Hope is Vital Training Manual: Theatre for Conflict,
Community and Dialogue

Author: Michael Rohd

Publisher: Heinemann

Not a Role Play, Not Role Modeling, Not a Skit

An activating scene grabs everyone in the room. It is a scene that
you create with your group. People need to care zbout it, recognize
it, and be pulled into the drama of it. Most important, people must
want to effect change in what they see. They need to see a clear
opportunity to get involved and to explore options. An acuvaing
scene does not show what (o do. It does not have a message. It asks
what can be dore. :

The Uniqueness of Activating Theatre

In order to clearly lay out the uniqueness of activating theatre, lets
generalize the experience most modemn theatre (plays) offers an
audience. You, the audience, follow a main character through the
story. You get involved with a protagenist. You care about him or
her. You go on a journey and watch the protagonist dezal with trials,
tribulations, and triumphs. If its 2 good play, as the conflict(s)
build(s) around the protagonist, you are pulled forward in your
seat, actually pulled toward the stage, as you wait for 2 resolution
you hope will be satisfying. You watch. You wait. You care . . . and
choices are made. Action is taken, or not, and the play comes to
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An Activating Scene

e ;I::t ‘:ilzecmated In a town of 15,000 in Oregon and do
Gl b o at an open community forum held for youths a;:;
mmunity. Sixty people came, and 1 facilitated. The

know the ritual. The ikt
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ouths in the group identified sexual harassment as an issue with
which they wanted to deal. They posed two questions they wanied
the scene te address. As you read the description of the scene sce
if you can pinpoint what those Twe quastions were.
Note: T've compressed the scene and dizlogue here, because it
was almost 8-10 minutes long.

B e s VLN
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The scene starts with a sixteen-year-oid girl standing zlone in the
space, bouncing an imaginary volleyball. It turns out she’s in the
school gym. She has recently moved to this town from a smaller,
more rural town where she was 2 volleyball star. Shes arrived at
school in October, when the school year has already started. The
volleyball team has started practices, so shes here after school at
5:00 p.m. on a Monday 10 meet with the volleyball coach, a thirty-
five-year-old man. Hes agreed to see her play and decide if she can
jein the squad or if she has to play junior varsity Being new n
town, we soon realize making varsity is important 10 her because
it will help her enter her new environment with a cerwain level of
status that she wouldnt have otherwise. We discover this early in
the scene in the conversation between the two, not from a pre-scene
narration.

The coach enters and asks her o serve a couple of balls. She
does and he moves around her, watching her intently. He asks her
to take her initial position as she is preparing 0 serve She does,
and he comes over to her, correcting her position with a hand on
her knee and the other hand on her lower back. She-serves some
more and then he asks her to show him some sets. She does and
he shouts “freeze” as shes in an outstretched position. She freezes
and he comes over 1o her, correcting her position again, one hand
a little above the knee and the other a lirtle lower on her back than
before. She appears a tiny bit uncomiortable. She sets some maore
and then he tells her to stop. He says that she’s got definite potential
and that hes willing to work with her. '

She says, “So, I'm on the team?”
He says, “No, but 1 think you can be. You need to work some
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more with me first. You and T will work out after practice every day
from five to 6.30 ».M. for the next two weeks, and if 1 think you've
made enough progress, you'll join the squad after that.”

She’s confused. “You mean we'il work alone?”

“Thats right. T'll give you extra instruction and we'll see how
you do."

There is a pause.

“Couldn 1 just join the team and you could work with me
there?”

He starts to get frustrated. “Do you understand the opportunity
I'm offering you? Do you know how many players here would like
extra attention, extra time with me? You said you were a varsity-
level player.”

"Tam.”

*So.where 18 your commitment? Wheres your dedication? Let
me see you serve again.”

She does. He calls out “freeze.” He goes to her and, as he -

corrects her positioning, says, “You show promise. You've got 1o be
willing to work.”

She says, “All right. Tl talk to my parents about it and I'll come
find you tomorrow.”

“We start now.”

“Today?"

