12 THEATRE GAMES ™

for Building Bridges and
Finding Common Ground

RaceBridges For Schools presents this Resource to aid
teachers and leaders in building community in classrooms and schools.

These warm-up games are used in the theatre arts world. They can

be easily adapted to the classroom and student organizations. They are tools.
You are encouraged to adapt them to your needs. And make sure there is room
for fun, which encourages discovery .

INTRODUCTION

Many high schools have a Drama Club. Some schools offer classes in acting or stagecraft and
produce several plays or musicals within a year. From the outside you might guess that the
main reward comes when the performance gets an audience. However, anyone who has ever
performed in a show or worked backstage during a production can tell you that the process of
preparation and training for that audience is full of community building activities with a diverse
group of people united with shared purpose.

This resource seeks to go beyond the realm of the Drama Club or school production to
suggest |12 Theatre Games that integrate some behind-the-scenes exercises to encourage
personal development, strengthen relationships among diverse students, and transform your
classroom. The games included here can be used to build relationships between students of
different races and cultural backgrounds as well as help you create opportunities to discuss
hard issues.

The games are broken down into the following skill —building areas:

GET ENERGIZED: 2 Games to increase students’ focus and awareness of others
BUILD ENSEMBLE: 2 Games to connect students as a team

COLLABORATE: 2 Games that promote working together on a shared goal
FIND YOUR OWN VOICE: 2 Games for speaking honestly about life experiences
LISTEN ACTIVELY: 2 Games that build empathy for the experiences of others

e [IMPROVISE: 2 Games for creating out of what is conveniently at hand
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12 Theatre Games for Building Bridges and Finding Common Ground

The games in this resource can be used in a variety of curriculum areas and are suitable for
beginners. For example, the movement games can help a math class explore spatial
relationships and percentages. The storytelling games can lead a science class to investigate
how a local issue is impacting neighborhood residents. You could link “Tour of a Place” to
writing and speech activities in an English class. Overall, this resource is intended to enhance
the work you are already doing.

Some of the games can be used to focus your students for an important lesson or event.
Other games might become part of your daily or weekly routine. The games can be played
from start to finish and result in a new play based on true stories and improvisation. However
you decide to integrate these tools, trust that you and your students will get more comfortable
with practice and that along the way, you’ll be creating valuable opportunities for your students
to examine questions of difference, celebrate their classroom community and work together
more effectively.

GET ENERGIZED

2 Games to increase students’ focus and awareness of others

Warm up exercises are used to begin theatrical work. These exercises wake up the body and
engage the mind. They increase energy, concentration, and stimulate creative thought. They
can help you increase focus in the room for an important day or they can be integrated as a
daily or weekly method for checking in.

TAKE THE PULSE is a community building ritual that helps students become
more present to their day and their peers while helping teachers assess the
well being of individuals and the class.

Form a circle large enough that everyone can see each other. You may want to
introduce an object to pass around the circle to help students focus their attention on
the speaker. This object could be a small stuffed animal, a pencil, or something special to
your class. Ask everyone to “throw something in” that they want to be rid of for the
day and go around the circle, one at a time, voicing these distractions. Students may
mention a fight they had with mom, nerves over a big text, or any number of frustrations
and distractions. There is no wrong answer. Students should keep it moving with one
sentence maximum. After you’ve gone around the circle, ask everyone on the count of
three to take a deep breath and on the exhale shoot their energy into the center of the
circle. This will be a moment of sound and movement releasing frustration and
distraction. Remind students that now they’ve let that distraction go and it’s time to
focus on the day and begin.
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12 Theatre Games for Building Bridges and Finding Common Ground

At the end of the class, circle up in the same way, pass the same object and ask students
to “take out” something they will carry with them. This can be a comment or a learning
moment that had value for them. Verbalizing one specific thing and sharing it with the
group can instill additional meaning in the accomplishments of the day and begin a
process of sharing personal perspectives with each other.

BUZZ inspires alertness and gets the entire group fully participating — while
using math skills! You play this game by replacing the number seven and all
multiples of seven with the word “BUZZ”.

