of the past, or they are 
restless/frustrated, unable to face things and think life is meaningless with no 
way of changing it.

One could be suffering FOMO – Fear Of Missing Out – or any other psychological 
condition which affects behaviour and perception.

Signs and semiotics: Think what evidence you can put in the opening scene to 
demonstrate that the particular character may have problems which will later develop and 
become obvious, such as their mannerisms, physicality, ways of speaking and responses 
to others.

Development (25 mins)
Each group will now devise a start-of-the-day scene for the family grouping they 
have started with. This will be repeated throughout the scheme, so they need to 
feel happy with it.

It could be based on the opening of the film, with the Sonny and Cher song, 
‘I Got You Babe’ on a clock radio, or through a wake-up app, someone turning on a 
screen (TV, tablet or computer) or something happening to wake up the central 
character (someone getting up and showering or falling down the stairs and 
cursing), which in turn leads to the whole group getting up, perhaps to fight over 
the bathroom, share some sort of breakfast or all get out of the house for work/
school/hospital/police station/shops/etc.

Sharing (20 mins)
Each group in turn shares the opening scenes. Other learners watch for credible 
characters, the potential to develop both the characters and plot and who the 
central character is.

Resources:
 f Groundhog Day, film (1993), rated PG: 

http://www.imdb.com/title/
tt0107048/

 f Groundhog Day, the Musical (2016), 
Daily Telegraph review of first 
production at the Old Vic: 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/theatre/
what-to-see/groundhog-day-the-
musical-is-an-instant-classic--and-
could-be-be/

Words
Useful descriptions to set up this 
concept – rebirth, false memory, 
time loop, time warp, stuck in a rut, 
condemned to repeat life, never learning 
from past, déjà-vu, pointless repetition, 
obsessive/repeated habits, living on 
auto-pilot, redemption story.

Semiotics
The study of signs and symbols as part 
of the behaviour of communication, 
often consciously used by actors and 
directors to lead the audience via clues 
from physicality, costume, props, effects 
and voice.

Groups
It may be fruitful for teachers to select 
groups, mixing abilities, genders, faiths 
and skills, as far as possible. Some staff 
may like to keep for themselves a cameo 
role in each group’s opening scene as 
a means of assisting development and 
monitoring progress.

Stretch and challenge
Ask the most able to work with the 
least able and give them an added 
characterisation complication, such as 
having limited command of English, a 
crying baby in their arms or a broken leg.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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Teacher gives feedback with a view to how the group of characters can develop. 

Teacher feedback meets the need to direct the next step in this scheme.

Own time
For homework and to prepare for the next session, research other redemption 
stories such as Dickens’ A Christmas Carol and note how dark the journey of the 
central character is before finding a better, more hopeful and caring life.

Session 2: Day 2
Learning objectives
By the end of the session learners will have:

 f Collaborated with peers to develop a credible story from characters
 f Developed characters under pressure
 f Understood how the themes impact on characters and potential audience
 f Made use of signs and symbols to develop the storyline.

Warm-up (10 mins)
In the same groups as last session, revisit the start-of-the-day scene, incorporate 
any new learners, but otherwise keep it as near the same as possible. Also, keep it 
short and sweet.

Discussion, questions and new learning (10 mins)
Recap on learning from last session. You have recreated your first scene; now look 
at your second. Where does the story go? How much further on from the opening? 
Or is a flashback next?

Look at your characters, especially the central one – what problem/secret/
tragedy from the past might threaten to emerge in this scene?

Development (30 mins)
In same groups devise a second scene which takes the opening one in a 
direction you have agreed, that will ultimately lead to the central character doing 
something (violence, breakdown, lies, insanity, something really nice).

Signs and semiotics: Make sure that the evidence you put in the opening scene to 
demonstrate that the particular character may have problems which will later develop and 
become obvious (such as mannerisms, physicality, ways of speaking and responses to 
others) is still present and is carried a little further.

Sharing (20 mins)
Each group shares their two scenes with the whole class. Teacher invites peer and 
self commentary and suggests ways forward in front of whole class.

Own time
Plan out how the story in your group could develop. Make notes on what to 
persuade your group to do if you were their director.

