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THEATRE 331: Directing I 
Tues/Thurs, 4:10-5:30 pm 

Performing Arts Building Room 210 (“The PAB Rehearsal Room”) 
 
Instructor: Elliot Leffler (Performing Arts Building, Office 134)  
Email: lefflere@reed.edu         
Office Hours: Tuesdays and Tuesdays 2:45-3:45, and by appointment 
 
“When you are a director, on some days you might think of yourself as a football coach, 
managing a team and calling in plays from the sidelines; on other days, you might see yourself 
as a conductor of an orchestra, emphasizing and blending the sounds made by the violins, horns, 
and trumpets in front of you.  But most of the time, you will see yourself as a leader (not a 
dictator) of multiple craftsmen, all with individual skills who are open to the energy of new 
ideas.”  (Francis Hodge and Michael McLain) 
 
“You, the director, function as a guide, stimulator, challenger, arbitrator, enabler, mid-wife, 
encourager, coach, adviser, synthesizer, company lover, lay priest and analyst (careful!), 
counselor, daddy, mummy, sibling, colleague, court of last appeal – if necessary – and ultimately 
buck-stopper.” (Mike Alfreds) 
 
“Ever tried.  Ever failed.  No matter.  Try again. Fail again. Fail better.” (Samuel Beckett) 
 
 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 
In this class, you will examine what it means to be a director: teaching, collaborating, listening, 
testing, risking, managing, and caring deeply. You learn this art from primarily from the inside-
out – by jumping in bravely and just doing it.  You will prepare yourselves for this leap by 
reading and processing the advice and reflections of great directors, with a particular emphasis 
on words of wisdom from Katie Mitchell and William Ball.  You will steady yourselves with a 
rich understanding of (and appreciation for) the plays you are working with, using analysis tools 
developed by Elinor Fuchs and Beverly Brumm.  But essentially, you jump in.  You do so 
multiple times in the short 13 weeks we have together.  You will each take on three major 
projects – and each time, you will do so with greater independence.  Each time, you will follow it 
up by carefully reflecting on your experiences in writing to mine them for new insights.  And 
then you leap again.   
 
In the first unit, you will form small groups and direct one another in short plays by Suzan-Lori 
Parks.  Not everyone will be directors.  Many will be actors.  Some may be designers or 
dramaturgs, depending on how the numbers work out.  But you will make theatre together, 
focusing on the role of the director within the group. 
 
In the second unit, you will all direct scenes from the play Gruesome Playground Injuries by 
Rajiv Joseph.  Since we are all working on the same play, we can think together about its 
structure, themes, characters, challenges, and opportunities.  But then you will direct your own 
scenes independently.  You will also support one another by acting in (or perhaps, in some cases, 
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by designing/dramaturging) one another’s scenes.  In this unit, you’ll experience what it is like to 
be a director, and you’ll also experience what it is like to work with a director (as an actor, 
dramaturg, or designer).  
 
In the third and final unit, you again direct a scene (or two), but this time, you’ll have greater 
autonomy and greater choice over your material.  As a class, you will determine a short list of 
plays (probably 3 plays) that you are interested in staging.  (I’ll lead you through the process of 
compiling that list.)  You will each then cast and direct scenes from a play of your choice on that 
list.  In most cases, you’ll have at least one peer in the class who is also working on that play; 
that person can be a source of support and inspiration for you as you embark on this final 
challenge of the semester.   
 
It’s a lot to take on in 13 short weeks.  This is a demanding class, and you should be ready for a 
workload that includes reading, writing exercises, reflection papers, and a lot of rehearsals.  But 
it is also, I believe, an exhilarating course, and one that offers you a tremendous opportunity for 
growth. 
 
Some of you may go on to self-define as directors.  Many may not.  Either way, this course will 
offer you a chance to stretch yourself as a leader, a collaborator, and a theatre-maker.   
 