“Yes, today”

“But, my parents are expecting me home soon. ['ve got home-
work to do. 1 can't stay today.”

He blows up in a coach, locker-room-talk kind of way. “Why
are you wasting my tme. Why are you even here? | have a cham-
pionship-level team. I am offering you the opportunity to play for
that kind of team, and all you do is give me excuses, Where is your
dedication? Show me some dedication, If you want to play for this

team you will go to the phone right now, call your parents, and tell -

them that practice is going late today. You'll be home for a late
supper. If you don't want 1o do that, fine. You can play junior varsity.
[ bave more important things to do with my time than wait for a
new student to figure out her priorities.”

There is a pause.

He says, “Now, what} it going to be?”

Another pause.
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She says, “Tll, um, I'll go call my folks, 2nd. uh |
right back. I'll be right back.” » ub, 1 guess Il be

She walks off and he stands alone bouncing the ball,

&
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1, as the facilitator, shout “freeze” The audience i i
forward, intensely involved, frustrated, mad, upser, an? :::zl slai?;g:g
with the tum of events.

[ ask them if the scene was realistic. An overwhelming “ves” is
the response. After a couple other questions about what went on
including diverse opinions on whether or not “harassmen® took
place, 1 ask what the girl wanted. There are 2 variety of responses
mostly along the lines of “to be treated respectfully”; “to nor be
harassed”; “ro have an honest shot at being on the team”; “1o have
him recognize the inzppropriateness of his behavior” I ask il she
got what she wanted, and get an overwhelming response of “ng * 1
ask if there were other things she could have done 10 try and ‘ ot
what she wanted. “Yes" responses ripple through the group. agSk
“like what?" Hands go up. We're off. 1 begin 1o bring people l.;p and
replace the protagonist to explore the options available 1o ber in
the minds and gut of this community, here represented by sixe
young people and aduls. But, it is more complex than !tplaciny
her over and over again, 50 I'm going to leave off how this Drocesi
developed here for a time. I want to briefly look a why this scene
is a successful activating scere; then, in the next section on factli-
tation, I'm going to come back to this instant in the process and
continue to examine faciluation using this example.

The Difference Between an Activating Scene and a
Message Scene

The scene above offers an opportunity o delineate Detween a2
modeling scene anc an activating scene and shows how much rore
actual education takes place through the facilitation process

If this scene were done in the standard style of mssagel rla
here is what would occur: As the coach began to be inzppropr.isé



102 & AcTivaTING MATERIAL

(in the eyes of whoever created the scene), the girl, deciding sh
was uncomfoniable, would confront him znd perhaps say, “Heyl Yo
can'’t treat me like that, thars Inapproprate, and I'm go

to talk to the principal, the schoo! board, and my parents, You'
dore here, mister!”

The audience would cheer, and there would be a
zll around. The message would be clear: young women do not hays
to put up with that type of treatmen: and have every right (o
respond as the young woman in the scene did. Thank you and goog
luck. Like in the previcus example of “theatre,” the audiences nee
to take action, to consider and to problem solve, is gone. The solu
tion has been presented, and dialogue s not only absent, it’s unnecessary,

No one would argue thar the message is a good one. Its impor.
tant o let young wormen know that they should not tolerate being |
treated in that manner. But in terms of prevention, education, and -
dialogue, the message scene is completely ineffective. However, the -
actvaring scene, rather than socothe the audience with 2 satisfying
resolution, demands the audience’s help in figuring out WHAT TQ |
DO! Because the power of theatre has invo!

gocd feeling :

in the situation, they care about the outcome

» and they are left with
a need to struggle with possibilities.

