
 

KS3 Drama Basics 
“The theatre is so endlessly fascinating because it’s so accidental. It’s so much like life.” – Arthur Miller

KS3 Drama 
Key Terminology

Pace
Pitch is how high or low the voice sounds, and is often determined by physiological factors such 
as height, weight and age. When people experience intense emotions, their pitch can 
significantly change.

Pause

A pause (or beat) is a short break in speech for dramatic effect. Sometimes pauses are written 
into a script where the playwright requires the performer to take a rest, and they might even be 
expressed by an ellipsis in the text. At other times, the performer may choose to pause to show 
hesitation, that they are overwhelmed with emotion, or that they are thinking.

Pitch

Pitch is how high or low the voice sounds, and is often determined by physiological factors such 
as height, weight and age. When people experience intense emotions, their pitch can 
significantly change. For example, if someone is excited, their pitch may become quite high. 
When someone barely changes their pitch, their voice is described as monotone.

Tone

Tone is the emotional sound of the voice, eg frightened, angry or joyful, and is very important in 
revealing the subtext of a line. For example, the line ‘I’m fine’ can be said with a cheerful or an 
anxious tone of voice, changing the subtext of the line and conveying to the audience a 
completely different meaning.

Volume

Volume refers to how loud or quiet the voice is. While performers will need to be loud enough to 
be heard by everyone in the audience, they can change their volume to express a character’s 
emotions. While it might be obvious to shout to show anger, exploring a different choice, eg 
reduced volume to show anger, could have an equally powerful effect on stage.

Accent

Accent refers to a particular way of talking and pronouncing words, and is associated with a 
geographical area or social class. It can be easy to tell where a person is from if they have a 
strong and recognisable regional accent. Upper-class characters often talk in received 
pronunciation (RP).

Emphasis

Emphasis is where a performer will stress a particular word or phrase within a sentence to 
indicate importance. To stress a word, they may increase their volume or use intonation to draw 
attention to it. Emphasis can be placed on any word within a line, and can completely change the 
meaning of what is being said.

Vocal Skills

Facial 
Expression

Conveys an emotion that tells us about the character and the way they react to the situation.  A 
facial expression can convey the character’s true feelings and may reveal something that 
contradicts what they say or do in the scene.

Gesture
A gesture is something that you say or do in order to express your attitude or intentions, often 
something that you know will not have much effect.

Gait
The way a performer walks on stage will form part of their characterisation and can also help to 
convey a character’s physical attributes. The way a performer moves can show their feelings 
towards other characters.

Posture
A confident character may stand straight with their head up, using open body language - hands 
on the hip and a wide stance. A nervous character might have closed body language, with arms 
crossed and head down.

Levels
Levels refer to the use of different heights, eg through standing or sitting, to convey meaning on 
stage. They can be used to create visual interest but they can also signal status and character 
relationships.

Proxemics
Proxemics is the usage of space on a stage, or how the actors/characters are placed on a stage. 
The distance or level between character/actors shows their relationships and feelings, and give 
clues of the situation or the people within the situation at that moment.

Physical Skills

Explorative Strategies

Characterisation
Every person is a unique individual. Your role may have similarities to you but may also be 
vastly different. The way a person feels, thinks and the experiences they have had affect the 
way they move and speak.

Cross Cutting
A technique where the stage is split to show two or more locations and the action swaps 
between them. When one area is active, the other is frozen in still image.

Hotseating
Questioning a character to discover more information about their past experiences and 
feelings. 

Marking the 
Moment

Making a key moment in a performance stand out to the audience by obviously changing 
dramatic choices like the volume of the speech or the speed of the action.

Narration
The process of telling a story. External narration is delivered by someone looking in on the 
action. Internal narration is delivered by a character in the story.

Role Play

This is the act of pretending to be somebody else, of taking on a role. The role may be from a 
script or a character you have created. Thinking, acting and even feeling differently to your 
ordinary self can help you empathise with that person and better understand an issue or 
theme.

Still Image
Performers use their bodies to create a frozen picture (like a photo) which shows emotions, 
relationships and narrative. 

Thought-
Tracking

Speaking the inner thoughts of your character aloud to understand their feelings. 

Voices in the 
Head

A technique to show a character struggling with their inner thoughts or memories. One 
performer is the protagonist and the others play their thoughts. The technique builds to a 
dramatic climax. 



 

Teechers by John Godber 
“Acting is behaving truthfully under imaginary circumstances.” – Sanford Meisner

Teechers is a play within a play. Three year 11 students put on a performance for their 
teachers. 

School leavers, Salty, Hobby and Gail Saunders perform an account of their time in High 
School (given the name ‘Whitewall’ for their performance). 

