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Developing character in performance 
Rhianna Elsden
GCSE

Introduction
This scheme uses various stimuli, including play texts and students’ own creative 
writing and devising skills, to develop their characterisation in performance skills 
at GCSE level and beyond. The activities and understanding have been inspired by 
a range of practitioners, which heightens this scheme’s relevance for many exam 
specification units.

Many exam specifications at GCSE level also now allow for the performing of 
monologues for assessment, and so this scheme looks at monologues as well, 
including writing interpretations for examiners.

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

 f Have developed their understanding of what characterisation is in theory
 f Have developed their ability to work in groups or on their own to develop 
character

 f Have explored the actor-audience relationship
 f Have developed characterisation skills – aural and physical
 f Have developed their ability to work effectively with scripts, including how to 
deconstruct meaning and interpret a writer’s craft

 f Have worked with a variety of scripts from monologues to scenes featuring 
multiple characters

 f Have used a variety of rehearsal techniques, including those linked to specific 
writers, styles and practitioners such as Stanislavski, Boal and commedia 
dell’arte.

By the end of this scheme some students will:
 f Have developed their ability to direct others
 f Have developed their performance writing skills.

Lesson 1: Understanding what 
characterisation is and steps in developing 
stereotypical stock characters
Learning objectives
By the end of the lesson students will have learnt:

 f How to begin to work from a stimulus to produce short imaginative 
performance outcomes linked to stock characters within pantomime

 f How to work collaboratively with others in discussion and practical work
 f How to develop characterisation skills – aural and physical
 f How the pantomime style emerged within British theatre and its connections 
to commedia.

Starter (5 mins)
Start with an essence machine exercise, such as one titled ‘Happiness’ or ‘Old 
Age’, to remind students how to complete an essence/drama machine ahead of 
the main activity.

You could also use Boal’s ‘image theatre’: in pairs a ‘character’ is called out and 
one student has to mould their partner into a pose that links to this, e.g.:

 f Police officer
 f Teacher
 f Bully
 f Vet
 f Superhero
 f Teenager.

Resources
 f Internet access
 f Multiple texts – either full, or partial 

specified scenes as chosen by 
facilitator/ students.
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Main activity: Pantomime and stock characters
In groups students write down some stock characters they would expect to find in 
a Pantomime, both generic types, e.g. ‘Villain’ and then specific named characters 
from well-known pantomimes. Share these as a class.

In groups, form a line with each person in the group as one of the stock 
characters in a pose that goes with their stock character – not from a specific 
pantomime. The key is physicality: how can they physically represent a 
character’s ‘type’ or qualities and make this clear for the audience.

Each one should then be brought to life, with a generic sentence that matches 
their stock character, thereby bringing in focus on use of voice alongside the 
movement. This movement/spoken sentence is repeated over and over in a line in 
what is often called an essence or drama machine.

Extension
Having done one of these with random stock characters, each group could be 
given a particular pantomime for which they have to form an essence machine. 
Each person is therefore a specific character from a specified pantomime rather 
than a generic/stock ‘hero’ or ‘magical character’ as in the exercise before.

Discussion points
What are the students learning about character and characterisation?

What key words will come up during this unit? (Link to relevant exam 
specification, e.g. tone, pitch, inflexion, gesture, body language.)

Plenary and homework
As a plenary, students could be given information on the history of pantomime in 
Britain, which would bridge into commedia.

This could also be where stock characters are introduced to students from 
commedia with students told to research a specific character from commedia: 
they could be asked to find out especially how the character moved, talked and 
the types of stock storylines they may enact, e.g.:

 f Zanni
 f Pantalone
 f Il Dottore (The Doctor)
 f Arlecchino (The Harlequin)
 f Pulcinella
 f Columbina
 f Il Capitano (The Captain)
 f Brighella
 f The Innamorati (The Lovers)
 f Isabella
 f Flavio.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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Lesson 2: Developing commedia 
stock characters
Learning objectives
By the end of the lesson students will have learnt:

 f How to develop stock characters inspired by commedia
 f How to work collaboratively with others in discussion and practical work
 f How to develop characterisation and performance skills – aural and physical
 f How to use research to inform practical work.

Starter
Each student gets into a pose associated with the commedia character they were 
asked to research.

Ask: If you were to have one prop, what would you pick that would really help 
define your character and help your gestures, shape and movement in role?

Students should then experiment moving in role as some of the main 
commedia characters. For example:

Pantalone – Old Venetian Merchant. Rich and greedy. Always pursuing women and 
thinks he’s good at it. Gullible and easily/often tricked. Leads with the forehead and 
has a hunched back with bent knees – somewhat like a chicken. Fluttery hands, 
which he tries to contain by clasping them behind his back. Always bent over, trying 
to keep his money safe.