Checklist for an Activating Scene

These are the specific things that made this scene activating;

X A believable and realistic situation

Q A previously structured but not scripted scene (i was
reimprovised to feel spontaneous and real, and strong improv
skills allowed this to happen successfully)

Q The scene revolved around a moment of decision—Would she
stay or go?—and her decision left us wanting something different

O It has a clear relationship, intentions, circumstance, location,
activity, high stakes, and two people listening to each other
and connecting in the pretend moment

Q A conflict that is clear

QA protagonist that the audience cared about and with whom
they could identify

Q An antagonist(s) or “villain(s)” that wasn' evil and cartoony

g right now - o
. gThe protagorists failure to get what she wanted

0 The reason for failure clearly being the strong actions,

lved them emotionally -
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+ ot was credible, strong, and had certain ambiguities artc:und )
o ns that made him human (he was not groping her

h.s i and he never spoke of sex at all; he was subtle)

e ca?:,iea of what the protagonist wanted and didn't want

attitudes, and choices of the antagonisi(s)

ist had inner voices, or desires,
O A clear sense that the protagonist ha

5 g

hat reinforced her inability to succeed (this gicueen-cylrc;.zxd
:ras new at school, wanted varsity status socxa‘llg, and being
from a small town, felt she had to prove hersel?)

This checklist can help you put togetner activating scenes. Every

iece is important. A clear protagonist in & moment of aeasni:h., faiz:i
ce : : ;
u;eg;t what they want forces you to focus alfead ofkt;rin:goi: <
wan ) d what the decision you're exp ;
to replace an oure explon :

i m;l o "?.anipulate the group into saying what is 'nghlfm‘;i ;:1::6 ri
ll-:ut t0 look ar the issue at hand from the perspectlzve ) c: o

ho want to make certain choices but are unab? to ¢ rzn -
w 5 - - L ;
ou; This then allows you to investigate the rgalny. the \.\nsdt e
lhe.potemial of those choices within real-life circumstan -

i ibiliti ith everyone

actively analyze strategies and possibilities ;ndf; c;\mrzion g
room through the replacement process. In the : S
i look in more detail at how facilitating opens up a

dialogue to carry out this exploration.

Activating Scenes Pose Questions

i ut what

Before | described the scene, 1 asked you to try t(:( ﬁgm;r;.ozt i
two questions it was wying 10 address. This wor t:s 2 ezzom
questions, not providing but exploring arswers 01" opti::n&scenes i

re often a better place to start when creating acavad dg s
: i i 1 e :
just general topics. Questions give you 2 focus an : f:r et
< e here is ahout sexval harassment, but more speciiically,
scene her

What is sexual harassment?
and - '
What car. someone do when they {eel they are
being sexually harassed?
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Both questions are asked. The sec
people replace the girl arnd oy to deal with the situation. The first
is dealt with through the dialogue the facilitator leads s (s)he
prods the audience into a discussion abour what they feel is going
on here, The facilitator deals with the strong emotional response g
SUppOTL the protagonist but also with the issye as it exists in the
scene. Would different people define harassment differently and
how would that Impact the protagonists options? Again, this is pan
of the facilitation process looked at in the next section.

ond is clearly deal: with when

Methods to Develop Activating Scenes

Creating an activating scene essentially involves creating a story,

fleshing it out, and making the scene work using the checklist as a
guide. I mentioned that Questions help you hone in on the decisions
and moments you want to explore. You can also use general topics.
I just means more work 1o get 1o the heart of the issue at hang,
That process, however, can be useful as the variety of meanings a
topic holds for different individuals becomes a part of the explora-
ton itself. Here are four ways to work with groups to develop
material. 1 will not elaborate in great detail here because the bottom
line is that you can only truly learn about activation (and facilization)
by doing it. Here are some starting points.

Monologues

These are described in Bridge Activities (page 68), which you
should go back to and read.

Alfter the participant has told their story and the group has inter-
viewed them in character, you could ask the group what possibili-
ties for activating scenes they see in this character This exercise is
4 great way 10 get a group thinking about the dynamics necessary
for activating scenss 1o exisz. For instance, say the list was from the
Question “Why do teens choose 10 be or to not be sexually active?”
and one of the reasons on the Yes list Wwas “partner pressure,” A
young woman chooses that one and creates a character who had
sex for the first time with her boyfriend because he pressured her,
Her story is about that first time. So, the first obvious choice is to
Create an activating scene about that even: when he pressured her