Prerequisite: Theatre 210 
 
 

MATERIALS AND OTHER CLASS EXPENSES 
 
Most of the texts for this course are in the course packet, available for approximately $60 at the 
campus bookstore.  I hope that this book 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. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The only other financial cost to you of this class is the cost of seeing a play together, which we 
will do in two parts.  We will go to see Sarah Ruhl’s Passion Play (Acts 1&2) on Wednesday, 
September 9 ($13.50), and we’ll see Act 3 (in a related production) on Sunday, September 27 
($10).  If the ticket prices are a financial stressor for you and your family, please see me 
independently ASAP.  We can find college funds to help. 

These texts include: 
- Elinor Fuchs’s essay “Visit to a Small Planet” 
- Excerpts from William Ball’s A Sense of Direction 
- Excerpts from Katie Mitchell’s A Director’s Craft 
- An excerpt from Michael Bloom’s Thinking Like a Director 
- Excerpts from Jon Jory’s Tips: Ideas for Directors 
- Pamela Howard’s essay “Directors and Designers” 
- An excerpt from Robert Edmond Jones’s The Dramatic Imagination 
- Anne Bogart and Jackson Gay’s essay, “The Art of Collaboration” 
- Interviews with directors Declan Donnellan and Jonathan Miller 
- An excerpt from Anne Bogart’s book, A Director Prepares 
- Several short plays from Suzan-Lori Parks’s 365 Days / 365 Plays 
- Rajiv Joseph’s play, Gruesome Playground Injuries 
-  
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STUDENT EXPECTATIONS AND ASSESSMENTS 
 
Your grade will be based on three major components:  
 

1. Class Citizenship (30%) 
2. Writing Exercises (15%) 
3. Reflection Papers  (30%) 
4. Performance Projects (25%) 
 
 

1. Class Citizenship (Attendance, Preparation, and Participation) (30%) 
 

Active, open-minded, adventurous participation is the cornerstone of this course.  I’ll ask you to 
participate verbally (in class discussions) and physically (in embodied activities).  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 Viewings) 
 
Coming to class prepared includes viewing the plays, reading the texts, and always bringing the 
course packet with you (and of course, doing the written and creative work, which is further 
elaborated below).  When I assign readings, 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.  
 
 
2. Writing Exercises (15%) 
 
I will often assign writing exercises that will lead you through a process of parsing and grappling 
with the plays you are working on.  Think of this written, analytic work as your director’s 
homework – a way to prepare yourself for rehearsal.  I will often ask you to submit this through 
the class moodle, but it is also important to bring in a copy to class so that it can serve as a 
springboard for our class conversations.  While I will not always return these writing exercises to 
you with comments, you are always invited to engage me in one-on-one conversations about 
your artistic processes during office hours, and these exercises can be a wonderful framework for 
those conversations. 
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3. Reflection Papers (30%) 
 
At the end of each unit, I will ask you to reflect on your experiences as a director within the 
context of a formal but short (3-6 page) paper. You will submit these via the class moodle and 
you can expect me to return them with comments within 1-2 weeks.  (I will write up a detailed 
assignment description as each of these approach.) 
 
 
4. Performance Projects (25% total; 5% for the first project, and 10% for the others) 
 
The class is anchored by three performance projects, during which I expect your creative team to 
manifest the world of the play in time and space.   I will evaluate you in part based on how fully 
you realize the goals that you frame in your written exercises, and in part based on the progress 
you make between an interim showing and a final showing. 
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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 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 
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.  
 
 
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. I will penalize late work by docking a half-letter grade 
(5% of the total grade) for each day that written assignments are 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. I will dock a full letter grade for each class-period that 
presentations or performances are late. If you are supposed to perform or present 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 “How does a director know when to conclude table 
work?” 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 Sunday evening. 

- 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. 
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SOME POLICIES AND RESOURCES OF THE COLLEGE THAT ARE DIRECTLY 
RELEVANT TO YOUR SUCCESS IN THIS CLASS 

 
 
About the Performing Arts Building and space reservations 
 
All requests to use any of the PAB spaces for class projects, rehearsals, or performances must go 
through Robert Brigham: brighamr@reed.edu. No space in the PAB may be used without proper 
permission.  
 
