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Devising from stimuli
Rhianna Elsden
A level

Introduction
This scheme uses various stimuli from which to devise original material. It is relevant 
for many new A level Drama & Theatre Studies exam specifications where devising 
forms a great deal of the assessment. With adaptation and close supervision, aspects 
of this work could be applicable for GCSE students. Through the activities students 
will learn how to deconstruct different stimuli and work with them, leading them to 
produce their own original work. There are also ideas on how to apply practitioners’ 
ideas which again makes this scheme relevant for many exam specification units.

Learning objectives
By the end of this scheme all students will:

 f Have developed their understanding of what devised theatre is
 f Have developed their ability to work cooperatively in groups
 f Have developed their ability to create original material from different stimuli
 f Have developed their understanding of how to deconstruct ideas, themes and 
narratives that make up the stimulus

 f Have learned how to carry out in-depth research to inform and develop ideas 
and creativity

 f Have learned how to apply the work of practitioners to the deconstructing of 
the stimuli and the devising processes thereafter

 f Have explored the actor-audience relationship
 f How to develop performance skills – characterisation, aural and physical
 f How to develop a final original performance outcome.

By the end of this scheme some students will:
 f Have developed their understanding of theatre companies that produce devised 
theatre pieces; verbatim theatre companies and site-specific companies

 f Have developed their ability to direct others
 f Have developed their performance support skills.

Lesson 1: Developing confidence and 
skills in devising from given stimuli
Learning objectives
By the end of the lesson students will have learnt:

 f How to begin to work from stimuli to produce short imaginative performance 
outcomes

 f How to work collaboratively with others in discussion and practical work
 f How to develop performance skills – aural and physical.

Starter (5 mins)
In order to begin freeing the students to create work, some initial devising 
exercises mixed with improvisation may be useful.
Pair dialogue/story: In pairs, one person begins by starting the conversation – it 
must be a statement, not a question. The partner must reply starting with ‘Yes, 
and…’. The aim here in the phrasing is to try and ensure that the devised dialogue 
developed through improvisation doesn’t get blocked and instead has each 
partner building on the ideas and suggestions of the other.

Main activity
Each group is given the same stimulus – a poem about the night. For example:
‘Acquainted with the Night’ by Robert Frost.

 f One group must create a visual outcome of 30 seconds to 1 minute in response 
to the stimulus

 f One group must create an aural-only outcome of 30 seconds to 1 minute in 

Resources
 f Internet access
 f Blood Wedding by Federico García 

Lorca.

This develops a sense of cooperation 
and an understanding that within 
devising adding to and not blocking 
the ideas of others is a skill to develop, 
keeping momentum and motivation.
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response to the stimulus

 f One group must create a naturalistic outcome of 30 seconds to 1 minute with 
dialogue in response to the stimulus

 f One group must create a non-naturalistic outcome of 30 seconds to 1 minute in 
response to the stimulus.

Rehearse and show the work.

Plenary
What do you notice that is potentially exciting and also difficult about devising 
your own original material?

What skills do you already think will be necessary?

Extension homework
At any point, students could be told to record formally their evaluations of 
process and outcomes, as per headings in whichever A level exam specification 
you are following. For example, some headings students could respond to here in 
their developing portfolio/coursework notes are:

 f Analyse and evaluate your contribution to the devising process
 f Reflect on social, historical and cultural contexts in the work
 f Outline your initial response to the stimulus and how it was developed 
throughout the devising process

 f What additional research did you undertake to develop ideas and how did this 
in turn develop the performance outcomes?

 f Evaluate how your chosen role(s) emerged and developed from initial ideas 
through to the final performance

 f Evaluate the creative choices you made and whether or not they were 
successful in performance.

Lesson 2: Developing devising skills 
and connecting with social, cultural, 
historical and political undertones 
within the stimulus extract
Learning objectives
By the end of the lesson students will have learnt:

 f How to continue to develop confidence in working from a stimulus to produce 
short imaginative performance outcomes

 f How to work collaboratively with others in discussion and practical work
 f How to develop performance skills – aural and physical
 f How to develop different methods for incorporating social, cultural, political 
and historical aspects

 f How to use research to inform practical work.

Starter
Everyone writes down a sound effect in secret on a scrap of paper and puts it into 
‘a hat’.

In groups. Each group takes three of these pieces of paper from ‘the hat’. The 
groups then have to devise a short scene that features the three sound effects in 
the order that they picked them.

Main activity
Watch the McDonald’s advert, which has the slowed down version of the track 
‘Rhythm of the Night’ by Hattie Webb.

The advert implies that people working late/night shifts, or out at night, might 
rely on a 24-hour fast food outlet or similar to keep them going or as a place to 
relax or meet up with others out at the same hour.