ACTIVATING MATERIAL & 105

1 ~ e ld ;
into i. With the group, you %ilil\xy ﬁgur;. ::;b(xoi%::r:sm:%
em) details about the relationship as we! - i
Lhma‘:; they both want, and othe.r specifics. Then 1-3,0,1. ;v;ril; 0;}
the ene with the intention of replacing her after s ehgl e
the-_sc ‘ationship is important to borth of them, and L:u sh e
g 1Zm.ocmy guy but still pressures hard, and we can 4 [_e,ee e
e y want to give in but she does because she does: St
do::.snchoice we will be activared to want 10 lcok ]for o; ;:Jr ogme s
s The' same scene could be tweaked a hu.e and becor =
. hel:vhe-e he pressures her to have sex without hlhm ufi:;ds
scen:om if she had mentioned in her interview hd;zg er:mbuted
ver ressurin g her to lose her virginity and that con e
wer;ef .giving in, the group might decide to create a scene abou
to '
¢ pressure. - -
pceT‘;\i;e; here is once you move into using 2 rr_xonogoguett;ec;::;
an activating scene, you can loosen u;})1 the s;:.«:.iscxﬁcsjust br::lmuse i
‘here ideas lead you. In other words, i
g 5:;5‘:11 abou: condoms and sex, if someone has that 1d.0a :;:h
:Lory oup agrees that it could realistically happen ;.hat 1“'3): éemusc
3 Tghrese characters and stories carry the wexght. of rea 5 e
it. rocess, even though they are fiction. You can' slf e
of th: dp;s you search for material and ideas..Sm‘ularl). uﬁig any
;21“ heen told by the guy (if the guy who d-.dlu.e Eze;sz i
the one who took “partner pressure” from :_he IS: m:hc S
e from his poin: of view), you could sull work t hs e
e | as the protagonist. You could also try a scene where
- g:;red by his male friends to have sex with her, and so yg:n mked =
EFegthe pro&agor{ist in a scene where he is peer pressureapow -
e in. The possibilities are endless. The monologml;sdeéﬁon o
iv:,Sgraup to meet characters, search for L;nome}?ttsn : il
i d imaginatively rummage throug i
E::: Ssttzl:yesit;.ne rest Elf their life) while looking for other related
ideas for scenes.

:c::lm::gg is described in Bridge Activities on page 62. Feel free 0
culpt

go back and read it.

] f 1 . . .
CI'C
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/
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. .oal c?:lla’spht Iato groups of three or four and do oroy
sculpting -\P‘hase 3 of Sculpting) from a single word %1; g
; discriminzation.” Then have each group p i

;iafi .asad give them one minute alore to t2’k about whar they

Seedn g t mage. Then tell each group they have 10 e

a-.n:'a;urfg scene Cealing with discrimination usine ‘t}'afr&fe n
:g:;wt:ds :ng; 1as tIa startigg point. Even if the imaZc tl‘:eftsnait

