Acting: Fundamentals

THEA 1050
Course Syllabus Spring 2014
Professor:  Sally Vahle 
Office:  RTFP 221

Cell Phone:  214-597-2140
Class Meets:  In RTFP 127: M/W:  9:00am-11:20am



Class Email:  actingfundamentals@gmail.com
Office Hours: Tuesday/Thursday: Noon-1:00pm or By Appointment
Required Course Text:  Bruder: A Practical Handbook for the Actor
· Other Required Material:  (1) three ring binder
NOTE:  The course syllabus/calendar is a general plan for the course; Adjustments over the course of the semester may be necessary. Any changes will be announced and provided in writing to the class by the instructor. 

Course Description
Acting Fundamentals (THEA 1050): 
Introduces students to fundamental principles, theories, and techniques of acting. Through the use of theatre games, exercises, and character/script analysis students will experience and begin to build a foundation of the physical, vocal, emotional, and technical preparation required of one who is seriously considering acting as a profession or becoming a teacher of acting. In this course, students will become familiar with basic theatre terminology and protocol. Working in groups, with partners, or singly; students will explore their dramatic and theatrical potential through study and application of basic acting techniques as put forth by Constantin Stanislavski and other major performance theorists and will use reputed theatre texts, to gain working knowledge of the research and analysis required in preparation for a performance.
Course Expectation: 

Students are expected to participate fully in classroom/lab setting. THEA 1050 requires much physical work, focus, observation and at times, exploration of emotion and complex analysis. Students will work singly, in groups and with a partner(s)—at times, exercises and projects will involve close physical contact with other students. 

Course Objectives
Upon successful comletion of the course, the student will be able to:
· Understand and explain the essence of theatre:  what theatre is, what its elements and conventions are, and what qualities are needed to make good theatre.

· Demonstrate basic phyical, vocal, and mental skills needed to be a successful actor on the stage.

· PHYSICAL SKILLS:  develop physical flexibility, strength and expressiveness; relaxation techniques and exercises; learn to begin to take physical risks as an actor — to free the body and get rid of “stiff” movements on stage—to connect the body to action.
· VOCAL SKILLS:  to cultivate an understanding of a healthy vocal instrument through relaxation and breathing techniques; to improve articulation and pronunciation habits; to cultivate a basic ability to connect the voice to action and emotion and communication.
· MENTAL SKILLS:  develop ability to concentrate and maintain focus, further explore and develop imagination, creativity, sensory awareness, and spontaneity as they apply to acting. Connection of impulse to action.
· Demonstrate an understanding of basic acting technique and terminology.

· Demonstrate knowledge of effective improvisational techniques. 
· Understand and use a working theatrical vocabulary (theatre jargon) so that we all may speak the same language as those in “the business.”
· Demonstrate a basic commitment to theatre by being present, on time, and giving full attention, energy, and creative input at all class sessions.

· Identify the skills needed and demonstrate the ability to communicate effectively and work cooperatively with an ensemble.  
· Demonstrate the techniques of constructive evaluation of self and others in class and performances.

Course Structure:  The classroom time will be divided into three areas:
1. Lecture

2. Acting Exercises. The acting exercises, exploring various acting techniques, will be done in class. Certain exercises will require preparation outside of class. Exercises will be discussed and critiqued in class.

3. Performance Projects. The performance projects will be derived from dramatic text and assigned to students. These projects will require work outside of class. Performance projects will be discussed and critiqued in class.
IMPORTANT
In order to major in theater you must maintain a MINIMUM CUMULATIVE GPA of 2.5. Additionally, students must maintain a MINIMUM CUMULATIVE GPA of 2.5 in order to be eligible to graduate from UNT. 
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 Policies. Your WORK ETHIC and the degree to which you are applying yourself as an artist to this challenging material matters! THIS will be the main factor in the grade for this course. 
Your creative work (performance projects) will be assessed through verbal feedback and written assessment from the professor. Each students creative work assessments will be detailed and specific with special focus on feedback regarding your skills as an actor and how they are facilitating or detracting from your creative expression. 

I am happy to make myself available and students are encouraged to make an appointment with me if they wish to discuss their work in greater detail than class time allows.  The final grade in this course 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.  Work in the class, as it affects grading, is as follows:
ATTENDANCE

An absence from class will result in ONE FULL POINT deduction. The great majority of work for this class happens during class time. Each student is expected to be here for every class---just as you are expected to show up at a job when scheduled to work or attend every rehearsal and performance when cast in a play. The work you do in each class creates the foundation for every class that follows. Exercises, presentations, discussion, cannot be made up due to the simple fact that the class schedule is so packed full of graded activities and the amount of work that is to be accomplished in a semester’s time.
PUNCTUALITY

A student who arrives after class has begun (promptly at 9:00) 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 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.  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
Consider this:

An actor’s professional work ethic begins in the classroom. If you have trouble being accountable to yourself and showing up for any class, perhaps you should consider a different profession….the “independent contractor lifestyle” is probably not your thing.