Form a circle large enough that everyone can see each other. The game starts by
counting, one at a time, around the circle. The first person says, “one”, the next person
says, “two” and so on as the counting moves around the circle, "three", "four", "five",
six", until the number “seven” is reached. Instead of saying, "seven", the person in that
spot says, "BUZZ". The players continue counting around the circle, “eight”, “nine”, and
so on, always substituting the word “BUZZ” for any number in which the digit seven

occurs, such as seventeen, or twenty-seven.

Here's where it gets tricky, “BUZZ” is also substituted for any number which is a multiple
of seven, such as fourteen or twenty-one. Keep going around the circle, counting as high
as you can. If your group manages to get to seventy, the counting proceeds as “BUZZ-
ONFE”, “BUZZ-TWO?”, etc. Seventy-seven is “BUZZ-BUZZ”.

Once the group gets familiar with this game, you could play elimination rounds in which

the player who says, "BUZZ" in the wrong place or says a number when she should have
said, “BUZZ”, drops out of the circle. In this fashion, counting can continue from where
the mistake was made and the game keeps going until everyone is eliminated or you run
out of time.

BUILD ENSEMBLE

2 Games to connect students as a team

Team building is essential to the collaborative work of the theatre. The following games
require students to pay attention to their peers while working together through eye contact,
movement, and personal story. Ensemble building includes sharing space, sharing leadership,
and getting to know each other better.

CIRCLE DASH is a great way to build a sense of team. By standing together
in the circle, everyone is already contributing to the success of this game.
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12 Theatre Games for Building Bridges and Finding Common Ground

Everyone stands in a circle around one person who is standing in the middle. The
facilitator can stand in the middle first to demonstrate. The object of this game is for any
two people in the circle to silently signal each other with eye contact or subtle gestures
and then switch places without letting the person in the middle take one of their spots
in the circle. The person in the middle tries to get to an open spot before the switchers
have been able to cross and re-enter the circle. The person who doesn’t get to an open
spot in the circle takes the place in the middle and the game continues.

*This is a silent game. Laughter is good and will happen, but no talking. This is way to
practice communication through eye contact, gesture and listening.

Once your group gets familiar with the game, you can have more than two switchers go
at the same time. The bigger the group, the more fun it is with more people switching
at once.

CULTURAL MAPPING is a set of exercises offering an active way to find out
who’s in the room while allowing students to identify with each other
according to various categories. Ultimately this exercise demonstrates how
limited identity categories can be.

Designate four areas in the room as NORTH / SOUTH / EAST / WEST. You can tape
pieces of paper to the wall or tag furniture, but set clear landmarks. As you offer up
identity categories, ask students to move across the room to the landmark that
represents their answer. Here are some examples to get you started. Create new
categories that draw out the diversity of your group and encourage dialogue among
students.

Think about the friendships in your life.

If you think you have lots of friends, head NORTH,;

If you think you have a few really close friends, head SOUTH,;
If you have one best friend, head WEST;

If you are closest to your family, then head EAST.

Once students have chosen a landmark, ask them to notice who is with them and how
the room is divided. You could look at percentages of this breakdown. You could ask
for short stories or reflections on how they feel standing where they are or why they
chose that answer today.

How many languages do you speak?
If you speak one language, head NORTH,;
If you speak two languages, head SOUTH;
If you speak three languages, head EAST;
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12 Theatre Games for Building Bridges and Finding Common Ground

And if you speak more than three languages, head WEST.

Once students have placed themselves, ask, what are the names of the languages you
speak? How did you learn your second language?

Other initial category questions could include “what kind of pets do you have?” (dogs,
cats, fish, don’t believe in pets), “what sort of reading do you like to do?” (books,
magazine, text messages, or none at all), “what do you do in your free time?” (anything
with friends, quiet time alone, cultural events, sports).

The category questions should grow more personal or investigative depending on how
much trust exists in the room and your goals. The exercise works best when the
questions grow in complexity and eventually, students begin abandoning the four
corners and begin to create new areas in between the landmarks. In this way, the
exercise can begin to prompt stories.

How many places have you lived so far?

If you’ve lived in the same place all your life, head EAST;
If you’ve moved once, head WEST;

If you’ve moved three times, head NORTH,;

If you’ve moved more then three times, head SOUTH.

If you want this exercise to spark more discussion, drop two of your landmarks and
work on a binary spectrum. Ask students to arrange themselves along a spectrum
according to how they feel about these statements:

People see me for who | am. / Nobody really sees me.