istic or hey ti

gave them and developa :;r;i;.hﬁ} st feke the feclng

» Again, you could

ick another groups

split into groups of three or four. Each

participant tells 2 two- 10 three-minure

such as family and miscommunication
been told, |

i:?e story about a topic
ter each story has
each group has one minute to cZaf; C;F;OE;:?W
vyﬁh all members of their group m itge
that unites the sense of zll the thr;ads
or themes from their stories and feels
complete 2nd representative. They are
all clay and they are all sculptors. They
cgn’t tzlk and they mus: do it in ;)nﬂ ]
minute. Then everyone gets to see tl;e
oaher groups’ images. Each group
using their own image 2s 2 startir;g
in g S
scene around the idea o??an:é;isnglonfies;‘i;enﬁgyipng
must be ficticral, but the image and all the gforf i —(f)uk !
topic, the conflict, and the reiationships e o e
» Fo e}ll cirtc;e and Circle Sculpr (Phase 4 of Sculpting). Use a
toprc that the group wants t ch as violence
group sculpt for a lpitt‘:e whil;J te:p ﬁlx?.ge ;:;:;thzwozie i
with it ‘v‘v"nei'l ¥Ou see an image that strikes youanas ft?odiep
Zp;;fcwsayﬁieeze" Then, with the whole group, use l?r;tand
ih gu;;r !,S dz;liglzn _acuv.ating scene. Ask who the
relationship is. Asl; what eatc;*s e i B
i : 4Ch person wants. Perhaps its an
mage of two people taunting or threatening a third. Your
group may decide that the third person is lie 1*c>'a. O:l t 4
t.ie.y ate about to be provoked into a fight T‘mi:) sc:angeo ;b =
activat ecaus 7 give | i fight. Your
eJ[(F}l;)::xr(::ng !b-musej thf.y give in and fight. Your group wants to
Ore otner options for that person in that situarion. You
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mental checklist of the specifics you need to get from your
group 0 move il 10 zctivation. Some peer education groups
use this with participants when they go out instead of
preparing activating scenes ahead of time. The advantage is
you are guaranteed 2 scene that means something to the
people in the room. They created it. The disadvantage is that
it's hard to work in this manner a: first. It 1zkes practice on the
part of the facilitator and on the pant of the players who will
jump in and improvise the scene immediately, ideally making
it activating the first time through. Its a great way to discover
what activation. really takes, and its 2 wonderful way 0
connect image work directiy to the issues.

Machine :
Machine is first described in Bridge Activities on page 66 if you'd
like to go back and read it through agzin. )

Phase 2 of the Machine description is 2 human theme machine. The
example given there was “alcohol.” Lets stick with that. You pick
some of the voices the group is drawn te and you can either develop
an activating scene all together from one voice or one characier, or
you can split inte small groups and have each group develop an
activating scene from different voices. lf 2 voice said “Thats enougn,
OK?” and the person’s movement is meving forward, almost reach-
ing out for someone, pernaps the group decides its a scene about
two friends. One is trying to get the other to deal with a drinking
problem and the other not only denies the issue compleely, but
mazkes the friend feel lousy for even broaching the subject. The
protagonist becomes the friend trying to offer support and being
rejected. The question is “How do you try to help a friend you think
has a substance problem?” Your group then replaces the protagonist
and explores options. Like Sculpting, Machine is 2 great way into
the issues through imagination and physicality: Theatre 2alOWs entry
in ways that straight discussion may not.

Small Groups
Finally, you can simply siatt with a topic or question and have small
groups work on developing acuvaling scenes.

There zr2 a couple of good things that usually happen. Iis fas-
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you get a sense of how clearly the participants have grasped the
concept of activation. If all the groups come back with unclear
tepic scenes, you'll know you have more clarifying work to do no£
to mention going back 0 improv work and looking at specifics
again.

If the topic is, for example, “disclosure,” you can walk around
gnd encourage groups to deal with different facets of that topic. For
instance:

= Someone disclosing that they're gay 10 a person they care
about and getting 2 negative response. Perhaps they become
the protagonist as the group looks for ways they can deal with
that response and demand respect,
Someone disclosing to a lover that they've tested positive for
HIV and then being abandoned. Perhaps they become the
protagonist as the group looks for ways they can get support,
not to mention deal with the implications of the parmer
needing to get tested. :
+ Someone disclosing to a parent that they're pregnant and
getting tossed out of the house. Perhaps they become the

protagonist and the group looks for ways they can ask for help
and understanding from the parent.

Don’t Settle for Role Plays

Qut of these different methods for generating activating scenes you
will arrive at pieces that sometimes are ready to facilitate and
_sometims need more work before they can become activating. It
is worth it to put the work and time in to develop these scenes.
Although you could facilitate based on the intellectual awareness of
what should happen in the scene, if it doesn actually activate your.
group, then its only an exercise in thinking. Its not theatre and it
doesn't engage the whole person. The dialogue can go no deeper
than a quier “What if?” or a phony shrillness. Don't settle for role
plays. This process has brought you to 2 place where you can work
with your group to find truth and emotion in the situations you
have agreed to explore. Therein lies the opportunity to preblem
solve and have an honest and soulful dialogue.
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Troubleshooting to Make Scenes More Activating ’

Here are some reasons that scenes may not be activating and
thoughts and questiors 1o ask yoursell on how to work toward that
goal after the initial setup.