Please e-mail Robert Brigham with the following information at least 24 hours prior to the start 
time: 
 
Your Name:  
Which class is this related to?  
Event Title: (ex: Robert Brigham's Thesis Rehearsal)  
Date:  
Start Time:  
End Time:  
Number of People:  
Setup or A/V needs?: 
 
 
The DoJo (Writing Assistance) 
 
Writing assistance is available through The DoJo (Dorothy Johansen House).  Drop-in writing 
tutoring is available every day from 6-10 pm.  Moreover, this class is engaging Sidra Morgan-
Montoya and Zoe Rosenfeld as tutors for the course.  This means that they are familiar with the 
assignments that I am giving, and they are available (by appointment) to help you with your 
writing.  Just email them to set that up.  Students can also contact the DoJo via David Gruber at 
503/517-7722 to seek general academic counseling.  
 
 
Disability, Adversity and Accommodation 
 
Please speak with me as soon as possible if you need any additional accommodations; this might 
apply to students with disabilities, student parents, and others whose personal situations affect 
their ability to participate in class or complete assignments on time. 
 
If you have a disability for which you are or may be requesting an accommodation, you are 
encouraged to contact both your professor and the Office of Disability Support Services, 
disability-services@reed.edu or 503-517-7921 as early as possible in the semester. Please be 
aware that requests may take several weeks to implement. Help me help you by informing me as 
soon as possible about any situations that arise that may impact your class performance. The 
sooner I know, the more able I am to work with you to reach a solution. 
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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. 

 
Tuesday, September 1 
 
Introduction to the course and the learning 
community 
 
HW for 9/3: read and mark up syllabus, buy course 
packet, read Elinor Fuchs, “Visit to a Small Planet;” 
complete short written assignment 
 

Thursday, September 3 
 
Continued introduction to the course and the learning 
community; Intro to Text Analysis for Directors 
 
HW for 9/8: write “Planet Notes” for one short 
Suzan-Lori Parks Play 
 

Tuesday, September 8 
 
Continued: Text Analysis For Directors 
 
HW for 9/10: See Passion Play (Acts 1&2) on Wed 
night 9/9 at Profile Theatre; finalize your “B-Cards” 
for Suzan-Lori Parks’s plays 

Thursday, September 10 
 
Discuss Passion Play (Acts 1&2) 
Begin Rehearsals for First Project 
 
HW for 9/15: Rehearse for first project; Read 
excerpts from William Ball and Katie Mitchell on 
working with actors 
 

Tuesday, September 15 
 
In-Class Rehearsals for First Project (Elliot absent for 
Rosh Hashannah) 
 
HW for 9/17: Rehearse for first project; Play 
Proposals for Third Project Due 
 

Thursday, September 17 
 
In-Class Performances for First Project 
 
HW for 9/22: First Reflection Paper 

Tuesday, September 22 
 
In lieu of class on this day, students will all be 
responsible for scheduling individual check-ins with 
Elliot on Mon 9/21 or Tues morning 9/22 
 
HW for 9/24: Read Gruesome Playground Injuries 
 

Thursday, September 24 
 
Reflection on 1st Process 
Intro to Second Project 
 
HW for 9/29: Passion Play Act 3 on Sunday; Write 
“Planet Notes” and “B-Card” for GPI; complete the 
“Scene Request Form” by Mon 9/28 at noon 
 

Tuesday, September 29 
 
Text Analysis Work on GPI 
 
HW for 10/1: Read Pamela Howard essay and Robert 
Edmond Jones chapter 

Thursday, October 1 
 
Thinking About Design (with a focus on GPI) 
 
HW for 10/6: Finalize Cast for 2nd Project, Read 
Bloom chapter, read director interviews, write up a 
rehearsal plan 



 10 

 
Tuesday, Oct 6 
 
Planning and Leading Rehearsals 
 
HW for 10/8: Begin GPI rehearsals; read all 
proposals for 3rd Unit Plays 

Tuesday, Oct 8 
 
Discuss and Vote on Proposals for 3rd Unit 
Plays 
 
HW for 10/13: Rehearse; Read Katie Mitchel 
and Jon Jory excerpts on blocking 
 

Tuesday, Oct 13 
 
Works in Progress 
 
HW for 10/15: Rehearse GPI scenes 

Thursday, Oct 15 
 
Works in Progress 
 
HW for Fall Break: Read Plays for Final Unit; 
Choose a Play/Scene for Final Project 
 

