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Acting Laboratory (THEA 203) 
Mon/Wed, 2:40-4:00pm 

Performing Arts Building Room 210 (“The Rehearsal Room”) 
 
Instructor: Elliot Leffler (Performing Arts Building, Office 134)  
Email: lefflere@reed.edu         
Office Hours: Mondays, 12:30-2:30, and by appointment (reserve a meeting time at 
elliotleffler.youcanbook.me, or just walk in) 
 
 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 
This course is an introduction to acting for the stage.  It challenges you to work 
intellectually, emotionally, and creatively as you portray complex characters from dramatic 
literature in vibrant conflict with one another.   
 
There will likely be various levels of experience in our class; some of you may have 
significant stage experience, and others may never have been in the theatre before.  Both 
starting points (and anywhere in between) are perfectly acceptable.  We will focus 
primarily on realistic acting technique: most of our activities will be based in the 
“Stanislavsky system.” Students will emerge with a practical and theoretical understanding 
of “system” fundamentals.  We will also draw from movement-based techniques that are 
intended to enhance a realistic style of acting.  
 
Actors need to cultivate a playful, imaginative, physically-engaged orientation to the world 
around them.  Thus, our first unit begins with a variety of games and exercises that are 
designed to lift our spirits, animate our bodies, awaken our most playful selves, open our 
minds, and expand the range of emotional risks we are willing to take with one another.  
This is a vital component of the work we are doing as actors, and I expect students to 
embrace it as rigorously as they would embrace any other more “traditional” set of 
assignments.  As time passes, these games and exercises will evolve into more streamlined 
activities geared to mastering the specific skills of character creation.  Each of you will 
work on a character from a play that I will assign you (based on preferences that you 
submit to me), and this character creation unit will culminate with the performance of 
character monologues.  
 
The second major unit is structured around scenework.  In this unit, you will sharpen the 
skills you’ve been developing by working with a scene partner on a challenging scene 
from a contemporary play.  You will develop this scene for performance and perform it 
twice: once as a rough work-in-progress, and again as a finished product.  The first 
performance will provide you with feedback, both from me and from your classmates, 
which will enable you to deepen your work. 
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COURSE GOALS 
 

By the end of this course, students will . . . 
 

- have developed a basic skill set for acting in plays that call for a realistic portrayal 
of characters in conflict 

- exhibit increased confidence as a performer 
- be able to collaborate constructively within the context of an ensemble 
- have developed his/her/their cognitive dexterity to consider the world through 

multiple points of view 
- have developed his/her/their capacity for risk-taking 
- challenge and support peers (simultaneously!) within a creative and intellectual 

community 
 
 
 

MATERIALS 
 
Students will compile a course reader by printing out texts that I put on the course website. 
I hope that this reader will be a valuable resource to you, both throughout this semester and 
into the future.  It contains a lot of wonderful texts from multiple perspectives. 
 
It will include texts about acting from: 

- The Actor’s Eye: Seeing and Being Seen, by David Downs 
- The Stanislavsky System, by Sonia Moore 
- The Rainbow of Desire, by Augusto Boal 
- Freeing the Natural Voice, by Kristin Linklater 
-  “A Casting Call To Arms,” by Velina Brown 
- Working A Scene, by Charles McGaw 
- The Complete Stanislavsky Tooklit, by Bella Merlin 
- The Actor and the Target, by Declan Donnellan 

 
In addition, students should purchase these plays from the bookstore (or other retailers): 

- Trestle at Pope Lick Creek, by Naomi Wallace 
- Proof, by David Auburn (Note: Please do not watch the movie Proof!  Past students 

who have watched it in lieu of reading it have had trouble conceiving of Proof as a 
play, rather than a movie, and they’ve had trouble distinguishing their own 
performances from those of the actors they saw on screen.) 