They were particularly inspired by their time with Mr. Jeff Nixon, the new drama teacher who 
ignited their passion for the stage with his idealism and belief that all children should be 
treated equally. 

At the end of the play ‘Mr Nixon’ leaves Whitewall High School to teach at St George’s, 
another school with a much better reputation. 

Plot

KS3 Drama 
Play Texts

Gail Loud mouthed, bossy and full of enthusiasm 

Hobby Always caught eating and missing PE

Salty A school-leaver, bright and fresh-faced, rather dirty in appearance 

Mr Nixon The drama teacher, socialist and idealistic fancies Jackie Prime 

Mrs Parry The Headteacher loves all students and is wanting the best from them.

Ms Maureen Whitman A fussy teacher, desperate to leave.

Bobby ‘Oggy’ Moxon The school bully in a modern age.

Pete Saxon A large, frightening youth with tattoos, appears foolish.

Mr Basford The Deputy Head

Miss Jackie Prime PE Teacher

Characters

Actors play multiple roles  

Direct address to the audience  

Social commentary veiled in humour  

Quick paced scenes  

Episodic structure  

Frequent changes of direction  

Use of different styles of text  

Colloquial language  

Exaggerated

Style of Acting

Written in 1980’s and it retains political and social relevance. Mainly concerning 
educational issues liked to the Thatcher years of power.  

Education changed control for LEAs to government and Whitehall – hence the name of 
the school as Whitewall; thus, a pun on the changes within education.  

National Curriculum was introduced in 1988 Education Reform Act.  

League tables introduced  

Many teachers opposed the changes, and campaigned against the low pay, working  
conditions, and lack of morale within the industry. Over the past few years there have 
also been a significant number of changes to the education system resulting in similar 
problems.  

In Teechers Mr Nixon argues with Mr Basford (The Deputy Head) about the fairness of 
private education. Mr Nixon believes that all children should have access to the best 
possible education, and that this should not be reserved for those who can afford it.  

John Godber has written this play to question the morality of any child not being given 
a good education and fairness to equality within the class system. 

Social, Cultural & Historical Context



 

 

 

Commedia Dell’Arte, Melodrama & Pantomime 
“Everyone remembers the bad guy long after they have seen the movie.” – Steven Berkoff

Characterisation
Facial Expressions, Posture, Body language, 
Gestures, and Stance.

Mannerisms An action specific to character.

Melodramatic Exaggerated movements and voice.

Vocal Skills Articulation, volume, tone, pitch 

Melodrama

KS3 Drama 
Stock Characters

Characterisation
Facial Expressions, Posture, Body language, 
Gestures, and Stance.

Audience Participation Speaking to the audience, call and response. 

Slapstick Over exaggerated silly humour. 

Vocal Skills Articulation, volume, tone, pitch 

Pantomime

Characterisation
Facial Expressions, Posture, Body language, 
Gestures, and Stance. 

Ensemble Working as a group.

Improvisation Acting on the spot without preparation. 

Movement Travelling across the space.

Commedia Dell’Arte

Harlequin
Servant to the masters, cheeky, a nuisance, is the 
anti-hero of Commedia.

Columbine
Intelligent and affectionate, she is the maid of the 
house and is often a love interest for Harlequin.

Punchinella
Pot-bellied and hunchbacked, this servant loves 
to cause trouble for servants and masters alike.

Pantalone
The richest and stingiest old man. Usually the 
main master. Greedy,, covetous & power-hungry.

The Doctor
An old man who is well past his prime, still works 
as a doctor but is useless and makes mistakes.

The Captain
Egotistical and bragging, the reality of this 
character is that he is an inept coward.

The Lovers
The romantic leads - usually the children of the 
masters; are helped/hindered by the servants.

Stock Characters Stock Characters Stock Characters

Hero
The hero is moral, manly, brave, courageous and 
handsome. He believes in true justice.

Villain
He is evil, powerful, dishonest, vengeful, corrupt 
and rich. He hates the hero. He often pursues the 
damsel but will turn on her if she loves the hero.

Damsel in Distress
The heroine is beautiful, kind, gentle and 
innocent. She is in love with the hero.

Hero’s Sidekick
Accomplice of the hero, often clumsy and idiotic. 
Not as brave or courageous as the hero.

Villain’s Henchman
Helps the villain, but he often gets in the way of 
the villain. He or she is rather idiotic and stupid 
and provides comic relief.

Authority Figure
Often the boss of the hero, father of the damsel in 
distress, policeman or elder.

Servant
A downtrodden character that speaks directly to 
the audience and guides them through the plot. 
They are the hero of the show.

Dame
Usually played by a man, the dame is the female 
protagonist, often the mother of the servant.