FALL BREAK (Tuesday 10/20) 
 

FALL BREAK (Thursday 10/22) 

Tuesday, October 27 
 
Works in Progress 
 
HW for 10/29: Rehearse GPI scenes 

Thursday, October 29 
 
GPI Performances 
 
HW for 11/3: Rehearse GPI scenes or Write 
Reflection Papers on 2nd Unit 
 

Tuesday, November 3 
 
GPI Performances 
 
HW for 11/5: Reflection Papers on 2nd Unit 
 

Tuesday, November 5 
 
Auditions for 3rd Unit 
 
HW for 11/10: Finalize Cast for 3rd Project; See 
Exile 
 

Tuesday, November 10 
 
Reflecting on the 2nd Unit 
How to Measure Actors (with Alissa Warren) 
 
HW for 11/12: Write “Planet Notes,” “B Card” 
and rehearsal plan for 3rd project 
 

Thursday, November 12 
 
Design Workshop 
 
HW for 11/17: Begin rehearsals for 3rd Unit 
Projects; Develop list of desired props and set 
pieces; Develop visual materials for costumes 

Tuesday, November 17 
 
Meet at The Annex to pull props, set pieces, 
and costumes for 3rd Unit Projects 
 
HW for 11/19: Rehearse; Read William Ball’s 
chapter on “Objectives” 
 

Thursday, November 19 
 
Works in Progress 
 
HW for 11/24: Rehearse; Read Anne Bogart’s 
chapter on “Violence” 
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Tuesday, November 24 
 
Works in Progress 
 
HW: Rehearse 

Thursday, Nov 26 – THANKSGIVING 
 
NO CLASS!  EAT! 

Tuesday, Dec 1 
 
Works in Progress 
 
HW: Rehearse 

Thursday, Dec 3 
 
Works in Progress 
 
HW: Rehearse; see 
departmental production 
of And I And Silence 
 

Tuesday, Dec 8 
 
Regular Class Postponed to Thursday 
 

 
 

Thursday Dec 10 
 
Final Day of Class (There is theoretically no class 
on this day, but I would like for us to meet on this 
day in lieu of Tuesday, Dec 8.) 
 
HW for Dec 14: Final Reflection Papers 

Week of Dec 14 – FINALS WEEK 
 
We will meet one final time this week to reflect 
on the semester. It will technically be called an 
“exam” by the college, but it will not be a test.  It 
will be a day for reflection.  Exact date and time 
TBD by Reed College. 
 

 

 
Important Dates to be Aware Of (and to record in your calendars now!) 
 
Wednesday 9/9 at 7:30 pm – see Profile Theatre production of Sarah Ruhl’s Passion Play (Acts 1&2) 
Thursday 9/17 – Play Proposals due for 3rd Unit; In-Class Performances for 1st Unit 
Monday 9/21 and Tuesday 9/22 – Individual Conferences with all students 
Tuesday 9/22 – First Reflection Paper due 
Sunday 9/27 – See Shaking the Tree production of Sarah Ruhl’s Passion Play (Act 3) at 823 SE Grant  
Thursday 10/29 and Tuesday 11/3 – Unit #2 Performances (in class) 
Thursday 11/5 – Second Reflection Paper due 
Sunday 12/5 – 11-3 tech rehearsal 
Monday 12/7 and Tuesday 12/8 – Unit #3 Evening Performances (6:30 call; 7:30 performances; all 
students required to attend both nights) 
Thursday 12/10 – Final Day of Class 
Monday 12/10 – Third Reflection Papers due 
Week of 12/10 – Mandatory Final Meeting During Exam Week (exact date/time TBD by Reed College) 

Sunday, Dec 6 
TECH 
REHEARSAL 
11-3 pm 

Monday, Dec 7 
6:30 pm call time 
7:30 pm FINAL 
PERFORMANCES 

Tuesday, Dec 8 
6:30 pm call time 
7:30 pm FINAL 
PERFORMANCES 
Strike following final 
performances 