 
There are other texts on reserve at the PARC that you will need to read parts of for certain 
assignments.  These include further excerpts from the Bella Merlin and David Downs texts 
that are mentioned above, in addition to: 

- A Challenge for the Actor, by Uta Hagen 
- Creating a Character, by Moni Yakim 
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STUDENT EXPECTATIONS AND ASSESSMENTS 
 
Your grade will be based on three major components:  
 
1. Class Citizenship [Attendance, Preparation and Participation] (40%) 
2. Writing Assignments (20%) 
3. Performance Assignments (40%) 

 
1. Class Citizenship [Attendance, Preparation, and Class Participation] (40%) 

 
Active, open-minded, adventurous participation is the cornerstone of this course.  I’ll 
ask you to participate verbally (in class discussions) and physically (in games, 
improvisational exercises and performances). Through this participation, we will 
collectively build a supportive classroom environment based on trust, support, risk-
taking, and the quest for discovery.  You will help to build this environment through 
your investment in activities, discussions and performances; your preparedness for 
class; and the insight and generosity of your feedback for your peers.   
 
Attendance and Punctuality  
 
Regular attendance and punctuality are prerequisites for the kind of active participation 
that this course requires. I expect you to attend every class, and to show up a few 
minutes early so we can start on time.  Absences and tardiness will negatively impact 
your grade, but more importantly, they will negatively impact class dynamics and 
others’ learning.   
 
Preparation (Readings and Rehearsals) 
 
Coming to class prepared includes doing the readings and always bringing your course 
packet with you.  I expect that you will read these carefully and thoughtfully; you 
should always be prepared to ask and respond to provocative questions about these 
texts.  
 
It also, of course, includes working outside of class with partners on scenes and other 
assignments.  I expect that you are working creatively and industriously.  I expect that 
you undertake this work in a spirit of true collaboration, generosity, and support.  
 
Preparation (Dress) 
 
We will be moving in this class and sometimes sitting on the floor.  Please wear 
comfortable clothing in which you can move freely.  Think sweats or workout clothes—
nothing that will restrict or inhibit your movement by being too tight, too baggy, or too 
revealing.  No jeans, please.  Because certain types of footwear can also be constricting, 
I ask that everyone remove their shoes before class begins, and participate in class 
barefoot.  Please see me immediately if you have any questions or concerns about 
clothing.  
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2. Written Assignments (20%) 

 
The writing assignments for this class will ask you to develop some ideas in writing.  
Sometimes, these will be reflections on the craft of acting and course readings. These 
will give you the opportunity to ask questions and to articulate in writing some of the 
ideas we will be exploring in both the course readings and via performance practice.  
Other times, I will be asking you to sketch out ideas that relate to a particular character 
or scene you are working on.  Some of these you will turn into me, and some will serve 
as prompts for in-class discussion or for your own work in rehearsal. 
 
3. Performance Assignments (40%) 
 
In addition to daily warm-ups, ensemble building and movement work, you have two 
central performance assignments in this class: a monologue and a two-person scene. 
You will rehearse your monologue outside of class and present two “drafts” of that 
monologue to the class for feedback. You will also prepare and perform two “drafts” of 
your scene.   
 
 

IMPORTANT CLASS POLICIES 
 
 
Technology We Will Use 
 
You can access the class website by logging into moodle.reed.edu.  I may use this  
website to post additional readings, to provide a forum for out-of-class conversations, 
and to collect assignments. You are also welcome to use the class website to post 
notices for one another (and the easiest way to do this is to use the “news forum” 
feature at the top of the page).  Please ensure that you are able to access, post 
documents to, and print from the site.  If you are not able to do so, please contact the 
Help Desk of Computing and Information Services: 503-777-7525.  
 
Additionally, I will sometimes email class announcements to your university email 
addresses.  I expect that you are checking email regularly (at least once per day, 
during the week).  If you prefer another address, please forward your university email 
to that address.  
 