What different occupations/roles and responsibilities does it show night 
workers undertaking, and what other ‘activities’ does it suggest have happened as 
part of ‘a night’?

In groups of 5, create a series of still images that come to life, using physical 
theatre and just one ‘human’. In each image, we see the person taking on a role as 
outlined in the advert, with everyone else playing objects with which the person 
could interact. There is no speech, just sounds and visual action which freezes at 
the end of each segment. The subsequent still image is formed with a different 
person playing ‘the lead’ and the rest again as different objects they interact with. 

This activity reminds students that there 
can be a variety of outcomes when 
generating one’s own material from 
stimuli and that there is no ‘right’ or 
‘wrong’.

This is further building the students’ 
ability to respond creatively from a 
new stimulus, and it also prepares them 
for this and the next lesson in terms of 
thinking about sounds and rhythm.

https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=N9A9epRFMTM
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This is repeated 5 times so that everyone in the group has a go at playing a lead/
character and also contributes in terms of physical theatre in 4 other images. 
Consider repeated sound, movement, characterisation, body shape in physical 
theatre, stillness, focus, tension.

Extension
Find a way of going from one image to the next that connects to the themes 
starting and begins to turn this from a series of still images into a connected, 
flowing performance piece.

Plenary
Discuss and evaluate each person’s contribution to the devising processes so far, 
reinforcing again that many of the exam units this scheme is linked to are about 
contribution to process much more than performance outcomes.

Lessons 3–4: Creating a night soundscape 
to explore ‘the rhythms of the night’
Learning objectives
By the end of these lessons students will have learnt:

 f How to work collaboratively with others in discussion and practical work
 f How to develop performance skills – aural and physical
 f How to develop different methods for interpreting the text stimuli.

Some students will have learnt:
 f How to develop their performance support skills in relation to sound and music.

Starter
Create a soundscape for different locations using only what can be found in the 
room and their own voices, e.g.:

 f A school
 f The beach
 f A supermarket.

Think about how these will be layered, overlapped, repeated for effect. Think 
creatively about using objects in the room to create sounds that suit the given 
location in the absence of anything like a computer or GarageBand or a smart 
phone to play the sounds. Think about the order of the sounds and volume.

Extension
Students are given a picture – perhaps something taking place at night – and have 
to create a soundtrack that creates atmosphere to go with the picture rather than 
the literal sounds that fit what is seen.

Main activity
Create a 2–3 minute soundscape titled ‘night’ – this should be a non-naturalistic 
piece. It could have sentences, sounds, and does not come from one location, i.e. it 
isn’t the sounds of a hospital at night, nor of a forest at night with owls hooting, 
but instead it is a mixture of sounds associated with night in its broadest terms. 
Encourage students to mix live sounds with pre-recorded. They could source 
sounds from clips and convert into GarageBand for example.

At some point, the words from the chorus of the advert from Lesson 2 are used/
incorporated:

This is the rhythm of the night
The night
Oh yeah
The rhythm of the night
This is the rhythm of my life
My life
Oh yeah
The rhythm of my life.

The devised piece is potentially recorded and played back rather than finally 
performed ‘live’. Students may well have to research online and on phones to find 
sounds and ideas. They could be inspired by anything used so far in the scheme, 
or be entirely original in making choices.

Having the marking criteria for the 
respective exam board to hand or on the 
projector at this point will be useful and 
can then be put up as students work in 
the future as a reminder.

This is where a student with musical 
skills or interest in sound and music 
in performance can really bring in 
their knowledge and advance their 
understanding of how music and sound 
works alongside the visual in any type of 
performance art.
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Extension
Students create a PowerPoint that the soundtrack runs alongside. The images, or 
words, form a collage with the soundtrack.

The work is prepared and ‘shown’ to the class and evaluated with the following 
questions reflected upon:

 f In what way did the soundtrack connect with the theme of ‘night’?
 f Was there a particular sound or sequence that was especially effective? What 
was especially effective about this sound/part?

 f Was mood, tension or atmosphere achieved through the soundtrack?
 f If the group used images as well, how did this work/what effect did this have?
 f How would the work be developed if using it further in the future?
 f If working this way again in the future, what things would make it just as 
successful; what were the things you considered that led to success?

Lessons 4–6: Developing skills in interpreting 
and performing play text stimuli
Learning objectives
By the end of these lessons students will have learnt:

 f How to work collaboratively with others in discussion and practical work
 f How to develop performance skills – characterisation, aural and physical
 f How to develop different methods for interpreting the play text stimuli
 f How to interpret the writer’s craft
 f How to deconstruct narrative, characterisation, themes and the language 
within a given play extract

 f How to produce original work inspired by both stimuli
 f How to develop creative writing in the form of monologues for performance.