CLASS EXERCISES

A range and variety of exercises will be done in class.  All assignments related to these exercises must be completed in order to pass the course.  A lack of preparation for in class exercises will result in a HALF-POINT deduction.

MONOLOGUE/SCENE

A Monologue which is clearly not ready to be performed because the actor has not learned lines and/or blocking will be stopped, and the “pass” will be forfeited.  The forfeiture of a pass 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 or lateness with a partner, please contact me 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.  


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.  
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.  Spelling and grammar DO factor in on these papers.  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 SENT 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.

ADHERENCE TO CLASS PROCEDURES

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.  
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.
POINT DEDUCTION OVERVIEW:

Following Class Procedures:




-1/2 point

Scene Work:


Unprepared


-1 point

Attendance:



Missed Class


-1 point

Punctuality:



Late



-1/2 point






30 min. or more

-1 point

Class Exercises:


Lack of Preparation:

-.1/2 point

Written Work:


Per day late


-1/2 point 

Quizzes:



C or below


-1/2 point


At the conclusion of the course, your 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 things come up in life.  The grading system is set up to allow for the occasional issues that may come up (illnesses, emergencies, unavoidable commitments, unintentionally forgetting to turn off your phone, etc.).  DO NOT ask for further leeway on this.  The leeway for unexpected occurrences is built into the grading system.  There are no “excused absences” available (unless you are involved in a departmental production-related activity).  There is no “extra credit” available. 
Important Information Related to Evaluation: 
· Please note that the major portion of your overall grade in this course is participation. This means attend every class and participate fully!

· If you miss a class when you are scheduled to perform you will receive ZERO POINTS on the assignment. If your project involves a scene partner, they too will receive ZERO POINTS. The project cannot be “made up”. Only excused medical or emergency absences will be tolerated and evidence of such must be submitted in order to have the opportunity to make up the missed work.

GENERAL PARAMETERS FOR LETTER GRADES:

Please note that the “descriptions” listed below are extremely general and designed only to be a basic guide to help students understand the expectations of the instructor when assessing work in class. Hopefully this little bit of context will help you set personal goals to work toward over the course of the semester.  

‘A’ grade:  Work is committed, focused and sustained, with obvious growth. All assignments and deadlines satisfactorily completed on time. Student shows clear excellence in mastering the objectives of the assignment, both individually and in partner work. Instructor’s critiques generally focus on strong aspects of the work. The work shows careful preparation and commitment.

‘B’ grade:  The basic fulfillment of all requirements is met with some growth. Student shows strong competence in fulfilling objectives of the assignment. Instructor’s critiques generally focus primarily on strong areas of work, with several specific areas of improvement suggested for subsequent work. The work is strong, has been well prepared and shows good potential for improvement.
***‘C’ grade:   Student satisfies the requirements of the assignment. Critiques generally focus on weaker areas of work, with stronger aspects identified and reinforced. Any student at this level of training considers the objectives in this work obtainable. Student generally has consistent difficulties with memorization; sense of staging and ability to meet self generated deadlines (rehearsals with scene partners, etc…). Instructor’s critique acknowledges that student’s work generally needs further preparation and attention.
‘D’ grade:   Student produces minimum requirements for project, which generally includes presentation of work. Critiques focus on lack of preparation, lack of understanding of assignment and unwillingness to give maximum effort. This work may have significant memorization problems, poor attitude displayed in class resulting in a below average performance. This work needs much more preparation and commitment.
Here is a breakdown of what is expected—as applicable to each particular project—of my definition/expectation of each in class “pass” or presentation. Engaging in these “steps” as an actor, helps you cultivate work ethic and a working process. 
 “FIRST PASS” REQUIREMENTS:  (students may be asked to be “off-book” for first pass.)
1. Script analysis ready for oral defense.  Receive suggestions for future research.

2. Verbally demonstrate your play/scene analysis in class.

3. Give an informed and impassioned reading. You are expected to show:




a. beginning character analysis,




b. beginning physical and vocal characterization,




c. knowledge of all words and meaning of phrases,




d. use of the language,




e. ability to mean what you say,




f. awareness of builds, topping and cutbacks and




g. emotional commitment to the actions and objectives.
“SECOND PASS” REQUIREMENTS:
1. Demonstration of a fully memorized script.   


2. Demonstration of 70% performance commitment to the character, “given     circumstances” and style of the play.
 “FINAL PASS” REQUIREMENTS:
1. Demonstration of a fully memorized script.


2. Demonstration of performance level physical and vocal characterization.

3. Demonstration of performance level emotional commitment to the situation

4. Demonstration of performance level playing of actions and bold choices.
Being on time is being 5 minutes early.
Other Relevant Class Information:

Mid-Semester Meetings:

At the mid-point of the semester (March 5th) I will meet with each student individually to discuss class progress and other pertinent information. Each student will receive a mid-semester written assessment/observation of their work, as well as a mid-term point total.
COMMUNICATION:

I have created an email address exclusively for this class---please direct all electronic correspondence with me to this address:  actingfundamentals@gmail.com. If your email address changes during the course of the semester it is your responsibility to provide updated information to me.
If you need to reach me concerning something urgent please call my cell phone at 214-597-2140 to speak with me or leave a message.
PLEASE! 