If you agree with the statement, “People see me for who | am”, head NORTH. If you
agree with, “Nobody really sees me”, head SOUTH.

Arrange yourselves along the spectrum.

Once everyone has made a choice, ask people to speak about why they put themselves
where they did. As they speak, others may rearrange themselves as spoken opinions

influence them.

Other good binary statements to try:
You are where you come from. / You are what you make of yourself.

People can change throughout their life. / People stay the same.
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12 Theatre Games for Building Bridges and Finding Common Ground

COLLABORATE

2 Games that promote working together on a shared goal

Theatre is made possible with collaboration. Theatre is a team sport. Collaboration in the
classroom can lead to shared leadership on group projects, creative problem solving and more
respectful behavior in the hallways. The following exercises rely on non-verbal communication
and full participation of the group.

GIVE AND TAKE is a game suited for beginners, but it never gets old.
Challenge students to pay close attention to each other and share focus as
they practice listening closely to the group.

Players stand in a circle. This is a silent game. In this game, TAKE means to move and
pull the focus of the circle, GIVE means to hold and allow others to move. One (any)
player TAKES the focus of the circle by moving. Even the smallest movement or sound
is a TAKE. You can demonstrate this as you explain the game. When any player TAKES,
all the other players must GIVE by holding their own movement and waiting to move.
Any player can TAKE (move) at any time, in the space of the circle, but must GIVE if
another player starts a motion. Remember, even the slightest movement or sound
counts as a TAKE! When participants are GIVING (not moving) they are still active, in a
holding position, waiting for their turn.

This is a good game for practicing sharing focus and attention. Encourage your players
to GIVE if they’re TAKING a lot, and to TAKE if they’re holding back.

MACHINE is a fun and abstract game about building and sustaining
something together. Everyone’s contribution is important.

Players stand in a circle. One person volunteers to start the machine in the middle of
the circle. They begin a clear motion that they can repeat for some time. Their motion
and rhythm should stay the same. Once they establish the rhythm, one by one the
others in the circle add to the machine by adding new movement that connects to the
existing movements. They should connect with the rhythm without making physical
contact with each other.

It may help to start out with silence and focus on the idea of getting everyone working
together. Once everyone is in the machine and everyone’s moving together, ask the
leader of the machine to change the rhythm (faster or slower). Everyone else in the
machine should adapt to the new rhythm.
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12 Theatre Games for Building Bridges and Finding Common Ground

This game can make people feel self-conscious at first. It might help if you start the first
machine to demonstrate. Make sure everyone gets in. Encourage people to use their
whole bodies. Once your group has the basic idea, you can experiment with the
exercise by adding sound, choosing a function for the machine (a laundry machine, a pet
walking machine), or create a machine based on an emotion (fear, joy) or around a topic
you’re discussing in class (a civil rights machine).

FIND YOUR OWN VOICE

2 Games for speaking honestly about life experiences

In the theatre we use our bodies, our voices and our minds to create images and stories.
Through our work, we pose questions and make meaning of our lives. When we share stories
with each other we enter into a process that can allow us to see the world in new ways,
unpack fears and misunderstandings and build community.

As you move into storytelling, keep in mind that some students will be more comfortable
talking about their lives than others. It may help if you begin with a story from your own life
that models a tone and suggested length for the students. It also helps to say outright that
these games are not intended for processing very deep and hurtful experiences. Students must
responsibly share what feels safe and appropriate in the context of the classroom. That said,
the act of storytelling might unearth some hard stuff with your students. Be prepared to set
aside time later to discuss it or encourage them to seek someone outside of class to talk it
over.

Before you begin, talk to your students about stories. You can talk about what makes a story,
how stories have action and involve characters, conflict and obstacles that must be overcome.
Details are very important.

TOUR OF A PLACE is a game that opens the door to storytelling calling on
imagination, memory, detail, the body, and partner work.

Ask your students to think of a place that is very special to them. You may want to
begin with a free write to jog memories or go right into storytelling with pairs (illustrated
in the next Game). After students conduct their tours, you may want them to craft
monologues or scenes to act out with the group.