Starter
‘Imagine these walls, chairs, floor … could talk.’ Everyone gets pieces of paper/ 
post-it notes. They have to write a sentence for every object in the room 
imagining that object could talk. When it’s done, everyone goes around reading 
what was written. In turn, each person, in a suitable tone, reads aloud as if they 
were being the object speaking the line it was given on the post-it-note.

Main activity
The Moon monologue from Lorca’s Blood Wedding (Act 3, scene 1) is given to each 
student. Students are asked to try to work out what is going on from what they 
can read.

Students are then given the Woodcutter’s and potentially the Beggar Woman’s 
speeches in the same scene to see if this adds to their understanding.

Students are asked to stage the scene, including thinking about what the 
Woodcutters could do if not leaving the stage once the Moon character appears.

Lines could be learnt for homework and then the scene formally presented in 
Lessons 5–6 with some perhaps developing and adding their design skills in 
terms of lighting, costume, and sound for the scene.

Practitioner extension task
The monologue could be presented in the style of Frantic Assembly, with the rest 
of the cast/ensemble lifting and supporting the person delivering the words. For 
inspiration, Frantic Assembly’s Things I Know To Be True could be shown with clips 
from the rehearsal room outlining the movements, connections and lifts which 
students could aim to incorporate within their work.

Extension
Again, if there is a student who is particularly interested in technical support 
routes, then they could write and record their monologue and add a background 
soundtrack rather than perform something live in Lesson 6.

Lesson 6 for all students is a ‘performance’ of their work – whether that be live, 
or pre-recorded as per the Extension suggestion above.

The work is again evaluated in terms of both the creative writing and the 
performance.

Students are looking to interpret mood 
and atmosphere and notice that the 
Moon is an actual character in this 
monologue.

It may also be necessary, after 
discussion, for a brief synopsis to be 
offered and contextualisation of the 
scene in amongst the play as a whole.

This builds on the soundtrack 
understanding in the previous activities 
in the scheme.

Rosie’s monologue from Frantic 
Assembly’s show is particularly relevant 
as an example and clips are on YouTube 
to inspire.

Homework
After the presentation, students are 
given the task of developing their own 
creative writing skills and writing their 
own monologue from POV of ‘The Night’. 
Every monologue begins ‘I am the Night’.
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Lesson 7: Developing skills in devising 
from play text stimuli and exploring 
the actor-audience relationship
Learning objectives
By the end of the lesson students will have learnt:

 f How to work collaboratively with others in discussion and practical work
 f How to develop performance skills – characterisation, aural and physical
 f How to develop different methods for interpreting the play text stimuli
 f How to interpret the writer’s craft
 f How to deconstruct narrative, characterisation, themes and the language 
within a given play extract

 f How to develop the actor-audience relationship
 f How to use spaces creatively for performance to establish an actor-audience 
relationship appropriate to the devised or scripted material

 f How to potentially work in spaces beyond traditional theatre/studio.

Starter
Improvisation with students sat in a circle around action taking place centrally. 
A scenario is given – this can be from students – to two/three people in the centre 
of the circle who start the improvisation. The seated/observing students can take 
the place of an actor in the circle at any point by ‘tagging’ them, at which point 
the tagged person leaves and the action has to continue with the new two/three.

Main activity
Many exam boards require students to develop understanding in regard to 
knowing how meaning is conveyed through the relationships between performers 
and audience.

To achieve this understanding, in this lesson students are given an extract from 
a play (potentially a whole scene) that is set at night. The students are then asked 
to consider a number of staging arrangements, exploring traverse, in-the-round or 
thrust for example. They rehearse and as a ‘work in progress’ perform the work 
for each of the arrangements.

Feedback from an audience and the performer’s self-reflection is important 
here to consolidate the understanding. It may be decided that one layout really 
suits the scene or that there are interesting possibilities in more than one.

Plays that might be used include:
 f Further scenes from Blood Wedding
 f Hamlet
 f The Séance by Anthony Neilson
 f The conjuring sequence of Mephistopheles in Doctor Faustus
 f Blithe Spirit
 f The opening to Our Country’s Good.

Plenary
Show students examples of theatre companies who reject traditional theatre 
spaces as the place for their work. Punchdrunk is an obvious example of such a 
company, but research (which could be set as homework for students) can easily 
show other examples of site-specific performances and companies who let the 
space determine the work rather than fitting work into a pre-existing traditional 
theatre space.

Lessons 8–9: Developing skills in 
devising verbatim material
Learning objectives
By the end of these lessons students will have learnt:

 f How to work collaboratively with others in discussion and practical work
 f How to develop performance skills – aural, physical and characterisation
 f How to develop an original performance outcome in the Verbatim Theatre form
 f How to research original characters and material for themselves for use in 
performance

 f To develop their ability to include the work of other practitioners in their 
devised work.