Extension
If you intend for students to incorporate half masks like those in original 
commedia, some masks exercises could be added in here.

Main activity
Create a commedia scene using outlines given, such as:

Pantalone wants something. He plots how to get it with the help of Il Dottore. They 
hire Il Capitano to carry out the plot. Arlecchino overhears the plot from a secret 
hiding spot. He devises a counter plot to ruin Pantalone’s plans. He enlists the help of 
Brighella or Colombina. They in turn enlist the help of Zanni who is left to mix it all 
up. A moral could be made clear at the end – either communicated by an individual 
character directly, or through the concluding action.

Higher level extension
Create a scene with no outline given, except that it must have the key 
components of a commedia scene, i.e.:

 f There must be a moral to the scene – made clear in the end
 f There has to be some conflict
 f There must be a clear sense of status battles between characters
 f There must be comical ‘lazzis’, i.e. comic stage fighting/slips/trips, etc. 
(Ask them to think about a Charlie Chaplin performance for example.)

Extension
Students could use short commedia scripts. These can be found for free online, or 
in books such as John Rudlin’s Commedia dell’Arte: An Actor’s Handbook which has 
scenarios and further exercises as well.

Plenary
Discuss and evaluate each student’s contribution to the devising processes so far, 
reinforcing again that many of the exam units in the GCSE are about contribution 
to process as well as performance outcomes.

Then evaluate the use of movement and voice in terms of characterisation. 
Sustaining the exaggerations is key: did they do this, or was the characterisation 
‘patchy’? Maybe the characterisation was stronger physically than vocally, in 
which case the student could be told where their improvement focus needs to be 
as the scheme moves forward.

The Boal image theatre exercise could 
be repeated here instead, i.e. each 
student sculpts a partner into the 
character they researched.

For further ideas on commedia 
characters and movement, visit sites 
such as:
https://www.theatrefolk.com/blog/
create-a-commedia-dellarte-character/

You may decide that any use of masks 
would reduce the students’ attention to 
facial expressions, and that therefore 
you will mention the historical use of 
them, but not use them in this scheme – 
it’s your choice.

Further examples are available online, or 
via the books suggested.

Having the marking criteria for the 
respective exam board to hand at this 
point for devising will be useful and 
then the same could be used as students 
work in the future as a reminder.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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Lesson 3: Mini process drama to develop 
an original character and consider the 
inner/outer aspects of characterisation
Learning objectives
By the end of these lessons students will have learnt:

 f How to develop characterisation and performance skills – aural and physical
 f How to devise material collaboratively from a variety of given starting points 
and stimuli

 f How to work in-role to create original material
 f How to develop an understanding of internal and external monologues within 
characterisation.

Starter
Students are given the following information from a teacher acting in role as if 
addressing a staff meeting:

‘Student X, aged 15, has been causing concern in school for the past few months. 
After a generally positive time within school up until this point, there have been a 
number of incidents which have caused concern. The student has been asked about 
the deterioration in their behaviour, but has not opened up.’

In role still, the teacher/facilitator gets the class into groups, each group being a 
huddle of teachers in the staffroom.

In-role, the ‘teachers’ have to discuss Student X. There should be a range of 
concerns and a range of positives too - this student is not at the level of such 
misdemeanours that they are going to be excluded, but there is an increase in 
teachers’ concerns. In the improvisation, students can also be discussing things 
they think would ordinarily go on at break in the staffroom – with strict rules that 
no real names or incidents can be used at any point during this process drama.

Spotlight and show snippets.

Role on the wall
On a pre-drawn outline of a person, write outside the line some of the things that 
Student X has done that have caused concern as decided by each group, and any 
other more positive things that were noted. These represent how the student 
presents externally to others, not anything about how they might be feeling or 
potential causes yet.

Swap these with each group.

Activity 1
Each group uses these roles-on-the-wall to create 2-3 still images connected to 
the following statement delivered in-role by the teacher/facilitator:

‘Student X has been seen committing acts requiring sanction around the school; here 
are the CCTV images we have collected.’

These are devised and shown. They can be evaluated in role with a student asked, 
as if they were teacher having observed the incident first-hand, to explain what 
can be seen in the image and point out the key features, e.g. ‘As you can see from 
the space, X was aggressive towards ...’; ‘As can be seen by the gesture from X, there 
was frustration …’ and so on, using key words associated with physicality within 
performance.

Activity 2
In the same groups, students are asked to take one of these still images and bring 
it to life as if we are watching the CCTV.

Activity 3
All groups then put together a brand new CCTV snippet, this time with sound, 
with some form of incident or interaction in which Student X is featured.