Divide the group into pairs. Begin by asking everyone to close their eyes and imagine
their special place. You can suggest specific places such as ‘where you get away from it
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12 Theatre Games for Building Bridges and Finding Common Ground

all’, ‘your favorite place in town’, or ‘a place you wish you could visit again’. Invite your
students to remember as much detail as they can, the colors, the smells, the time of day,
etc. After you've led the group through the visualization, ask them to open their eyes.

Now, each person gets a set amount of time (5-10 minutes) to take their partner on a
tour of that place. The goal here is that they actually walk around the room, or their
section of the room, pointing out aspects of their place and describing it to their partner.
The tour guide should try to recreate the place here and now. The listener should pay
attention to the details.

You can invite partners to ask questions and tell stories during the tour or you may
decide to ask that they hold all stories until the end for integration in a writing or other
speaking exercise.

A STORY CIRCLE is an excellent way for your students to get to know each
other while connecting their lived experiences to larger social issues and
historical events.

You may want to give your students some advance notice that you’re doing a story circle
so that everyone comes in prepared with a story to share. Otherwise, you’ll want to
allow some time for everyone to think of a story at the beginning. There is a list of
possible prompt questions at the end of this resource to get you started.

Before you begin, establish some group agreements to set a respectful tone and share
the leadership of the exercise. Group agreements might include “use I” statements”,

“only one person talking at a time”, “listen respectfully”. Group agreements can be
created together before you begin and posted where everyone can see them.

Gather chairs into a circle. Divide up the time you have into equal parts and establish a
timekeeper. You may want to introduce an object or a talking stick that can be passed
while stories are told. This object will help to establish the ritual of taking turns and
focusing on the speaker. Each person will get the same amount of time to speak without
interruption.

After everyone has spoken, check in to see how people are feeling. What did they learn
from the stories? How did it feel to share a story? Thank everyone for sharing with the

group.

Check out the Race Brides for Schools website for STORYTELLING: A TOOLKIT FOR BRIDGING
DIFFERENCES AND CREATING COMMUNITY, a guide for using storytelling in the classroom:
http://lwww.racebridgesforschools.com/storytelling.htm/
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LISTEN ACTIVELY

2 Games that build empathy for the experiences of others.

Often when we watch actors at work, we are impressed when they are ‘believable’ in the role.
Much of the work that actors do is actually listening to the others in the scene and tuning in to
everything around them. Listening actively is a valuable skill that can help us build empathy and
respect for those around us, regardless of our differences.

The following games offer opportunity to practice through storytelling with partners. This is

different than a Story Circle because partners forge bonds of trust that they might not with a
larger group. As the facilitator, you will not hear everything that gets shared, but that is also
the special nature of the game.

STORYTELLING IN PAIRS is a simple game that yields big results by
forging bonds of trust and compassion for differences.

Everyone gets a partner. It is best when people pair up with others they don’t know so
well.  You can introduce this game by talking about the power of stories and what it
means to share stories. Ask your students if anyone has a storyteller in their family and
lead a discussion about what makes that storyteller special.

Each person will get 2-4 minutes (you decide based on how much time you have) to tell
a true story based on a theme or question. There is a list of possible prompt questions
at the end of this resource to get you started. You may also want to brainstorm good
themes and questions with your students. When time is up, get everyone’s attention
and call out for them to switch. If the storyteller finishes before time is up, they should
go back to the beginning and fill in details. There is no wrong story to tell for this
exercise. Whatever memory comes up will work. You can decide if the stories will
remain private between the partners or will be shared back with the larger group, but
let students know in advance as it may impact what they choose to share.

STORYTELLING WITH YOUR FAMILY OR COMMUNITY introduces story
collecting outside of the classroom to expand this simple theatrical game
into a broader oral history project.

After you’ve practiced listening to stories in the classroom, consider sending students
out to interview family members or neighbors.

They could take notes as they listen and report back. They could use audio recorders
and do transcriptions. Students could adapt the stories they hear into monologues and
learn to empathize with another person’s point of view.
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You can match up stories with an exhibit of photos or original written work. The
collected stories could be combined into a performance for an invited audience. (More
tips on creating the performance in the next 2 games.)

As you consider themes and questions for this game, think about collecting stories that
honor local history, celebrate the heritage of families, commemorate an anniversary, or
remember the journey of immigrants.

