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Introduction: Studying CfE Higher Drama

INTRODUCTION
STUDYING CfE HIGHER DRAMA
Higher Drama is a challenging but rewarding course. It offers the opportunity to develop and deepen
skills in creating, performing and analysing drama. Through both the Drama Skills and Production
Skills units, you will develop a range of skills that will benefit you in the final exam and beyond.
You will gain new skills and abilities through creating and performing drama. You will also develop
knowledge and understanding of cultural and social influences on drama. In addition, you will
analyse the effectiveness of your own creative work, as well as that of your peers and professional
theatre productions.
You will study and analyse a chosen text throughout the course. You will analyse and understand this
text from three different perspectives: as an actor, a director and a designer. It is also a requirement
of the course that you analyse professional theatre productions and you should seek out opportunities
to attend as many, and as wide a range of, theatre productions as you can. You can also watch live
recordings of theatrical productions through Digital Theatre and NT Live. Being exposed to as much
theatre as possible will greatly enhance your performance in all areas of the course.

DRAMA SKILLS
In this unit of the course, you will develop your creative skills to devise and direct an
original theatrical production from a given stimulus or text. You will also perform
in productions devised by your peers and you will be assessed on your acting skills.
Experimentation is encouraged and it is essential that you are able to work as part of a
team while still taking responsibility for your own development.

PRODUCTION SKILLS
In the Production Skills unit, you will develop your abilities in at least two of the three
areas of acting, directing and design. You will look at how the production team work
together to create a performance, and you will gain a deep understanding of the different
roles, developing your talents in at least two of these areas. You will work as part of
a team, but also have individual responsibility for the direction and/or acting and/or
designing of an extract from a text.

EVALUATION
Within both of the course components, you will undertake an evaluation of your own and
your peers’ performance. Through this evaluation, you will develop analysis skills and
reflect on your performance in order to improve in the future. You will also reflect on the
work of others and analyse how they could improve their performance.

PERFORMANCE ANALYSIS
Throughout the course you will undertake in-depth analysis of professional theatre
productions. You will look at the different aspects of the performance and how they
communicate with the audience.

COURSE ASSESSMENT: PERFORMANCE
As part of the final assessment of the course, you will undertake a practical exam, either
as an actor, director or designer. The practical exam is worth 50 marks, with an additional
Preparation for Performance (PfP) which is worth 10 marks. The requirements of the
practical exam differ depending on which role you decide to undertake.
As an actor, you will perform two characters. Each performance is a maximum of ten
minutes in length. You will be assessed on your ability to utilise voice and movement
skills, demonstrate characterisation and on the overall impact on the audience.
As a director, you will prepare to direct a substantial section from your chosen text, for
example an act. On the day of the exam, the visiting assessor (VA) will ask you to prepare
a rehearsal for a short extract of around two pages from your chosen section. You will
then lead a rehearsal for the extract and answer any questions from the VA. You will be
assessed on your interaction with your actors, your interpretation and your performance
concepts. The rehearsal will last around 30 minutes.
As a designer, you will design a set for your chosen text. You will also choose one
additional production role from lighting, sound, costume, props, make-up and hair. You will
present your designs to the VA on the assessment day, in addition to demonstrating how
your design will be used in performance. The presentation will last around 20 minutes.

Preparation for Performance

DON’T FORGET
Design includes set,
costume, props, lighting,
sound, make-up and hair.

This section of the practical exam is worth 10 marks. It is not a folio; it is a summation of
how you have interpreted and developed your chosen role. It should include details of:

•
•
•

how you researched your text(s) and role
your interpretation of the chosen role
how you developed the role for performance.

The VA will mark this before your performance/presentation.

COURSE ASSESSMENT: THE WRITTEN PAPER
The written exam is split into two sections. In Section One you will write an essay from
the perspective of an actor, or a director, or a designer. This essay will allow you to
analyse your chosen text and explain how your production will communicate your
understanding of the text. In Section Two you will analyse a contemporary theatre
performance. To form this in-depth analysis, you will focus on TWO key production
areas from a choice of four and discuss how these areas contribute to the impact on
the audience.