 
Technology We Will Not Use 
 
While technology offers wonderful opportunities to enhance our learning, it also 
sometimes creates distractions.  We live in a hyperlinked world that tempts us to 
check our email regularly, chat with friends online, surf the net, tap into our social 
media networks, etc. Yet the study of theatre offers us the possibility to be fully 
present to each other – to be focused and viscerally connected rather than digitally 
dispersed. Therefore, I want to de-center laptops, tablets, and phones in this 
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classroom.  They will not be strictly forbidden, and there will be times when you can 
use them, but I ask you to habitually keep them in your bags until a particular 
curricular need for them arises.  When that need arises, I expect that your use of that 
technology is strictly related to class.  I view web-surfing, emailing, social 
networking, online chatting, and texting during class to be violations of Reed’s honor 
principle.  
 
For more on why I’ve decided to de-center laptops, please see 
http://tinyurl.com/nmgfz4s and http://tinyurl.com/lrm8f94.  
 
Also, as social media expands its presence in our lives, it can have a chilling effect on 
what people in learning communities are willing to say to one another in person.  
People are increasingly fearful of negative comments about them written on facebook, 
twitter, and other social media sites.  This can lead us all to being tight-lipped, afraid 
of saying or doing anything that others might critique or mock online.  If that happens, 
it cheapens the value of the course for everyone.  I want this classroom to be a place 
for emotional and intellectual risk-taking, which is only possible if we all agree not to 
expose one another online.  For this reason, I ask students to refrain from posting 
about this course on social media, and to commit to working through disagreements 
and tense moments in person.   
 
 
Reserving the Rehearsal Room for Rehearsals 
 
To effectively prepare for class, you will need to find a space to rehearse.  I encourage 
you to use the Rehearsal Room (our classroom) for this purpose, and you can reserve 
time in the rehearsal room by using the sign-out sheet posted on the bulletin board 
immediately outside the main entrance to the room.  Please abide by the posted rules 
for signing out the space, and sign it out only when you really plan to use it.   
 
 
Academic Integrity 
 
In academic circles, whenever we reference ideas that others have developed, we 
always follow a strict protocol in order to give those people credit for those ideas.  
This is an act of humility and integrity.  I expect that all of your writing is your own, 
original work, and that when you quote or paraphrase any source in order to develop 
your ideas, you carefully cite that source using MLA format.  (For more details on 
MLA format, I suggest consulting the excellent website of Purdue University’s Online 
Writing Lab [https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/01/].)  Reference all 
sources you use, including books, websites, lecture notes, or any thoughts that are not 
your own.  I take issues of academic integrity very seriously; plagiarism will earn you 
failing grades and referral to the Reed College Honor Council.    
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Late Work 
 
Due dates help us stay together on our creative journey, and I will enforce them in 
order to keep us moving forward as one community. Written work will lose a half-
letter grade (5% of the total grade) for each day that it is turned in turned in late.  This 
means that if a paper is due Thursday, and you turn it in on Friday, you would receive 
an A-/B+ for A level work, or a B for A-/B+ work.  Performances will lose a full 
letter grade for each class-period that they are late. If you are supposed to perform on 
Thursday and you end up performing the subsequent Tuesday, you and your group 
members would all receive a B for A level work, a C for B level work, etc.   
 
Occasionally, in extenuating circumstances, I do grant extensions for written work.  If 
you believe you have an extenuating circumstance that would qualify you for an 
extension, please consult with me at least three days in advance of the deadline.  We 
can discuss this possibility in person, and then I will ask you to email me a formal, 
written request that includes: (1) the reason you are seeking an extension, (2) the date 
and time at which I can expect to receive your work.  Please understand that I grant 
these requests very selectively, and that requesting an extension does not necessarily 
mean that I will grant it.   
 
 
How to miss class responsibly: 
 
Consistent attendance is of absolute importance, and I expect to see you at every class.  
However, students occasionally have extenuating circumstances, and they need to miss 
class.  If this only happens once or twice in a semester, it is acceptable, and the impact on 
your grade will be relatively small.  When this happens, it is your responsibility to 
ascertain what you missed and what you need to do for subsequent classes.  I suggest you 
do the following: 

 
1. If possible, before the class, check in with me and let me know not to expect you.  This 

can help me prepare for class and I will appreciate your communication.  Please don’t ask 
me if it is “okay” to miss class; rather, if you are concerned about my reaction, please 
simply communicate to me that it is an extenuating circumstance and that it will not 
become a habit.   