» Use the checklist shown earlier around the sexual harassment
scene and determine if all the necessary pieces are known and
in place. This can be very helpful.

« Remember the feedback questions from the improv work.
These scenes are improv, so those questions can help you zero
in on skills or problems that might be holding you back in
regard to a specific scene.

« Is the situation one where the stakes
are high for both characters,
particularly the protagonist? 1f not,
what can you acd or change in the
history of the characters, their
relationship, or the current
circumstance to raise the siakes (for
example, a couple that’s been
together a2 month versus a couple
thats been together six months)? If
the stakes are not high, we wont be
puiled in.

« Is the scene not working because the rest of the group simply
doesn't buy it? Is it unrealistic in some important aspect (for
example, friends blatantly peer pressuring with no clear reason
versus friends peer pressuring subtly because their reputations
are at stake)? Always ask if its realistic.

« Is the protagonist unwilling to give in, or do they keep
forgetting 1o give in? This is important and common when you
first start working. The actor will not want to appear wezk;
caught in the emotion of the moment, they will fight back
with all their strength. If they say everything there is to say,
there will be no need for audience members to come up.
Remind them they are sacrificing their strength in the scene for
the sake of the dialogue with the audience. They must give in.

« Is the antagonist afraid to pressure too hard or be 100 mean?
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Keeping Your Group Work Safe and Productive i

As you work on making scenes more activating with your group,
here are two things that will help your working environment fael
safe and productive.

1. Do this work all together. Work on the scenes by asking
questions and reshaping them through the collective
responses filtered through your growing understanding of
what it takes to activate a scene. Don't stand up front, go
down a checklist, and say what you saw wrong. Work the
list together and firmly guide the process. Ask them what
worked and what didn’t.

2, Make it clear that the feedback on scenes, the critique, and
the new directions for performers are not judgment on
acting capabilities or on “wrong” ideas. They are to improve
character choices and strengthen group work, The whole
process is to move the group forward so everyone
contributes, gives sometimes, and leads others. Creators
don’t compete, they collaborate. The collaboration is
absolutely part of the dialogue the whole process
encompasses.

IMPIoy exercise, it starts with the relationship becoming clear
and the details of the Story coming out, and then the conflict
and the momeny of decision begin to appear and build. If the
- SCene is 10o quick, its a role play
around a topic. If it creates believable
characters, relationships, and situations
we will care and ger involved, Work to
allow the scenes 1o build over some time,
* Shouting and Crying are not the same
as high stakes and building conflict.,
Many of the scenes get loud and
emotional, but that isn't the goal,
The goal x; Playing the pretend
‘ moments honestly: You'
;lts beuixg dor;; to pump up energy and W}})‘xeim:hli Isileont th
onestly at that pitch. Whisperi i i
< acivmng. p hispering and soft Intensity can be
* One of the biggest challenges comes when ;
firamatic scene that deals with 4 topic that ?S%r;;pegm:la
mv-olw.:s everyone, and there is applause—but itk not ,
acuvating, It would be great in a play but serves no purpose in

One last thought before moving on to facilitation: 1f you are work-
ing with a peer education group that will be conducting perform-
ance workshops, your practice time is partly about crystallizing
these scenes so they're activating and ready. If you are a classroom
teacher or working in an ongoing group setting, you may feel that
facilitation is the part you truly want to get to. Take some time with
setting up the activating scenes so they're strong. As 1 said above,
that time is also a valuable part of the process. Its not wasted. You'll

to explore options.” Its important that you point out the fec the: peyolt

difference. Tust because it made half the room cry and
il!ustrated the issue, it didn necessarily‘open it up for
dialogue. This will cause some confusion, even consternation
at ﬁmz. You can help by going over what an activating scene is
again and possibly taking one of the characters from the scene
Jjust done and trying to create an activating scene.