Activity 4
To this, thought tracking is then added to reveal what is going on in the minds of 
some of the key people within the CCTV footage, including Student X.

Having shown this to the class, each group updates their role-on-the-wall with 
new information.

As well as adding what they are developing about how Student X is presenting 
themselves to others, are there any ‘internal’ things that they are creating that 
provide an insight into how Student X is feeling or why they are acting as they are?

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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Lesson 4: Second mini process drama to 
develop an original character and consider 
the inner/outer aspects of characterisation
Everyone looks at the roles on the wall that are coming together and considers 
what type of character Student X is becoming and how potentially the inner and 
the outer person are not the same.

Activity 1
In groups: a scene at home; Student X is leaving for school.

Show this scene with no other guidelines on the storyline – it could be the 
person is alone, with other family, with friends, but it must reveal something 
more about Student X. It could be something hugely significant about their home 
life, or something else about school; the choice is up to each group.

The short scene is presented and each group clarifies what they feel they have 
shown about their version of Student X and how it would then affect what would 
be written inside or on the outside of a role on the wall.

Activity 2
In role the teacher/facilitator outlines that ‘Student X has been in a fight with another 
student. Their parent will be called in and all current concerns, including the recent fight, 
will be discussed at the meeting.’

In pairs or threes, the meeting between parent, Head Teacher and potentially 
Student X is improvised as a hot seating activity. These are then spotlighted, with 
discussion afterwards on what is being revealed and also the characterisation the 
students are using to show a role.

Activity 3
Students work on their own either in class or for homework to write two short 
monologues. The first one represents how Student X presents to others, i.e. 
maybe aggressive, maybe defensive or uncooperative and defiant. The second 
is as if the person is opening up – it reveals what they are thinking and feeling. 
The monologues in each case can be inspired by any of the role on the wall and 
practical activities.

Lessons 5–6: Third and fourth mini 
process dramas to develop an original 
character and consider the inner/
outer aspects of characterisation
In this lesson students present their inner and outer monologues. They rehearse 
in pairs or small groups to support each other and learn the words they have 
written. The focus is on characterisation skills now with all the key words and 
perhaps the relevant exam board’s assessment criteria for performance given out/
projected so that students know what they are focussing on as they rehearse and 
support each other.

Once suitably rehearsed, these are presented to the class.

Plenary
What has this mini scheme developed in terms of characterisation skills and 
understanding?

What do they then recognise about inner/ outer characterisation?
How might this be applied when faced with a script featuring a character they 

are asked to play?

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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Lessons 7–8: Developing skills in interpreting 
and performing play text stimuli using 
Stanislavski rehearsal techniques
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 apply Stanislavski’s rehearsal techniques to a given extract/ play text.

Starter
Students are given a scene from a play; it could be that this is one they have to 
use for their Drama GCSE written exam here or in English.

Read as a class.

Activity
Students are introduced to Stanislavski.

They then apply his system to the scene they have been given, starting with 
the Given Circumstances.

Questions they answer to begin with are:
 f Where is the scene taking place?
 f What time period does it relate to/what year is it taking place in?
 f What are the relationships that are going on between each character 
presented?

 f Is the play connected to a time period where surrounding events are 
influencing characters directly/indirectly? E.g. in An Inspector Calls the war and 
social change is a factor influencing the writer and indeed the characters.

 f What has happened before the scene?
 f What will happen in later scenes for a character you have been given to focus 
on individually?

The answers are shared as a class and then the students consider how such 
information influences performance of the work, for all in the scene and then one 
character they have been given specifically.

Ask students to form sentences to explain this, i.e.: ‘The fact that this is taking 
place in a living room that is not the character’s own home would make my character feel 
uncomfortable potentially and therefore I would show this by ...’.

Units and objectives
Each person works out what their character’s overall objective is in the scene, and 
indeed whether there are shifts as the scene develops.

They then discuss how they can show this and maybe pick a specific line and 
practise its delivery where an objective is very clear, or an objective shift takes 
place.

Emotional memory
Students are told about Stanislavski’s system and where emotional memory can 
be used to not act a particular emotion in role, but to feel it. Students identify 
emotional states for the character they have been given and seek to try to find a 
time when they could identify with that emotion and use it to develop depth in 
role.

Role on the wall
Not a Stanislavski technique, but linked to the scheme overall, students could 
each complete a role on the wall for their character based on all the research and 
the Stanislavski exercises they have done to demonstrate their understanding.

Main activity
Having completed research, Stanislavski’s practical exercises and a role on the 
wall, students learn their lines for homework and put all their understanding into 
the scene they were given. Their aim is to represent faithfully what they believe 
the writer intended for their character, using the research they have done and the 
exercises informing their characterisation choices.