 
2. After the class, please begin by checking in with a peer, and asking what you missed and 

what upcoming assignments have been explained.  Ask them when they are not rushed, 
and can give you a full and thoughtful answer.  If you don’t get a thorough and thoughtful 
answer from them, ask another peer. 

 
3. If you have specific questions for me, based on your conversations with your peers, feel 

free to ask me.  The best way to ask me these questions is to come to my office hours.  
The second-best way to ask me is to email me.  If/when you email me, please try to be 
specific about your concerns.  It is better to ask a question like “What is the essential 
difference between Sociodrama and Forum Theatre?” than “What did I miss?”   
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A Note on Correspondence 
 
My office door is open to you, and I look forward to getting to know you over the term 
and beyond. However, a few things will help us in our journey: 

- Please be conscientious and efficient in your email correspondence. If you have a 
question, please give me at least 24 hours to respond. Emails received over the 
weekend might not be responded to until Monday. 

- Please think before you email. I would prefer one concise email containing 
several questions to four different emails sent over 24 hours. 

- Please take advantage of my office hours. I highly and emphatically prefer that we 
communicate in person as opposed to on email.  I look forward to discussing 
your projects around the little table in my office, and while I will not always 
respond in writing to your written exercises, they are fantastically useful for 
framing those conversations.  

- If you would like a recommendation letter, now or in the future please give me at 
least three weeks notice, as well as detailed information about the 
program/fellowship/award for which you are applying. 

 
 
Accommodating Differences and Disabilities 
 
This course is designed with accessibility in mind, and strives to meet the needs of 
students with diverse learning styles (including verbal, aural, and kinesthetic learning) 
and abilities.  With this in mind, class assignments will often have multiple options for 
completion; I will often announce that there is more than one way to participate in an 
exercise or complete a task.  When I do so, I expect that students will make a wide 
range of choices about how they can best challenge and stretch themselves, keeping in 
mind that growth often inherently involves some risk and discomfort but should always 
be safe.  
 
I welcome individual conversations with students (either at office hours or another time 
we can arrange) about their learning styles and any reasonable accommodations they 
might need.  Ideally, we should have those conversations early in the semester.  As I 
learn more about the particular needs of a group of students, I can offer increasingly 
appropriate options for the assignments I give and the exercises I lead.   
 
In addition to meeting with me, if you have (or suspect you have) a documented 
disability that needs reasonable accommodation, I encourage you to contact the Office 
of Disability Support Services (disability-services@reed.edu or 503-517-7921).  Often, 
students who need accommodations can maximize their success through a combination 
of direct conversation with faculty and additional support through DSS. 
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COURSE SCHEDULE 
 

This section of the syllabus provides an outline of what you can expect to experience throughout 
the semester.  However, I believe that learning occurs best when teachers have the flexibility to 
adapt their plans in light of students’ responses and questions.  This, therefore, is my attempt to 
share with you what I think will happen from week to week.  It is subject to change, based on my 
assessment of our collective needs.  Each class, I will clarify the exact assignment for the 
subsequent class. 

Monday, January 22 
 
Introduction to the class and the learning 
community. 
 