Get in the habit of checking your email everyday morning of class for last minute communication from me. 

Because I continue to work as a professional actress and am expected to do so by UNT and the UNT Department of Dance and Theatre, I will occasionally have to cancel class for projects I am cast in—sometimes on short notice. Always check your email the night before class. While I am teaching I turn down more work that I accept---teaching is my first priority. However, conflicts are sometimes unavoidable especially due to re-shoots and clients with whom I have ongoing contracts.
A few things I’d like you to consider:

· Be supportive of your classmates. Remember you are part of an ensemble. The energy and perspective you bring to each class will impact “the whole”. Each day we meet, consider how you are contributing to the class.

· Reject jadedness and cynicism.

· Beginners are on a quest. There are no stupid questions. Ask anything.

· Do not expect perfection---embrace the concept of process.

· If you are feeling fear or an unusual physical/emotional sensation allow I to resonate and breathe. This work will challenge you in these ways and ask you to go places you maybe never have.

· Consider this class the perfect environment to take chances and risks….dive in! If you don’t get to the place you shoot for, go for it again.

· Be inquisitive.
General Class Information:

Wear comfortable clothing that allows you to:

· Fully stretch and move your whole body.

· Comfortably lay on the floor.

· Breathe without restriction.

· To walk naturally. (I.e. no flip-flops, high heels, cowboy boots, bulky heels, etc…).

· It’s unavoidable---at times the floor in 127 gets dusty and dirty. Don’t wear clothes that you’re concerned about keeping especially clean. This 

may mean you bring your clothes “for the day” with you and wear warm-ups to class.
· I encourage you to bring a sweatshirt or sweater with you----the temperature in the theater building fluctuates.

Other:
· Do not engage in other course work when you are in this class.

· All students are expected to come to class prepared and to be focused on the day’s work---even on days you are not scheduled to perform/work! 

· Please use common sense when it comes to hair, jewelry and piercings. Make sure your hair is out of your way. When it comes to jewelry, less is more in this class and if you have a piercing that could get ripped out or hurt a partner, take it out. If your tongue is pierced, please remove the tongue jewelry while in this class….it affects your speech and will be in your way in this class.
Departmental Policy:

Open flame of any sort (smoking, candles, lighting matches or lighters) in scenes, monologues, improvisations or productions is not allowed. Any action of this sort must be pantomimed or cut.
Withdrawing from this course:
Should you choose to drop this course, you must initiate the drop and acquire all of the proper signatures and paperwork. If that process is not completed, you will be subject to a WF or an F at the close of the semester
UNT Theatrical Productions: Spring 2014:

Each student is required to see all Theatre Division productions performed this semester. We will discuss productions as a class. You are also encouraged to see as many productions in the Dallas Metroplex as possible. Observation is a powerful teacher. You get a free ticket to each departmental production. It is your responsibility to reserve your ticket through the Theater Box Office. 
First Stage Production: Brightside Sociopaths:  (Room 127)
· Performances: February 13-15 at 7:30pm
University Theater: Putnam County Spelling Bee: 
· Performances:  April 17, 19, 24, 25, 26 at 7:30 and April 18th and 27th at 2pm

Lab Series: Permanent Collection: (Studio Theater)

· Performances: March 4, 5, 6 at 7:30 and March 8th at 2pm
Americans with Disabilities Act Notice

“The University of North Texas makes reasonable academic accommodation for students with disabilities. Students seeking 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 an accommodation letter to be delivered to faculty to begin a private discussion regarding your specific needs in a course. You may request accommodations at any time, however, ODA notices of 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 accommodation for every semester and must meet with each faculty member prior to implementation in each class. 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.”
Student Obligations to Academic/Production Work

D/T 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 principal responsibilities of each student is to carefully identify 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.  
SETE

The Student Evaluation of Teaching Effectiveness (SETE) is a requirement for all organized classes at UNT. This short survey will be made available to you at the end of the semester, providing you a chance to comment on how this class is taught.  I am very interested in the feedback I get from students, as I work to continually improve my teaching. I consider the SETE to be an important part of your participation in this class. The spring administration of the SETE, will remain open through the week of finals. 
Recommended Reading

Highly recommended texts:
Allen, David. Stanislavski for Beginners. Writers and Readers, Ltd, 1999.

This comic book is out of print but is still one of the best breakdowns of Stanislavski

System out there. If you can find it cheap…GET IT!

Recommended Texts/ Bibliography

Ball, William. A Sense of Direction , Drama Publishers, 1984.

Boal, Augusto. Games for Actors and Non-actors , Routledge, 1992.

Bruder, Melissa et al. A Practical Handbook for the Actor, Random House, 1986.
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