Resources
 f Top 100 Best Drama Movies, ideas for 

using films as plot ideas and 
characters undergoing change: 
http://filmschoolwtf.com/best-
drama-movies/

 f Arts on the Move, Devising and Writing 
Performance Material ideas for 
teachers for this and other projects: 
http://www.artsonthemove.co.uk/
resources/writing.php

 f BBC Bitesize Choosing a Structure, 
linear or non-linear: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/education/
guides/zcdhr82/revision/2

Drama words
Useful learning terms that will build a 
framework for the plot: crisis, pre-crisis, 
post-crisis, character intention, character 
allies/enemies, body language, cross-
cutting, marking the moment, narration, 
focus, proxemics, physical theatre, direct 
address and thought-tracking.

Semiotics
Clues about behaviour and history in 
a character include temper, clamming 
up, stilted conversation, troubled 
expressions, nervous foot-tapping, 
twisting some clothing, obsession with a 
phone or window.

Stretch and challenge
Ask the most able to create a believable 
flashback moment for a given character 
which adds a new dimension to pathos, 
rage or addiction in a person.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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Session 3: Day 3
Learning objectives
By the end of the lesson learners will have:

 f Collaborated with peers to create a credible, evolving story
 f Developed characters they can progress with through changes and pressures
 f Understood how the themes impact on characters and potential audience
 f Made use of signs and symbols to develop plotlines.

Warm-up (10 mins)
In same groups as last session, verbally revisit the start-of-the-day scene, 
incorporate any new learners. Discuss what homework, if any, has been done by 
way of thinking of possible developments.

Discussion, questions and new learning (10 mins)
The opening scene should be very familiar to each group by now. It’s important 
to set the basis of the recurring day idea. But the story needs to move on. What 
ideas did you have as homework? What elements/features of the characters, 
particularly the central one, are beginning to emerge? What emotions would you 
want an audience to feel about that person?

Development (30 mins)
Devise a third scene, assuming the first and second are the same as last session. 
In this one the central character must get deeper into whatever is coming 
unstuck:  his/her lies, crimes, arrogance, bullying, betrayal, recklessness.

Signs and semiotics: Make further use of signs and symbols pointing the audience to 
particular conclusions about characters so that they are developed a little further as he/
she reaches the lowest point in audience approval and affection.

Sharing (20 mins)
Take first and second scenes as done and share and show this new one to the 
whole class. Invite peer and self-assessment. Teacher suggestions might be more 
muted by now as each group’s confidence in their ideas grows.

Own time
Revise the group’s allocation of characters and make a list of any changes you’d 
make as director, together with reasons which will be positive and not offensive 
to anyone.

Resources
 f Drama Games for Devising, Jessica 

Swales (Nick Hern Books, 2012); 
starting points for devising for this 
and other projects: 
http://dramaresource.com/drama-
games-devising/

 f Devising Plays (Rhinegold), aimed at 
BTEC but provides useful structures 
and ideas for teachers to help 
devising: 
https://shop.rhinegold.co.uk/
products/devising-plays

 f Developing Realistic Characters, Tina 
Morgan (2011); useful to inform 
teachers’ approaches to 
characterisation: 
http://www.fictionfactor.com/
articles/developingcharacters.html

Drama techniques
Depending on what pre-existing drama 
experience learners have, teachers will 
decide how far techniques such as (self) 
narration, cross-cutting, flashbacks, 
mantle-of-the-expert, teacher-in-role, 
forum theatre, physicality, denouement, 
split-stage and still images should form 
part of the devising work.

Semiotics
Signposts for the audience to read 
meaning: Is a character sympathetic? 
Is he/she loathsome? How is that to be 
handled? How does it help advance the 
plotline?

Stretch and challenge
Ask the most able to create a monologue 
which shares with the audience the 
deepest, darkest soul of the character 
and moves the audience either 
positively or negatively.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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Session 4: Day 4
Learning objectives
By the end of the session learners will have:

 f Collaborated with peers to create a credible, evolving story
 f Developed characters they can progress with through changes and pressures
 f Understood how the themes impact on characters and potential audience
 f Incorporated signs and symbols as a device for plot-building.

Warm-up (10 mins)
In the same groups as last session, revisit the start-of-the-day scene, incorporate 
any new learners. Now change round roles, so no learner (or only a few learners) 
has/have the same character as last time. This should arise from learners’ own 
collaborative decisions and only require intervention by the teacher as a last 
resort. Run through the opening scene with learners in new roles.

Discussion, questions and new learning (10 mins)
Not everyone will want to change the part they have got used to, but explain that 
it will force them to be more inventive/creative, and should improve what the 
audience will see and make for more of a challenge.

In the film, the main man got tired of endlessly living the same day and started 
to behave better towards other people, helping rather than hindering them, no 
longer laughing at them or abusing them and getting away with it.