The students may need to complete 
online/ library research to understand 
all the Given Circumstances.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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Extension
For homework students with bigger roles could be asked to write a 250 word 
outline on their character and how they intend to present them to the audience.

The work is rehearsed and shown with detailed evaluation from the audience 
about the ways in which the characterisation is coming across and whether this 
matches their intentions.

Plenary
Students reflect on using rehearsal techniques, such as Stanislavski’s, and 
including research, to develop the inner and outer performance of characters 
within a scene.

Lessons 9–10: Ways of exploring 
and performing Shakespearean and 
classical monologues/soliloquies
Learning objectives
By the end of these lessons students will have learnt:

 f How to develop performance skills for a single character – aural and physical
 f How to interpret classical characters and the writer’s craft, through rehearsal 
and into performance.

Starter
Exercises on breathing and interpreting Shakespeare.

Main activity
Students are given a Shakespearean/classical monologue/soliloquy, or they are 
given a selection to choose from themselves.

Their first task is to research for themselves (linking to the Given 
Circumstances activity from previous lessons):

 f The plot of the play from which their monologue is taken
 f Where this monologue sits in the arc of the overall play
 f What they can find out about their character’s journey in the play
 f What other actors and actresses say about playing the role, and perhaps about 
the monologue specifically

 f An interpretation of the words into modern English.

Having completed this, students first work on the modern English version, taking 
a 3–4 line part of the monologue.

Students must be able to articulate when questioned what is going on in the 
lines they have chosen and what effect they want them to have on:

 f Other characters they imagine are in the room (if applicable), and
 f What effect they want to have on the audience? What should the audience 
understand about the character by the end of the lines?

The students work on the 3-4 lines in isolation and in modern language and 
present them. The evaluation that follows is of their intention versus how it 
actually came across and should include very precise information on use of voice.

The students take away the feedback, re-work and then re-show and gain 
further feedback.

Homework
Students learn the lines in the original format ready for presentation the next 
lesson.

They also prepare a maximum of 250 words outlining their understanding and 
interpretation of the character, with close reference to how they intend to deliver 
each part of the 4 lines. They should refer to specific words with sentences like:
‘On the word ……… I will raise my volume, and widen my eyes. I will do this to 
communicate to the audience ……….’

In the second lesson the student then shows the 4 lines of the original classical 
version, with someone in the group as their designated person giving feedback. 
Again, the students’ own written interpretation should be used to evaluate 
outcomes, with the feedback using the sentences as a guide:
‘You said you would do x. You did y, and the feeling I got from this as a member of the 
audience was ….’. There should then be discussion and alternatives tried.

There are NT YouTube clips for this: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Tc-_
hoG4nec

There are lists online to help, and 
it might be relevant for students 
to research audition websites for 
Universities to find out useful 
suggestions on what to pick or not 
to pick. This exercise could also get 
students thinking about University 
courses and how to access University 
websites for the future.

Again, your own exam board will have its 
unique suggestions on what to include 
in any such written interpretations 
which can be added/adapted into this 
part of the scheme.

Some exam specifications ask students 
for these before performance exams, 
so the relevant exam board’s template 
could be used for this homework which 
should help focus the students on what 
they will deliver in performance.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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Extension
Students can then learn more of the monologue/soliloquy.

Homework/Plenary
It is useful for each student to either verbally, or in written format, evaluate the 
process and indeed the performance and outcome, including the feedback they 
received.

What their next steps would be, things they have learnt that could take them 
forward can be discussed.

Alternatives to Lessons 9–10: Ways of exploring and performing monologues
Depending on your group, you may feel that tackling a Shakespearean/ 
classical monologue is not appropriate/relevant. Instead, for the monologue 
lessons, students could be given, or find for themselves, a monologue from a 
contemporary play and apply all the same exercises through to performance.

Lesson 11 onwards
Students could be given a reduced version of a full play to which they apply the 
understanding from this scheme, and are assessed using performance exam 
criteria.

They could also explore the actor-audience relationship further by rehearsing 
given scenes in different locations or staging set ups, e.g. traverse, to see how this 
affects performance considerations.

In previous Teaching Drama schemes Punchdrunk and other site-specific or 
promenade companies have been looked at. These are very different ways of 
experimenting with characters whereby the actor doesn’t always have scripts 
and has to stay in role with an audience who follows them around from location 
to location. It could be that this is another aspect which the scheme takes into 
account.

In previous Teaching Drama schemes there are also activities linked to Alecky 
Blythe’s Out of Joint Theatre company and how they develop verbatim characters. 
It could be that this is another aspect which the scheme incorporates.
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