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From Page to Stage: 
Analysing and interpreting dialogue
Deborah O’Donoghue 
KS4/5

Introduction
Here you will find a series of workshop activities for GCSE and AS level, aimed at 
sharpening students’ tools for interpreting and performing written texts.

One of my bugbears as a fiction writer, is dialogue marked with intrusive 
‘speech tags’: ‘She shouted.’ ‘He bellowed.’ ‘I screeched.’ To avoid this, I tend 
to keep speech tags simple and I try to focus on using action between dialogue 
to convey how a character is feeling during a scene. Playwrights face a similar 
dilemma. Should they, like Tennessee Williams, provide detailed commentary, 
scene setting and stage directions for each line? Should they allow performers and 
directors more freedom of interpretation? And where freedom of interpretation is 
prioritised, what clues to performance does the dialogue alone give?

Focusing on the performative analysis of speech, the activities build students’ 
skills and confidence, starting from short unscripted improv, through to simple 
dialogues and narrative scenes, to complex Shakespearean and Beckettian texts 
(and/or other texts of your choice).  Students will go on a journey: from thinking 
about actions without words, to thinking about words without actions, and finally 
bringing the two together to interpret and portray meaning. 

Ideally an adaptable drama space should be used – one with enough room for 
group rehearsal and performance, as well as a whiteboard for some teacher-led 
input. Timings have been suggested but are adaptable to suit different classes.

Learning objectives
The module provides opportunities to work on and assess most of the KS5 AOs 
from the major examination boards but, in particular, students will enhance their 
ability to analyse written and performed speech and develop and defend theories 
about how scenes should and could be performed. 

Workshop 1: The Chair 
Starter: The Chair 1. Short script no language (12 mins)
This is a classic drama improvisation activity. Teacher should model it with a 
confident student first, and introduce the rules.

Two performers create a short scene using no speech, just actions and 
reactions around a chair. Performers must start standing still, facing the audience. 
Only one performer can move at a time. They must not touch each other, only 
the chair. They must not speak. Their interaction with the chair indicates their 
intention/feeling /motivation.

After the demonstration, pairs of students have five minutes to practise the 
same. See some of these and discuss what is going on in each short scene. Briefly 
reflect on how the audience ‘constructs’ a meaning from the interaction between 
the two actors and the chair.

It’s important to note that these 
activities rely on the idea that it is 
actually possible to apply speech 
analysis to script and infer character 
motivation, and from there to create a 
language of theatre to convey this. An 
interesting discussion (to encourage 
students to consider the influence of 
social, cultural and historical contexts) 
would be: to what extent does this 
approach work with, for example, the 
Theatre of the Absurd and post-modern 
texts (where, deconstructivists could 
argue, the notion of constructing 
meaning has broken down)?
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Development. The Chair 2. Introducing language (12 minutes)
Repeat the chair activity, but this time students must perform a short dialogue, 
using the chair as a prop. (Use the short dialogues below.)

Discuss. Often where this works best will be where language and chair 
movement coincide to allow the audience to ‘create a meaning’; in other words, 
allowing us to assign motivations to characters. 

Main input: Linguistic terms for analysis (10 mins)
We’re going to start with some very basic ‘linguistic’ analysis. We take for a 
starting point four different types of utterance:

 f Affirmation/Negation
 f Interrogation
 f Instruction (Imperative)
 f Statement.

As a whole class or in small groups, ask students to match lines of dialogue to the 
language labels above. It’s good to start with lines of dialogue with which students 
are already familiar, e.g. from one of your set texts or a recent devised piece. You 
could display the lines on a board or ask students to pick lines out of a hat. If done 
independently, after three to five minutes, reconvene students and check their 
understanding and application of the terms above.

What characterises each type of utterance? 
Depending on how easily students are able to identify the utterances, and 
perhaps how many EAL students you have, you may need to give some clues. You 
may also be able to enlist the help of students studying English.

 f Affirmation/Negation: Indicates agreement or disagreement, approval or 
disapproval. Could be one word (yes or no), or a more developed, nuanced 
response including a statement (e.g. ‘Yes, I think so’).

 f Interrogation: Often starts with a modal auxiliary verb form (can, will, should, 
could). Probably ends in a question mark.

 f Instruction (or Imperative): Usually starts with an imperative verb form (e.g. ‘Go 
away’; ‘Come here’; ‘Sit down’).

 f Statement: A communication, description or declaration setting out facts, 
ideas, opinions (‘It’s hot in here’; ‘I don’t like him’; ‘They’ve left’).

Don’t worry if students start arguing whether one label fits better than another. 
This is good! Point out that being able to argue and defend their opinion using 
these terms is important. What’s more, the context in which the lines appear, any 
stage directions, etc., will all contribute to their analysis.

Applying the terms
Now ask students to spend 3 minutes practising one of the two short dialogues 
below.

Resource 1: John and Mary x 2
John: Are you going out?
Mary: Why?
John: It’s cold outside.
Mary: Yes.
John: But it’s nice and bright.
Mary: Yes.
John: I could come with you.
Mary: You could.

John: Are you going out?
Mary: Yes.
John: It’s cold outside.
Mary: Yes. But it’s nice and bright.
John: Yes.
Mary: You could come with me.
John: What time will you get back?

Think about these two different purposes of utterances:
 f To engage with something/someone (to create an opening)
 f To refuse/block something/someone (to close the conversation down).

Give students 7 minutes to discuss and label the short John and Mary dialogues. 
How would they label the utterances? (Interrogative/affirmative/imperative/
statement, etc.) What do they think about the purposes of the utterances?

Higher level thinking: invite students 
to share examples they can think of, 
where the apparent contrast between 
the language and the action creates 
humour or bathos. A humorous clip to 
demonstrate is the ‘Fire’ scene from The 
IT Crowd, which is available on YouTube:
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=1EBfxjSFAxQ.

Can students suggest a more 
poignant example? (Be careful when 
taking suggested clips to show to the 
class from students; you sometimes 
don’t know what you’re going to get! It’s 
important to establish ground rules for 
appropriateness.

One of the most useful ways I’ve found 
to differentiate and build progression 
within any task is to consider at what 
level you expect students to operate in 
terms of the four following elements:  
familiarity, independence, complexity, 
and technicality. For example, if the 
task is highly complex (a number of 
steps required, in a particular order, 
necessitating recall and application of 
knowledge) then you may wish to ‘dial 
down’ the independence, by modelling, 
scaffolding and having students work 
together, and/or giving students a 
familiar context or starting point.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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Here we see that ‘Yes’ although it’s an affirmative, can act as a ‘blocker’, a 

refusal in dialogue. A one-word, especially monosyllabic, utterance such as ‘Yes’, 
can be just as much of a refusal to engage as a ‘No’. Meanwhile, a question can be 
both an invitation to engage, or a way of blocking someone else’s action or idea. 
Starting to analyse dialogue in this way helps us infer motivations and see how 
we might begin to portray a character. More importantly perhaps than arriving at 
a ‘definitive’ interpretation, these simple linguistic terms and tools equip students 
with the vocabulary – and confidence - to explore, express and defend their 
choices in theatre-making.

Plenary: Application in performance and discussion
Give students a few more minutes to rehearse the dialogues in pairs, then see 
some examples and discuss the performance choices and how students interpret 
the lines. Ensure you model and expect the use of the language terms introduced 
today when commenting on the performers’ choices.

Workshop 2: From narrative to performance
Starter (10 mins)
Divide the students into threes, preferably each three equipped with a large piece 
of paper and a marker. Distribute one of each of the following words to the trios: 
‘assertive’, ‘aggressive’, ‘passive’. Students discuss and note down the behaviours 
(eye contact, postures, facial expressions, gestures, verbal characteristics) they 
associate with their given word. Share the sheets and compare the results. Agree 
on a whole class suggested set of behaviours for each word.

Now set a scene: A train carriage. Three characters. It’s dark and cold. The scene 
starts with the following announcement:

(Voice off): Passengers are thanked for their patience. We have no further information 
about the cause of the delay. We hope to have more details and an estimated arrival 
time soon. Sorry for the inconvenience.

In threes, students rehearse a short scene to follow this announcement. No 
dialogue is allowed. The scene should have a clear beginning, middle and end. 
They must each play a different character type: aggressive, assertive, and passive.

After approximately five minutes, see some of the scenes and discuss. Can the 
rest of the class identify and correctly attribute the assertive/aggressive/passive 
behaviours?

Development (12 mins)
Now swap the students into different groups and give them a new scenario. 
(For example, a queue in a shop.) This time they are allowed dialogue, but must 
again adopt one of the three attitudes described. After about eight minutes, see a 
selection of scenes.

As they are rehearsing, pause the class and ask them to ensure they’ve 
included the following in their dialogue (they can have more than one of each):

 f A question
 f A statement
 f An affirmative
 f A negative
 f A silence.

Main, part 1: Analysing narrative (8 mins)
Give students a narrative scene. Feel free to use one of your choice (that students 
are familiar with or not, depending on how far you want to stretch the group).

Resource 2: Sample Narrative Scenes
When Catherine came in, Nabil asked, ‘How was your day?’
‘All right.’ Catherine went to the fridge.
‘You’re hungry,’ he said. ‘Shall I make you something?’
‘I’m just looking,’ she replied. She stood with her back to him. ‘Why are we out of milk again?’

When Catherine came in, Nabil said, ‘You’re late.’
‘Yes. It’s been a really long day.’
‘Yes,’ said Nabil.
Catherine sat down next to him. ‘Can we talk?’
He got up and went to the fridge. ‘Shall I make you something to eat?’

Ask all students to highlight the ‘action’ in the scene, then compare what they’ve 
done in pairs. (Give 3 minutes for this.)

Here, you could up the challenge by 
asking students to add up to five lines of 
their own (which they must be expected 
to think of in terms of affirmatives/
negatives/statements/interrogations, 
etc).

The difference between assertive and 
aggressive will probably create some 
interesting debate, as should the idea of 
‘passive-aggressive’ behaviour.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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Discussion (5 mins): How do students think these characters are feeling? What 

gives this impression? Encourage students to name the types of utterance learnt 
last lesson when explaining their interpretation.

Notice how, if we remove the description of action from this scene, the 
remaining dialogue still gives us clues as to how the characters are interacting. In 
the first scene, Richard creates openings towards Catherine, asking her questions, 
which she blocks with short statements and a question in response to his 
question. In the second scene, she seems to try to engage with him, developing her 
first answer and asking him a question. This time he blocks her. Can the students 
explain how?

Main, part 2: Turning narrative into stage directions (30 mins)
Give students another ‘narrative scene’, this time in the present tense so the 
narrative can become stage directions. Each line should be separated and 
jumbled. For example:

Resource 3:
(Winston leans forward and takes a long swig of his drink.)
‘How are you feeling?’
‘I can’t remember.’
‘Did you see her?’
Amy shrugs.
‘Why?’
‘What time did you get in?’
(Amy approaches Winston and puts her hand on his shoulder.)
(Amy watches Winston from across the room.)
‘I need to go back out tonight.’
(Silence.)
‘That’s good.’
‘Tired.’

In threes, labelling themselves A, B and C, students read the lines, decide on an 
order for them, and rehearse this dialogue.

For half the groups, the role of student C is to speak the ‘stage directions’ out 
loud to the audience. For the groups in the other half of the class, the role of 
student C is to direct. Teacher to circulate, observe and feed into these rehearsals, 
reminding students to use the terms they’ve been discussing. Students can add 
lines if they wish but they must be able to explain if the line is an affirmation, a 
negation, an interrogation, a statement, or a combination of these, and how this 
affects how they are going to perform it.

After approximately 10 minutes, all the students labelled ‘A’ should swap into a 
different trio.

The new threes discuss and explain their thinking so far, and continue 
rehearsing. After five minutes, the As return to their original group. Does anything 
they’ve heard in the other group change how they think they should perform the 
dialogue? Hear from a confident student about what they think so that you model 
this process to the class, then allow students to continue rehearsing for a further 
five minutes.

Plenary
Perform and discuss some scenes, again reinforcing the use of the key language 
vocabulary (10 minutes).

Workshop 3: Bringing it all together
Starter: Pair talk (3 mins)
Warm up with the ‘Yes/No’ game. Students take it in turns to ask their partner a 
series of questions, and the reply must not include the words ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ or any 
repetition.

Move on to play ‘List Tennis’. A pair of students can duel in the centre of a 
circle, or pairs of students can play the game simultaneously and see which 
partnership in the room can go on the longest. They are given a category, such 
as ‘Fruit’ or ‘Countries’. They must then take turns to name one item at a time in 
that category.

Development: Improvising a dialogue (7 mins)
Now ask a confident pair to model the next exercise in the centre of the circle. 
They are given a category for which to list items again (e.g. ‘Meals’), but must 

Remember to display the keywords and 
remind students of them.

If you regularly ‘snowball’ or swap 
‘spies’ from one group into another, it 
helps to build a work ethic. Students 
know that, in a few minutes, they will 
have to explain their thinking and 
work so far. This promotes higher 
level thinking as it pushes students 
to evaluate and reflect on their own 
work. A fun way to extend this type of 
approach is to allow groups to decide on 
one item of key information about their 
thinking that they wish to ‘withhold’ 
from the spy. This encourages students 
to consider the originality and value of 
their ideas.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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also convey a feeling towards each other as they list (e.g. adoration, anger, 
misunderstanding). Vary this by asking students in the pair to each adopt a 
different emotion, or the same emotion.

The ‘quality’ of the categories given will influence how interesting and 
successful the ‘game’ is. Categories with the potential for the audience to infer 
an ongoing conversation between the pair work well. In addition to those above, 
suggested categories are:

 f Household chores
 f Brand names
 f Types of weather
 f Valentine gifts
 f Popular song lyrics.

After seeing a few examples, take comments on the way the utterances are 
working. Are the pairs blocking each other? Engaging each other? How does their 
body language and tone affect our interpretation?

Main: Creating a dialogue (20 mins)
Pairs now devise and rehearse a dialogue using only questions and lists of items. 
Remind students as they rehearse, to consider the purpose of each utterance in 
terms of engaging or blocking the other person.

Some students may need some teacher input to get going in the form of 
suggested ‘situations’. For example:

 f It’s an emergency. You have two minutes to pack appropriate survival gear.
 f A is in love with someone. B is suggesting gifts to help A win over the object of 
their affections.

 f The house is on fire.
 f Two strangers meet by a park bench.
 f Two people who know each other meet by a park bench.

Plenary
See some of the devised dialogues and discuss.

Workshop 5: Applying and synthesising
This workshop begins to use some more challenging texts and students are asked 
to apply the analysis and interpretation skills they have been learning to bring 
these texts from page to stage.

Starter: ‘Stop. Turn. Go.’ (8 mins)
Start with a ‘call and response’ warm-up game. Students all stand in a space in 
the room. Ask them to walk in the space, slowly, ensuring they avoid each other. 
When the teacher calls simple instructions, they follow. For example: ‘Stop’, 
‘Go’, ‘Turn’.

After a minute, begin to inverse the instructions. When you say, ‘Stop’ they 
must ‘turn’ in response, but when you say, ‘Go’ they must stop, and when you say 
‘Turn’, they go.

Add (and inverse) more instructions as students become more fluent, such as 
‘Fast’, ‘Slow’, ‘Pause’ (a shorter beat than stop); ‘Glance’ (a quick look over one 
shoulder) and ‘Change’ (change direction). It’s useful to set out the difference 
between a ‘turn’ (90 degree turn) and a ‘change’ (180 degree).

Development: Walking Shakespeare’s punctuation (10 minutes)
This is a classic Shakespeare workshop activity.

Give students a copy of Hamlet’s ‘To be or not to be’ soliloquy. Students must 
change direction 180 degrees every time there’s a question mark. Stop at a full 
stop. Turn 90 degrees on a comma.

Allow students to try out their own choices of movement on different pieces of 
punctuation.

Students practise this individually, but simultaneously. Then some sit out to 
observe each other. What is the effect of such ‘punctuation mark action’? We 
should start to see that, even without stage directions, the writer gives us clues 
about how to perform, using just utterance and punctuation.

Use your judgement to decide when/
if to allow students to introduce other 
types of utterance. Although it seems 
counter-intuitive, restricting for a 
short time the types of utterance that 
students are allowed to use can open up 
creativity and interpretations. Samuel 
Beckett constantly sought to restrict and 
‘purify’ the language he used, and chose 
to write in French deliberately to limit 
himself, which many agree helped to 
give his plays a sense of universality.

Allowing students to work individually 
but all at once maintains a level of 
independent challenge, while taking the 
pressure off when the subject matter is 
more technical or complex.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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Main: Making it yours (25 mins)
Try the ‘walking’ activity again, but this time in pairs, using a piece of dialogue, 
preferably one with an interesting mix of statements, questions, affirmative, 
negative, and imperative utterances. (Allow 7 minutes.)

Pause the work and ask pairs to identify the utterances and decide what 
movement they will assign to each line, and why.

Allow further rehearsal of around 15 minutes.

Resource 4: Suggested dialogue – extract from Waiting for Godot by 
Samuel Beckett
Use the section of Act 2 that begins: ‘Vladimir: (Vexed) Then why do you always come 
crawling back?’ and ends: ‘Estragon: We are happy. (Silence)’

Plenary
For the final 15 minutes, see these performances and take comments from the 
class, modelling the use of the key terms in discussion.

Workshops 6–8: Independent 
application and performance
Workshops 1–5 hopefully will have helped prepare students to approach 
challenging texts with little stage direction or obscure action. They also give 
students processing tools and exercises for devising.

Students are now ready to be assessed on their ability to apply the strategies 
and knowledge they’ve acquired during the previous workshops, either as they 
work towards performing a chosen script or as they devise their own pieces.

If using the suggested Beckett 
dialogue, note how the sounds of the 
lines give performers further clues to 
performance. The dialogue starts with 
several ‘long vowels’ (why, do, you, 
always) and a combination of ‘plosive’ 
and ‘guttural’ consonants (crawling, 
back, don’t, defend, beat, stopped). To 
me, this creates a sense of impatience 
and aggression between the characters. 
Towards the end of the extract, the 
sounds are gentler, more sighing.

For homework, students annotate the 
dialogue they performed, commenting 
on the decisions they made in class, 
identifying the influence that the types 
of utterance had on their performance.
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