Development (30 mins)
Take the scenes already done; ask them to remind each other what happened. 
Develop a new scene going further, but this time it’s a long time later. The central 
character may be wearying of his/her time loop and starting to do better things 
for others from a full knowledge of how the day actually pans out.

Signs and semiotics: As the character wearies of the vicious circle he/she is in, the 
indicative signs for the audience may become more obvious – or can they be shown in 
more subtle ways? Make collective, group decisions about these signs.

Sharing (20 mins)
Invite one group to share all their scenes so far, including the opening with 
learners in new roles, as appropriate. Make peer, self and teacher comments. If 
there is time, repeat with a second group doing the full run so far.

Own time
Put yourself in the place of the central character and make a list of the ways you 
would help others if you were trying to live a better, less selfish life. Consider how 
you would treat those you like less if you knew how their day was going to end.

Resources
 f Something Beautiful, Redemption 

Stories for free download: 
http://somethingbeautifulpodcast.
com/redemption-stories/

 f 25 Time Loop Movies and TV stories: 
http://www.blastr.com/2012/02/
groundhog_day_and_24_othe.php

 f Encyclopaedia Britannica, Sisyphus, 
Greek legend of a man condemned to 
roll a stone up a mountain forever: 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/
Sisyphus

Swapping roles
The technique of changing roles/
characters helps prevent one or two 
students dominating, encourages 
those who are less confident and aids 
plot development. It may not always 
work and certainly it will be rare when 
every part in a group needs changing. 
Experimentation is worthwhile. Sticking 
with the original is acceptable.

Semiotics
If a performer takes on a different 
character, does he/she follow the same 
visual character traits and personality 
signs as the previous one and why?

Stretch and challenge
Ask the most able to create a new 
monologue for a new character which is 
deeply personal and revealing and not at 
all like his/her previous one.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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Session 5: Day 5
Learning objectives
By the end of the session learners will have:

 f Collaborated with peers to create a credible, rounded story Developed 
characters surviving changes and pressures

 f Understood how the themes impact on characters and potential audience
 f Incorporated further signs and symbols in plot/character development.

Warm-up (10 mins)
In same groups as last session, revisit the start-of-the-day scene, incorporate any 
new learners, but otherwise keep it as near the same as possible. This time mime 
it, do not perform with words. If there is time and for fun, mime it in two minutes, 
then one minute and finally in 20 seconds.

Discussion, questions and new learning (10 mins)
In the film, the days of repetition are comparatively few, and the man never ages. 
But imagine it continued over weeks, months and even years. Is that a kind of 
hell, to be forced to relive everything forever?

To develop the next scene we need to come to an end where a new normality 
arises but he/she is better for the experience. Just like Scrooge in A Christmas 
Carol giving away food and money, so our central character must start to live life 
through a different, less selfish and more likeable lens.

Development (30 mins)
Devise a final scene where the central character wakes up and finds that because 
he/she has changed, so has the day. Time resumes its normal path. A final scene 
should begin like the opening one, but move forward differently.

Sharing (20 mins)
As time permits, groups share their full pieces accompanied by verbal peer, self 
and teacher reviews.

Own time
Write a short assessment of your group’s finished piece stating what your 
contribution was and what you would do differently if you had the time again.

Resources
 f Best and Worst TV Series Finales; 

useful views on ending a drama saga, 
for teachers’ information: 
http://www.indiewire.com/2013/10/
the-16-best-and-worst-tv-series-
finales-93080/

 f BBC Bitesize, Understanding the 
Structure of a Play: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/education/
guides/zcdhr82/revision

 f BBC Bitesize, Using Flashbacks 
Effectively: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/education/
guides/zcdhr82/revision/7

A satisfactory circle
The structure is of a happy, redemptive 
ending, but some learners – particularly 
the more able - may prefer darker, less 
satisfying, surrealistic endings. Teachers 
will know what is best for their learners 
and will encourage/discourage as 
appropriate.

Semiotics
To avoid the character that is being 
gradually changed from becoming 
implausible by an over-miraculous 
transformation, the physical signs and 
symbols must be logically developed 
from those placed in previous scenes.

Stretch and challenge
Ask the most able to perform a phone 
call to an unseen friend explaining what 
has happened to him/her over the past 
few weeks.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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Session 6: Sharing the best day
Learning objectives
By the end of the session learners will have:

 f Collaborated with peers to create a credible story for performance
 f Developed sustained characters coping with personal change
 f Understood how the themes impact on characters and potential audience
 f Evaluated how signs and symbols guide audience perception.