Check out the Race Brides for Schools website for STORYTELLING: A TOOLKIT FOR BRIDGING
DIFFERENCES AND CREATING COMMUNITY, a guide for using storytelling in the classroom:
http://lwww.racebridgesforschools.com/storytelling.htm/

IMPROVISE

2 Games for creating out of what is conveniently at hand

We are constantly asked to improvise in our lives. Improvisation can be likened to creative
problem solving or experimentation with new ideas. It is useful across disciplines and lots of
fun. The following games open up new aspects of storytelling by integrating the imagination and
the whole body. These games can introduce students to skills they didn’t even know they had.

The following games can build directly off of your experience with the storytelling games in this
resource or from a text you are reading for class.

STEPPING INTO SOMEONE ELSE’S SHOES is an improvised performance
game that explores the emotional qualities and actions inside spoken or
written stories. This game can lead to discussions about life choices as well as
story structure.

First, identify the story or stories that you’ll be working on. You can divide the class into
smaller groups. (Groups of 4-5 are best so that everyone stays actively involved.) Allow
each group time to discuss the story and agree on characters and action. Without too
much planning, students should begin to make choices about how to embody or act out
the story. Anything is possible. Each person may take on a character. Some may
perform as inanimate objects or abstract ideas. There are no wrong choices so long as
everyone commits to telling the story. Keep it simple. There’s no need to purchase
props, just work with what you have at hand.

Give each group 10 minutes to rehearse their idea. Remind them to share leadership
and involve everyone in the group. After the rehearsal period, designate a part of the
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12 Theatre Games for Building Bridges and Finding Common Ground

room as the stage and have everyone sit as their audience. Ask the performance groups
to say “Scene” at the beginning and end of their performance. Remind students to focus
on telling the story and doing their actions.

Feedback is important. Because the groups had such a little amount of time, it is most
useful to share with them statements of meaning. That is, ask audience members to talk
about what they liked, what surprised them in a good way and any detailed choices that
they noticed. Negative feedback will defeat the purpose of improvisation at this stage.

This is a game that you can build on by improvising without sound, by creating scenes
with objects and propos, and ultimately by creating multiple scenes and stringing them
together to share with an invited audience.

Check out the Race Brides for Schools website for STORYTELLING: A TOOLKIT FOR BRIDGING
DIFFERENCES AND CREATING COMMUNITY, with tips on performing stories:
http://lwww.racebridgesforschools.com/storytelling.htm/

SCRIPTWRITING is an opportunity for listening well in small groups and
practicing the process of revision.

Immediately after an improvisation, have students return to their groups and write out
the script for what happened. You can share with them some pages from a published
play to demonstrate script formatting. They should designate characters and actions and
incorporate stage directions and spoken lines as much as they can remember. If you've
got the time, you can go back and have students re-perform the scene with additional
material.

CONCLUSION

Theatre is a powerful way to bring people together. Even when we feel different from each
other, or fear we have nothing to say, these games can break down barriers and build
community.

Think of these games as opportunities to practice and improve skills in a variety of areas. Like

any game, you and your students will figure them out by simply playing. These games work best

when you play them more than once. If you can, return to them and get better and build in
new challenges. Carve out the time to talk together about what you are discovering. The
sense of achievement and growth for individual students and the class as a whole will be worth
the time.
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Suggested prompt questions for storytelling and scriptwriting:

When working with true stories you will want to keep your questions broad and open. You
could brainstorm themes with your class and then compose questions together to increase
students’ investment.

Tell a story about a time when you stood up for something you believed in.
Tell a story about ‘where you come from’ without naming a place.

Tell a story of a special time with your family.

Tell a story about a time when people didn’t see you for who you really are.
Tell us a story about a time when you got a big life lesson.

Tell a story about a time when you felt proud of your family.

Tell me about a time when you were surprised.

You'll find more gsames like these in these terrific books:

Johnstone, Keith. IMPRO: Improvisation and the Theatre. New York: Rutledge, 1981.

Lewis, Robert. Advice to the Players. New York, Theatre Communications Group, 1980.

Rohd, Michael. Theatre for Community, Conflict & Dialogue. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann,
1998.

Spolin, Viola. Improvisation for the Theater, 3" Edition. Evanston, lllinois: Northwestern
University Press, 1999.
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