Villain
A wicked, malevolent character who whose goal 
is usually to see the downfall of the other 
characters - particularly the servant.

Royal Figure
Mainly used as an authority figure that is aspired 
to or that has fallen on hard times.

Love Interest
Usually the object of the servant’s affections and 
often the bait/prisoner of the Villain.

Animal
This famous tradition is merely comic relief and 
helps the hero - often a pantomime horse.

• Italian Comedy 16th to 18th Century – strong sense of ensemble.  
• Commedia Dell’Arte means ‘comedy of artists’.  
• Use of masks means emotion needs to be shown through body 

language.  
• Minimal set.  
• Props used – food, furniture, weapons etc.  
• Leaps, tumbles, slapstick used.  
• Characters are either Masters, Servants or Lover

• Genre that emerged in France during the revolution period.  
• Melodrama means ‘music drama’. Music is used to heighten 

audience emotions. Popular in the 19th Century. 
• Comic relief is used to juxtapose the more serious tones 
• Over-the-top- and melodramatic! Sensationalises events.  
• Dramatic work that exaggerates plot and characters in order to 

appeal to the emotions. Extreme coincidences help to push the 
plot (Deus Ex Machina).

• Pantomime is based on a fairy-tale.  
• Usually performed at Christmas time.  
• Traditionally, some roles are intended to be played cross-gender..  
• Lots of audience participation ‘it’s behind you...oh no it isn’t’! 

Breaking of the 4th Wall to entertain.  
• Heroes enter stage right (heaven), villains enter stage left (hell)  
• Use of slapstick, music and dance – very over the top.  
• Comedy and humour used to engage and entertain the audience.



 

 

 

Missing Dan Nolan by Mark Wheeller 
“The theatre is so endlessly fascinating because it’s so accidental. It’s so much like life.” – Arthur Miller

Mark Wheeller is a playwright and a retired drama teacher. He writes 
plays for his youth theatre and is one of the most performed playwrights 
in Britain. Missing Dan Nolan is a set text for GCSE Drama. 

Missing Dan Nolan is based on the true story of Dan Nolan, a fourteen- 
year-old boy who went fishing in Hamble (between Southampton and 
Portsmouth) on the night of 1st January 2002.

Mark Wheeller and Dan Nolan

KS3 Drama 
Play Texts

Articulation

Articulation is the way of saying things more clearly. Good articulation 
in acting is when you say your words clearly and that they can be 
understood by the audience. Good articulation uses clear precise 
pronunciation not just raising the volume!

Monologue

A monologue is a speech presented by a single character. Mark 
Wheeller states, ‘The monologues need movement (together with use 
of voice) to help tell the story. These speeches must not become stand 
still (or even sit down), point to the audience, lectures. Equally the 
movement must not be such that it distracts from the power of the 
verbatim words which is also a danger. The whole thing is a tightrope 
act and needs thorough exploration and experimentation with various 
ways of presenting it before decisions are made as to how to go 
forward. It is all too easy to accept the first response and say “we’ve 
done it.”’

Inflection Inflection is used by an actor to help express the text to the audience. 
It adds drama and passion, it helps bring the text to life

Dramatic Conventions

Documentary theatre is theatre that uses pre-existing documentary 
material, e.g. newspapers, interviews, journals and correspondences, as 
source material for stories about real events and people, frequently 
without altering the text in performance 

Dan Nolan is also referred to as a verbatim play which means all the 
words in the script are from interviews Mark Wheeller conducted with the 
people involved in the actual event depicted in the play

Documentary Theatre and Verbatim Plays

Vocal Colour

Applying vocal colour is when the actors make the word sound like 
what it describes. The actor needs to feel what they are saying. It is 
tempting to just add power or volume but exploring tone and breath 
will also help you add vocal colour. 
Try saying the words “tiny” or “exhausted” with vocal colour

Emphasis Emphasis is when an actor uses their voice to stress a given word or 
words when speaking to indicate particular importance.

Intonation

Intonation works at word, phrase, and sentence levels to vary 
meaning, intent, and emotion. Intonation is a subtle, but critical. 
Actors make great use of intonation to, among other things, signify 
mood or differentiate questions from statements, but it can also be 
used to change the meaning of the text from the author’s intention. 

A -“Do you take sugar?” 
B- “I don’t, no” 
Intonation can change the “no” to “know” and alter the answer.