Warm-up (10 mins)
In the same groups, start with a discussion of the day most enjoyed or most 
successful. Revisit it, making any small changes necessary. Decide who will play 
which part. Agree the outcome. Could the first or any subsequent section be mimed 
and retain understanding?

Development (20 mins)
Rehearse with an unpolished and preferably uninterrupted run of as many of the 
prepared scenes as time allows.

Sharing (40 mins)
Full run to rest of class by each group. Teacher invites peer and self appraisal of 
selected parts of each group piece and offers a critique of collaborative, devising 
and performing skills, use of semiotics and improvements needed, using exam 
board criteria as appropriate.

Own time
The ideas in this scheme have potential for further group work towards a 
public or devising exam point. Ask students to make notes on their learning, 
their honest assessment of their own and others’ strengths and weaknesses – 
especially if they are likely to be taking a drama exam in the future.

Resources
 f BBC Bitesize devised evaluation 

guidelines: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/
gcsebitesize/drama/drama_wjec/
devisedperformance/tasktwo3.shtml

 f BBC Bitesize example of self 
evaluation of a performance of a 
devised piece on a theme: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/
gcsebitesize/drama/drama_wjec/
devisedperformance/tasktwo6.shtml

Performance
The benefits of a public presentation 
cannot be overstated in drama, so it 
may be worth seeing this final session 
in terms of a performance shared wider 
than the actual class to include other/
younger learners, parents and even out-
of-school audiences.

Semiotics
One effective way of evaluation devised 
performance is to log how the signs and 
symbols integral to a character worked 
in terms of guiding the audience towards 
the artistic intention of the piece.

Stretch and challenge
Ask the most able to appraise and assess 
themselves in front of the class and 
award marks on exam criteria.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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RESOURCES

Supporting material sheet: Summary of the film Groundhog Day
Every February in the small town of Punxsutawney, Pennsylvania, the citizens gather round a 
winter burrow of a groundhog (one of the marmot family of mammals) to observe if the creature is 
awake and perky (in which case winter is all but over) or if the brightness of the day sends it back 
to hibernation, in which case winter will drag on.

TV weatherman Phil Connors, a modern Scrooge-like figure played by Bill Murray in the film, 
and news producer Rita Hanson, played by Andie MacDowell, are sent to report on the festivities. 
He loathes both assignment and town.

He wakes in his hotel to the sounds of ‘I Got You Babe’ by Sonny and Cher on the clock radio, 
meets his team, rushes through a poor report to camera and makes haste to get out of town.

A freak blizzard forces them to stay another night. The next morning the same song wakes 
him and so he relives the same day caught in a time loop, with nobody else aware of what is 
happening. This process continues for days – some commentators have calculated it would take 
up to a decade!

He makes the decision to enjoy his circumstances – seduces women, learns secrets from 
townspeople, gets drunk, steals money and is thrown in jail. What he can’t do, though, is get close 
to Rita who he is attracted to. He becomes depressed over time and does ever more outrageous 
things to break the trap he is in.

He makes increasingly ridiculous reports of the groundhog, steals the animal and during 
the police chase drives into a quarry where both he and the groundhog are killed. It makes no 
difference. He wakes the next morning to the same music and the day rolls on.

Finally he shares it all with Rita who spends the day with him. They fall asleep late at night, but 
he still wakes alone as before. He starts to change his attitude and behaviour – his knowledge of 
the town and the day enables him to help people, he makes friends instead of enemies, he learns 
French and how to play the piano and how to make ice sculptures.

Rita is impressed by him. In the end he makes a report on Groundhog Day that is so smooth the 
other reporters listen to him. After the evening dance he and Rita end up in his room and when 
they wake, she is still there and the next day has arrived.

He suggests that he and Rita move to Punxsutawney together, which is a happy ending for a 
fantasy, rom-com movie.

It is thought the celebration of the day arises from the old Christian Feast of Candlemas 
(2 February) and earlier fertility events. The ability of groundhogs to predict the weather is as little 
as 39% – less than the outcome from flipping a coin. The fact that the central character never ages 
is something that audiences just accept.

All that is of less importance than the idea behind it, that life is often a daily repeated 
grind, an uninspiring repetition of simple acts that lead nowhere except to the same thing 
tomorrow. Breaking that vicious circle to a new, brighter, optimistic horizon is the thrust of this 
drama scheme.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk

