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ACTING: REALISM

Developing a Process for Creating a Character for the Stage
Spring 2016
THEA 3050.001 and THEA 3050.301 (Lab)


T-TH  9:30a – 11:50a
RTFP 127
3 Units

Professor Bob Hess

RTFP 222

Office Phone (940) 565-2132

Office Hours T-Th 12:00 – 1:00 or by appointment
For Class Correspondence:  ActingRealism@aol.com
I. PREREQUISITES

The department requires a completion of Acting Fundamentals, Voice I, and Movement I (or an equivalent which has been approved by the university) with a grade of C or better before students may enroll in this course. 

II. COURSE DESCRIPTION AND GOALS
In this course, the actor will learn how to formulate his or her own individual process of creating a role for a play grounded in psychological realism.  Students will study the well-known, established methods of Uta Hagen and Sanford Meisner (along with the influence of Constantin Stanislavski on their methods) and the processes these iconic teachers employed.  This exploration will provide a means by which the actor can discover what works best for his/her needs. 
In addition, students will undertake the process of studying the text of a realistic play, with particular focus on style, understanding what information about a character the author gives to us that will serve our realistic portrayal of a character, and how a writer uses language and the possibilities that language affords us as actors.  The class will collectively read two highly regarded realistic plays, then examine each work closely from the perspective of the actor.  From there, scenes from the examined plays will be undertaken for performance by the students, with each scene influenced by a different approach from the masters that have been studied.  Actors will then, after using the information they have learned about these different approaches, gain a deeper understanding of what works best for them
III.  CONTENT OF MATERIAL

Please be advised that this class contains the development of text and actions that may be considered offensive to some.  You may encounter literary and directorial points of view that differ from your own.  If you choose to take the course, you must perform the roles in which you are cast.  The plays used in class are highly acclaimed works of art.  You are required to speak the text as written and to fulfill the actions the author describes.  

IV.  TEACHING METHODOLOGY

The course will be taught through a combination of lecture discussing the history of various methods of approaching a character, study of the literature written by master teachers, exercises that are part of these methods, group discussion and analysis of text, peer and instructor observations, scene performance and critique, and written analysis of the class work and literature.  

At times it may be necessary to ask the students to demonstrate or find a more appropriate physical movement or posture for a scene, to observe the instructor demonstrating a more appropriate physical movement or posture, and/or for the instructor to assist the student in developing that physical movement or posture.  In addition, students can expect an appropriate degree of physical contact with other students in the context of scene work.  Any student with concerns about being touched must notify the instructor immediately following the first class meeting.
V.  CLASS PROCEDURES
PROTOCOL

It is critical, in a class of this nature, that you give your undivided attention and support to your classmates during exercises and presentations.  Skilled observation is a key element of the course.  Absolutely no cell phone usage (particularly TEXT MESSAGING), learning of lines, Internet browsing, or reading is allowed during the class.  Students are also requested not to enter or leave the classroom while a student is performing or being critiqued.  
COMMUNICATION

Information regarding class will be distributed in class, via email (which is to be checked regularly—YOUR responsibility), or text messages.  Again, it is YOUR responsibility to be informed.  Your instructor is always available to you through emails or scheduled appointments to discuss any specific issues or questions you may have about the class

DRESS
During scene work (and maybe some of the exercises), students will be advised to dress in a manner that is consistent with their scene or exercise as a means of reinforcing how the way we dress informs characterization.
STANDARDS FOR WRITTEN WORK
All written work must be typed, spellchecked, stapled (NOT dog-eared), and double-spaced in 12-pt. font, with no larger than 1” margins.  
ATMOSPHERE OF SUPPORT & RESPECT
The most critical element of the course rests in students’ ability to observe closely and carefully what is going on with their own work as artists. In addition, observation of both your instructor and your peers will provide valuable insight.  This requires a safe, unthreatening environment of sensitivity, honesty, support, and openness.  The instructor will always phrase observations in an appropriate light, as a means of helping the actor relax, grow, overcome old habits, and begin to make discoveries.  Every student is expected to show exactly the same respect in their own observations.  Only in building this atmosphere of complete artistic safety and trust can we grow.
VI.  TEXTS
REQUIRED TEXTS:

Baker, Annie.  The Flick.  New York:  Theatre Communications Group, Inc.

Esper, William and Dimarco, Damon.  The Actor’s Art and Craft:  William Esper Teaches the Meisner Technique.  Anchor Books.
Gionfriddo, Gina.  Becky Shaw.  New York:  Dramatists Play Service, Inc.
Hagen, Uta.  A Challenge for the Actor.  New York:  Charles Scribner’s Sons.
VII.  GRADING

You will be graded based on your work in seven areas:  In-class Exercises, Projects, Quizzes, Written Assignments, Attendance, Punctuality, and Adherence to Class Procedures and Policies.  I will not look at the creative work you do in the class and give it a grade.  Those kinds of evaluations are left to the end-of-semester jury.  What I WILL be looking at is your WORK ETHIC and the degree to which you are applying yourself as an artist to this challenging material.  THIS will be the main factor in the grade for the course.  Students are encouraged to make an appointment with the instructor if they wish to discuss their work in greater detail than class time allows.  
Final grades will be determined by the number of POINT DEDUCTIONS the student may have acquired during the semester.  Students may inquire at any point in the semester as to the number of points they have accrued.  It is up to YOU to stay on top of this.  I will NOT send updates as you accrue points or drop to a lower letter grade. Work in the class, as it affects grading, is as follows:
CLASS EXERCISES

Both methodologies studied will be accompanied by various exercises to be done in class.  All assignments related to these exercises must be completed in order to pass the course.  A lack of preparation for a class exercise will result in a HALF-POINT deduction.
SCENE STUDY

The class will complete the performances of two scenes from the scripts we have studied (2 passes at each) and a JURY scene (one pass only).  These all must be completed in order to pass the course.  It is likely that I will make myself available to you outside of regularly scheduled class time for assistance in blocking and text work on your scenes, since this is a class in acting and not directing.  In addition to that session, you and your scene partner(s) are expected to have, at the minimum, TWO rehearsals on your own before your first pass and two more before your second pass.  A scene which is clearly not ready to be performed because actors have not learned lines and blocking will be stopped, and you and your partner will forfeit that pass.  The forfeiture of a pass is a big deal, and will result in ONE FULL POINT deduction.  Presenting a scene to us that you have not rehearsed is a disrespectful waste of the class’s time, and will simply not be allowed.  YOU will be expected to organize your own rehearsals outside of class and find your own rehearsal space.  You reserve space in the office.  Make sure that times and places are clearly decided upon.  Once a plan is made, you must be there, as other actors are affected by your presence.  If any actor encounters problematic absence, lateness, or poor work ethic with a partner, please contact the instructor immediately. I absolutely understand that a lack of preparation may be the fault of one actor and not the other, so MAKE ME AWARE IMMEDIATELY if there is a problem in this area.  If you wait until the actual day of your performance, ALL actors in the scene will be given the deduction   Take responsibility for your own performance by making the professor aware of any difficulties you are experiencing.  Rehearsal set pieces, costumes, and props, as needed, are YOUR responsibility.  In particular, one of the major lessons the course teaches us is that appropriate wardrobe and properties for the character you are playing in the scene is critical to a truthful creation of that character.
Students will also be assigned a special SOLO project for finals, which will be worked on independently throughout the semester.

QUIZZES
Students will be quizzed for content on the scripts and assigned reading from the texts.  A student who does not receive a B or better on any of these quizzes will receive a ONE HALF POINT deduction.  An actor needs to have a command of language, so spelling and grammar DO factor into your work on these.  If you are not in the habit of reading carefully and thoroughly for content, this is a good time to improve that skill.  Actors MUST be able to understand interpret text on a very deep level.  
WRITTEN ASSIGNMENTS

Students will be given written assignments documenting their work in the class.  Thorough, thoughtful observation of your work is critical, possibly at a deeper level than you have ever experienced before (that is the point of the work!).  Each of these assignments must be completed to a satisfactory level, as determined by your instructor.  You may be requested to make revisions or expand your ideas more thoroughly and re-submit the work at the next class meeting.  If a student does not turn in a written assignment at the due date, he or she will receive ONE HALF POINT, and an additional ONE HALF POINT, for every class period that passes until the assignment is completed.  
WRITTEN ASSIGNMENTS MAY NOT BE SUBMITTED BY EMAIL.  IF YOU ARE ABSENT FROM CLASS THE DAY AN ASSIGNMENT IS DUE, YOU MAY TURN IT IN THE NEXT TIME YOU ATTEND CLASS WITHOUT PENALTY.  I WILL NOT WAIT AROUND AFTER CLASS FOR YOU TO PRINT A PAPER FOR ME.  PLEASE DO NOT ASK TO LEAVE CLASS TO PRINT A PAPER.  PROBLEMS WITH YOUR PRINTERS ARE YOURS TO SOLVE.
ATTENDANCE

An absence from class will result in ONE FULL POINT deduction.  Missing the class is, in effect, missing out on the course itself.  The work simply cannot be made up independently.  To demonstrate how strongly I feel about this, I will credit everyone in the class ONE FULL POINT for any class for which I simply do not show up.  This does not include a class where I have a substitute or give you advance notice.  

There is, in addition, a definite limit to how many absences are acceptable in the class.  Once a student is absent a FIFTH time in class, that student will be dropped from the class.  If the absence occurs on or before the last day students are allowed to withdraw from classes themselves—April 5—the student will receive a “W.”  If the absence occurs after that date, but before April 22, the student will be dropped by the professor and receive a “WF.”  A student with a fifth absence after April 22 will receive an F in the course.  This is the policy of the class and is not negotiable.  If you are absent from the class FIVE times, you will not be able to receive credit for the class.
PUNCTUALITY
A student who arrives after class has begun (promptly at 9:30a) will receive ONE HALF POINT deduction.  A student who leaves class before dismissal (regardless of the reason) will receive ONE HALF POINT deduction.  A student who enters the class more than 30 minutes late can still attend, but they will be counted absent, unless permission to arrive at this time has been granted by the instructor in advance.  Tardiness is a DREADFUL habit for actors to acquire.  It makes us less marketable, will quickly attach itself to your reputation, and result in your not being cast.  Or being fired.  And this is something I do not wish for any of you.  If you have a tendency to be late, let’s work on losing that tendency this semester.  To demonstrate how strongly I feel about this, I will credit everyone in the class ONE HALF POINT every time I am late for class.  This is, of course, not applicable to any class where a guest artist or substitute is covering for me
CLASS PROCEDURES AND POLICIES
The class will require that you, from time to time, bring certain materials with you that are necessary for a scene or exercise, such as particular props or costume pieces.  Coming to class without the necessary materials to do the work will result in a ONE HALF POINT deduction.
I will be communicating with you a great deal through email this semester to clarify the specifics of assignments and affirm deadlines.  YOU are responsible for checking for these emails.  You will even be notified by text that you have an email to read.  Some of the emails will even ask for a confirmation response.  If you do not respond by to an email requesting a response by midnight on the night before the next class, you will receive a ONE HALF POINT deduction.  Email communication is frequent in our business.  You HAVE to be responsible and proactive about staying on top of it.

Finally, focus is pivotal in the success of your growth this semester, so the class atmosphere must be as maximally conducive to that as possible.  You are to turn your phones, IPads, and laptops   OFF before class begins.  If you turn them on at break, you must turn them off again before we begin.  If a student’s cell phone rings or vibrates during class, or if a student sends, receives a notification of, or reads a text message during the class (breaks not included), this will result in a ONE HALF POINT deduction.  Just understand that, for the length of our class period (at least up until we take a break, or from after the break till the end of class), you will be incommunicado.  Embrace the freedom that brings you.  A director in a professional rehearsal will probably not be as nice about it.
If you prefer (or need) to take notes on an IPad, laptop, or cell phone, this is acceptable.  But understand that I will be extremely displeased if I see you sneaking alternative uses of the device in between the note taking.  I am quite aware how easy it is to do that.  You have been warned.  

At the conclusion of the course, assuming you have not missed five classes and consequently had to drop or be dropped from the class, your deduction points will be totaled and your grade will be as follows:

A
Students with 4 or fewer points
B
Students with 4.5 – 6 points
C
Students with 6.5 - 8 points
D
Students with 8.5 – 10 points
F
Students with 10.5 points or more

I am very aware that unplanned things come up in life, and many times they are beyond your control.  The grading system is set up to ALLOW for those occasional issues that may come up (illnesses, deaths in the family, emergencies, traffic, unavoidable commitments, weather, unintentionally forgetting to turn off your phone, etc.).  DO NOT ask for further leeway on this, because there is none.  The leeway for unexpected occurrences is already BUILT IN to the grading system because I am realistic enough to know that life deals you some curve balls from time to time.  There are no “excused absences” available (unless you are involved in a departmental production-related activity that occurs DURING CLASS).  There is no “extra credit” available.  There is NO NEED to bring me a doctor’s note when you are sick.  If you tell me you went to the doctor, I believe you.  The grading system already allows for the fact that you might get sick and miss a class or two as a result.  I cut you some slack for that UP FRONT.  However, there have to be limits.  If you are ill excessively, it means you are missing the content of the course, so this WILL be reflected in your grade.  So please, let’s all be very mature about this and not try to work around the standard that is being applied to every single one of your classmates equally.  If you come to me about it this semester asking for a personal exception to be made just for you, I will just refer you back to this paragraph of the syllabus. 

VIII. JURIES

At the conclusion of the semester, students will all be randomly grouped in duos and assigned scenes from different plays in preparation for a final JURY, to be performed for the professors of the upper level acting classes.  Scenes will be assigned at least four weeks prior to performance date, and it will be the responsibility of the actors to read the play and prepare the scene independently.  The jury will be examining the scene for both technical and artistic proficiency (actors will be given a checklist of the skills the jury is examining beforehand), and students will receive a PASS or NOT PASS on their final jury scene.  These determinations are made by individual, not by scene.  In other words, it is absolutely possible for one student in the scene to receive a PASS and the other to receive a NOT PASS.  A PASS from the jury will allow students admission to higher level acting classes in the department.  A NOT PASS from the jury means the teachers of those courses feel the student needs to repeat the Realism class for reinforcement of concepts before going on to more advanced training.  A student may repeat Realism class ONE TIME only.  If a student takes the class twice and receives a NOT PASS the second time, the department will meet with the student to discuss his best course of study from that point.  The jury result has NO BEARING on a student’s ability to take upper level DIRECTING classes.  A passing grade in the course authorizes admission to the upper level directing classes.
IX.   INCOMPLETES

Only under extraordinary circumstances that render the student unable to continue the classwork will an INCOMPLETE be given.  Please see your instructor if you feel you may qualify for a course grade of INCOMPLETE.  Circumstances have come up in the past which made this appropriate.  The terms for making up the INCOMPLETE are negotiated between the student and the professor, and these terms must be signed by both parties and submitted to the departmental office for approval.
X.  WITHDRAWAL

Should you choose to drop this course, YOU must initiate the drop before the deadline and acquire all proper signatures and paperwork.  The last day to drop the class with a “W” is APRIL 5.  A student with five absences must withdraw from the course. 
After April 5, with the occurrence of a fifth absence, you will also automatically be dropped from the class by the professor with a “WF” for nonattendance.  

After April 22, a fifth absence will result in a grade of F for the course. 
XI.    LAST DAY OF CLASS/FINAL EXAMS
The last day of class is Thursday, May 3.  JURIES will most likely be held on that day.  You will be given results of your jury in written form by the end of Finals Week.
Our final exam slot is Tuesday, May 10, from10:30a – 12:00p. 
A relaxed post mortem discussion luncheon to reflect on the semester’s work will POSSIBLY be conducted at an off campus location, but only if a minimum of twelve students are interested and available.
XII. STUDENT OBLIGATION TO ACADEMIC/PRODUCTION WORK
DT students are expected to budget and organize their time and efforts in order to meet both their academic and production commitments satisfactorily and on time. The faculty and staff recognize that the academic and production assignments within the department, as well as outside employment and other obligations, sometimes impose conflicting pressures on DT students.  One of the main responsibilities of each student is to identify carefully and monitor the commitments that comprise his/her departmental assignments and outside obligations. It is also important to keep in mind that production work and outside obligations do not constitute an excused absence from DT classes or from the completion of any required class assignments.

XIII. ACCOMMODATION FOR DISABILITIES
The University of North Texas is on record as being committed to both the spirit and letter of federal equal opportunity legislation: reference Public Law 92-112—The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 as amended. With the passage of new federal legislation entitled Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), pursuant to section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, there is renewed focus on providing this population with the same opportunities enjoyed by all citizens.
The University of North Texas makes reasonable academic accommodation for students with disabilities. Students seeking reasonable accommodation must first register with the Office of Disability Accommodation (ODA) to verify their eligibility. If a disability is verified, the ODA will provide you with a reasonable accommodation letter to be delivered to faculty to begin a private discussion regarding your specific needs in a course. You may request reasonable accommodations at any time, however, ODA notices of reasonable accommodation should be provided as early as possible in the semester to avoid any delay in implementation. Note that students must obtain a new letter of reasonable accommodation for every semester and must meet with each faculty member prior to implementation in each class. Students are strongly encouraged to deliver letters of reasonable accommodation during faculty office hours or by appointment. Faculty members have the authority to ask students to discuss such letters during their designated office hours to protect the privacy of the student.  For additional information see the Office of Disability Accommodation website at http://www.unt.edu/oda. You may also contact them by phone at 940.565.4323.
XIV. STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF TEACHING  (SPOT)

Student feedback is important and an essential part of participation in this course. The student evaluation of instruction is a requirement for all organized classes at UNT.  For additional information, please visit the SPOT website at www.spot.unt.edu or email spot@unt.edu. 
The Department of Dance and Theatre also offers face-to-face SPOT evaluations, if the student wishes.  Ask your professor for details if you wish to pursue that option.
XV. ACCEPTABLE STUDENT BEHAVIOR
Student behavior that interferes with an instructor’s ability to conduct a class or other students’ opportunity to learn is unacceptable and disruptive and will not be tolerated in any instructional forum at UNT.  Students engaging in unacceptable behavior will be directed to leave the classroom, and the instructor may refer the student to the Center for Student Rights and Responsibilities to consider whether the student’s conduct violated the Code of Student Conduct.  The university’s expectations for student conduct apply to all instructional forums, including university and electronic classroom, labs, discussion groups, field trips, etc.  The Code of Student Conduct can be found at www.unt.edu/csrr.
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