Drama Terms
Articulation Inflection

Documentary Theatre Monologue
Emphasis Tone

Improvisation Verbatim Plays
Intonation Vocal Colour

Drama Conventions

Still image –creating a “picture” of a key moment

Thought tracking- a character steps out of the scene 
to explain what they are thinking

Internal Monologue- a person's inner voice



 

 

 

 

Practitioners - Stanislavski, Brecht & Berkoff 
“We must all do theatre, to find out who we are, and to discover who we could become.” – Augusto Boal

Born 10th February 1898

Died 14th August 1956

Place of Birth Ausberg, Germany

Legacy Epic Theatre

Bertolt Brecht

KS3 Drama 
Practitioners

Born 3rd August 1937

Died

Place of Birth London, England

Legacy Total Theatre

Steven Berkoff

Born 17th January 1863

Died 7th August 1939

Place of Birth Moscow, Russia

Legacy The System

Konstantin Stanislavski

Berkoff tells stories in a poetic and heightened way, both 
vocally and physically using minimal set and a non- naturalistic 
style with lighting and music. Characters use a mix of poetic 
language, sometimes Shakespearean, often vulgar and 
muscular, almost physical. His early work is based on classical 
Greek texts and contemporary modern day verse in an 
ensemble environment. He often uses the chorus in a stylised 
sequence of movement, to reflect the mood of the story and 
express what the main characters cannot say. 

Brecht disagreed with the fact that an audience should be 
swept along with the emotion of a production. 
Brecht wanted to make the audience think or learn something 
and to make a change for the better as a result. He decided to 
try to remind the audiences of his productions that they were 
sitting in a theatre just watching a story being told. Brecht 
trained his actors to remember that they were not ‘becoming’ 
the characters but simply presenting the character to the 
audience.

He formed the Moscow Art Theatre and the ‘system’ - an acting 
method, or set of rules and exercises created a foundation for 
actors to work from. 
The purpose of the system was to aid the actor in creating an 
illusion of actuality and convincing the audience that they were 
portraying a real person. 
He taught that an actor must prepare his role in great detail, 
with a large amount of attention to the psychology, the 
motivation and the lifestyle of the character.

Given 
Circumstances

The information about the character that you start off with - what 
they say, what they do, what others say and do to and about 
them.

Emotional 
Memory

When the actor uses a real past experience with a similar 
emotion to that demanded by the role they are playing.

Physical Actions Breaking down an activity to it’s actions and intentions

Subtext
The subtext is the actual meaning and motivation behind the 
lines that are spoken and the actions taken.

If
‘What would I do if I was in this situation?’ Also known as the 
‘magic if’, this technique means that the actor puts themselves 
into the character’s situation.

Objective & 
Super-Objective

An objective is the reason for our actions. What are we trying to 
achieve? The super-objective is an over-reaching objective.

Circles of 
Attention

Three imaginary circles around an actor depending on who they 
are talking to. These circles of attention are achieved through 
focus and concentration.

Tempo and 
Rhythm

Stanislavski linked tempo to the speed of an action or feeling and 
the rhythm to the intensity or depth of the experience.

The System Epic Theatre Total Theatre

Songs
To remind the audience that they are watching a performance and to 
change the tone or atmosphere.

Spass
Fun – making the audience laugh and then making them question why 
they are finding serious things funny.

Design

The audience were reminded they were in a theatre watching a 
performance as the house lights were left on, all of the set was visible 
and the actors did all of the set changes. Costumes were also changed 
on stage and the actors played the instruments used for the songs on 
stage.

Placards
Signs were held up to tell the audience the title of the scene and even 
what was going to happen in them, this was to take away suspense and 
emotion and allow the audience to think about the scene instead.

Direct Address

The actors speak directly to the audience, sometimes in the form of 
questions, this reminds the audience that what they are seeing isn’t 
real and forces them to think about what they are watching. This is 
called ‘breaking the fourth wall’.

Multi role-play

The actors play more than one part in the performance, changing 
characters in front of the audience’s eyes and reminding the audience 
that they are actors and not the characters. This technique also stops 
the audience from becoming too emotionally involved with the 
characters.

Representational
The actors would simply put on one item of clothing, or an accessory 
such as a hat or glasses to represent that they were a particular 
character – they didn’t try to ‘become’ the character.

Chorus A group of performers found in Greek drama who comment together 
on the dramatic action both vocally and physically 

Ensemble A group of actors performing together 

Marche sur 
place 

a stylised way of walking on the spot 

Attitudes a series of movements to help go beyond natural gesture 

Commedia 
Dell’Arte 

masked improvised comedy originally from Italy 

Counter mask playing against the emotion a character mask is showing 

Identification finding a character by physical identification with materials and 
elements 

Neutral state when you are in a state of balance before you become a character 

Action Mime to replay a physical action as close as possible. Also to copy the 
handling of objects 

Pantomime where gesture alone replaces words and associated with white 
pantomime/Pierrot 