The scene could be one set at night, or 
it might be that the whole play is set 
at night.

Discussing each type of staging could 
prove helpful first for consolidating 
understanding. Images are widely 
available on the internet of real and 
imagined stages and venues.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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Starter
The class should work in groups of about 4 and are given a short newspaper 
article that features ‘night’ or ‘night-time’ in some way. It could be that the 
incident that is being reported took place at night, for example.

The short article needs to have some quoted material for the students to use in 
their work.

The students are told to read the article on their own and then write 
immediate thoughts, ideas, words that leap out at them. They share these, then, 
with their group, they must devise a 1-minute piece that in some way links to the 
article and has some but not all of the spoken words said by someone in their 
group during their performance response.

Main activity
Students unfamiliar with Verbatim Theatre are introduced to what it is and given 
some examples.

Alecky Blythe’s way of working, with the actors having the recorded speech of 
an interviewed person playing in headphones whilst they act out and speak what 
they hear is outlined to the students.

A clip is played to students – https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u-x0JLJsus8 
which is a man talking about his night shift patterns and the effects of it. The 
opening only needs to be played to a maximum of 30 seconds. Students watch 
and listen.

It is then played again and the students’ aim is to copy what the person is 
saying, and then the movements and patterns as well whilst they watch.

This is then repeated in the following ways:
 f Some students are asked to sit with their backs to the video and mime without 
looking while the video is played.

 f Some students are asked to try and perform while listening to the man through 
headphones and to replicate what they remember of the visual actions as 
well while speaking what he is saying. (The audience only hears/sees the live 
performers.)

 f Some students are asked to work from memory and do the vocals and physical 
without having it played to the audience when they perform.

The results are evaluated – in terms of actors’ perspective and audience 
perspective.

Extension lesson
A section from one of Alecky Blythe’s plays could be rehearsed and explored 
further.

For even greater development of skills in devising, in an extension task 
students could get for themselves testimony from someone who works night 
shifts and having recorded it, they then ‘perform’ it. This would develop their 
skills in interviewing as well as performing. Of course, safeguarding is the first 
priority here and students will need to be helped in contacting people and 
knowing how to conduct interviews safely. It could be that someone from a local 
hospital comes to the school to talk, for example.

Practitioner extension
This activity is inspired by DV8 who have used the verbatim style within some of 
their work.

Having collected testimony for themselves, students devise a short, abstract 
movement sequence alongside. Maybe only a short part of the overall interview 
is used for this. The aim, as DV8 suggest, is to always try to match the pace and 
rhythm of the movement sequence to the recorded text being played alongside. 
Images could ultimately be added as well. These could be literal or juxtaposing 
images, or perhaps text with Brechtian-type thought-provoking questions or 
statements for the audience, which could add further depth or resonance to the 
work.

Out of Joint theatre company have more 
on this on their website http://www.
outofjoint.co.uk/education/verbatim-
theatre.html and have suggestions on 
how to get the recordings.

Homework
Further exploration of Verbatim Theatre 
could be undertaken and Alecky Blythe’s 
style further researched.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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Lesson 10 onwards: Developing an extended 
final devised performance piece
Learning objectives
By the end of these lessons students will have learnt and be able to demonstrate:

 f How to work collaboratively with others in discussion and practical work
 f How to develop performance skills – characterisation, aural and physical
 f How to develop an original performance outcome
 f How to incorporate the work of other practitioners within their own original 
devised pieces.

Some students will have learnt and be able to demonstrate:
 f How to use music, sound and lighting effectively within a devised piece
 f How to write original material for a performance outcome.

Developing a final extended piece
Many activities in this scheme lead to short performance outcomes that could 
each be developed into something longer. The verbatim lessons at the end could 
easily create an entire piece with many people interviewed for inclusion into 
the work.

Perhaps more inventively, a final outcome that involves a knitting together of 
many of the different smaller explorations would be the most creative outcome 
that would show the greatest depth in understanding and allow each of the skills 
to become more embedded due to their independent use.

Students could be given therefore the freedom to produce a 20-minute 
outcome titled ‘Night’ or indeed ‘The Rhythms of the Night’. The appropriate 
criteria for your relevant exam board would need to be clarified for the students 
so that they are aware of what they will be assessed on in terms of the process 
and the performance.

Course work/portfolio
It could be that students produce a formal portfolio for just the end part of the 
scheme and this final 20-minute outcome. In so doing, they analyse and evaluate 
the creation and development process and crucially also the performance or 
design realisation.
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