HW for 1/24: complete Syllabus assignment, 
create/purchase course materials, read David 
Downs text (Intro & Ch 4) 
  

Wednesday, January 24 
 
Risk-taking, capacity-building, and ensemble-
building 
 
HW for 1/29: Read Augusto Boal text (pp. 29-39), 
complete short writing assignment (to be handed 
out), email Elliot with monologue requests 
  

Monday, January 29 
 
Risk-taking, capacity-building, and ensemble-
building 
 
HW for 1/31: Read Sonia Moore chapters 

Wednesday, January 31 
 
Character Work (playing each other) 
 
Introduction of the Monologue Assignment 
 
HW for 2/5: Read plays containing monologues, 
read character work assignment packet 
 

Monday, February 5 
 
Character Work (playing each other) 
 
HW for 2/7:  Work on characters and monologues 
 

Wednesday, February 7 
 
Character Work with Monologue Characters 
 
HW for 2/12:  Work on characters and monologues 
 

Monday, February 12 
 
Character Work with Monologue Characters 
 
HW for 2/14: Work on characters and monologues 
 

Wednesday, February 14 
 
Character Work with Monologue Characters 
 
HW for 2/19:  Work on characters and monologues 
 

Monday, February 19 
 
Character Work with Monologue Characters 
 
HW for 2/21:  Work on characters and 
monologues; read Linklater text 
 

Wednesday, February 21 
 
Vocal Work 
 
HW for 2/26:  Work on characters and monologues 
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Monday, February 26 
 
Monologues (4-5 students) 
 
HW for 2/28:  Work on characters and 
monologues, write your self-assessment for the 
monologue unit (due 1 week after your 
monologue performance date) 
 

Wednesday, February 28 
 
Monologues (4-5 students) 
 
HW for 3/5:  Complete the written part of the mid-
semester reflection, work on characters and 
monologues, write your self-assessment for the 
monologue unit (due 1 week after your monologue 
performance date), read plays for scene study unit 
 

Monday, March 5 
 
Monologues (4-5 students) 
 
HW for 3/7: Read plays for scene study unit, 
write your self-assessment for the monologue 
unit (due 1 week after your monologue 
performance date) 

Wednesday, March 7 
 
Mid-Semester Reflection 
 
HW for 3/19: Read plays for scene study unit, 
write your self-assessment for the monologue unit 
(due 1 week after your monologue performance 
date), Optional if you want to get ahead: read 
Merlin, Donnellan and McGaw texts  
 

SPRING BREAK, 3/12-3/16 
 

SPRING BREAK, 3/12-3/16 
 

Monday, March 19 
 
Introduction of Scene Study Unit 
 
HW for 3/21: Read Merlin (70-90) & Donnellan 
(Ch 2, 4, 6, &7), mark up your script of your 
play (specific prompt will be handed out)  
 

Wednesday, March 21 
 
Introduction of Scene Study (Part 2) 
 
HW for 3/26:  read McGaw texts; scene work 

Monday, March 26 
 
Audition Workshop 
 
HW for 3/28:  read Velina Brown text on 
casting; develop Character Creation Work Plan; 
scene work 
 

Wednesday March 28 
 
Casting/Actor Training in US 
 
HW for 4/2: scene work 
 

Monday, April 2 
 
Elliot absent for Passover 
 
HW: scene work 

Wednesday, April 4 
 
Character Work for Scene Study Unit 
 
HW: scene work 
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Please note that the final exam, which is tentatively scheduled for Tuesday, May 8 (9am-12pm) but which 
will be confirmed by the college later in the semester, is mandatory for all students.  Students will all 
perform the final iteration of their scenes on this date. 

 
 

Monday, April 9 
 
Character Work for Scene Study Unit 
 
HW: scene work 
 

Wednesday, April 11 
 
Scene work (2 scenes) 
 
HW: scene work 

Monday, April 16 
 
Scene work (2 scenes) 
 
HW: scene work 
 

Wednesday April 18 
 
Scene work (2 scenes) 
 
HW: scene work 
 

Monday, April 23 
 
Scene work (2 scenes) 
 
HW: scene work 
 

Wednesday, April 25 
 
Semester Reflection  
 
HW: work on scenes and scenework self-assessment 
 

TUESDAY MAY 8: 9am – 12 pm  
Our tentative “Final Exam” Period 
(Date and time to be confirmed or changed by 
Reed College later in the semester) 
 
Second round of scene performances 
 

 