TEXTUAL ANALYSIS
Throughout the course, you will study a chosen text. You will explore its context, themes
and issues and undertake research into the play. This will help you to develop your
understanding and ability to act in, direct and design the play for a contemporary audience.
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Production Roles: Directing — Pre-rehearsal

PRODUCTION ROLES

DIRECTING — PRE-REHEARSAL
The role of the director is pivotal to the success of any theatrical production. As a director, you will
be responsible for making decisions which affect all of the other roles in the production. The idea
that a director should be all-powerful and should dictate to the actors and crew how to achieve
his or her artistic vision is somewhat outdated. To be a good director, above all else, you must be
a good negotiator and you must be able to compromise your ideals for the good of the production
where necessary. All the production team must have input in terms of their ideas for design and
characterisation, for example. It is up to a good director to recognise their team’s strengths, and to
harness and channel them into the production.

THE DIRECTOR’S RESPONSIBILITIES
As a director, you will have responsibility for initiating, developing and coordinating all
areas of the production. You will plan a schedule and engage with your designer
in the pre-production stage. You will cast your actors and plan and communicate
your ideas for blocking, characterisation, voice and movement. You must
be able to negotiate and communicate clearly with your team to lead them
‘from page to stage’ – from the original textual extract to the performance.
Following the performance, you will engage in an evaluation of how you
and your team have worked together to realise the production.

with your actors (they will have ideas too), you may wish to alter and adapt as you go.
Throughout your rehearsal period, you may also wish to construct a dramatic commentary
which will allow you to demonstrate your blocking and interpretative notes alongside your
chosen technical effects and justification of your choices. This will be
a clear demonstration of your understanding and interpretation of the
text and a great addition to your folio.

Dramatic commentary
Annotating the text – Through the numbering of particular words
and lines on your script, you can clearly link them to the columns on
the dramatic commentary. This will make it obvious and easy to follow
your instructions.
Moves and interpretative notes – In this column, you should crossreference your explanation with the script (through your numbered
annotations). Here, you should detail the actors’ entrances and exits,
their movements (facial expression, body language, etc.) and their
moves across stage and how they are to carry them out: for example,
Parris x’s (crosses) DSR (Down Stage Right) at a fast pace. In addition to
this, you should detail any voice instruction, proxemics and positioning
plus any other interpretative notes.
Justification – Again, through cross-referencing, you should explain why you have
chosen to direct your actors in a particular way: for example, to show he is angry at
Abigail’s lack of respect.
Effects – In the final column of the commentary, you should explain any lighting (LFX),
sound (SFX) and special effects that are essential to the action.
Example:

PLANNING

Research
Initial research is essential in gaining an understanding of the text you are staging. There
may well be aspects of the play or the actions of its characters that do not make sense to
you on first reading. By researching the play and rereading it from different characters’
perspectives, you should be able to fully understand and interpret the play.
Areas to research:
The historical setting
The geographical setting
Politics
Social context

•

Popular culture (music, cinema,
television, hobbies and pasttimes)

•

The playwright – his/her other work,
status, popularity

•

Themes/issues/messages of the text

Following your initial research, you can utilise what you have learned to inform your
interpretation and performance concepts.

Marking your script
Before you start the rehearsal process, as director, you should begin to mark your blocking
on the text. This gives essential information such as entrances and exits, moves and
positioning for your actors. Your blocking should be flexible and, through negotiation

contd
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Check out the clip at
www.brightredbooks.net
for expert advice on how
to direct a play.

Extract from dramatic commentary

The adage ‘Failing to prepare is preparing to fail’ is totally true in the case of
directing a play. Before you have had your initial production meeting with
your cast and crew, you must have a clear vision and expectations for the final
performance. You must be able to communicate your plans clearly at the outset
of the process, as once rehearsals are under way your energies as director will
probably be focused on your actors, and the designers will be left to work on their
own initiative to develop ideas for your approval.

•
•
•
•

VIDEO LINK

MERCUTIO (1)
BENVOLIO		
MERCUTIO (2)
		
BENVOLIO		
		

Where the devil should this Romeo be? Came he not home to-night?
Not to his father’s; I spoke with his man.
Ah, that same pale hard-hearted wench, that Rosaline.
Torments him so, that he will sure run mad.
Tybalt, the kinsman of old Capulet, (LFX 2)
Hath sent a letter to his father’s house.

Moves and interpretative notes

Justification

Technical effects

(1) M enters USR and x’s
DSC at a quick pace with
a flustered tone and
aggravated facial expression.

He is in a hurry to find Romeo as he
has not seen him since the previous
night. He is an emotional character
and is quite rash and over the top.

(2) M laughs and shakes
his head.

Rosaline has been giving Romeo the
run-around for a while and M finds
it amusing that Romeo still lusts
after her.

LFX 2: On the mention of
Tybalt’s letter the lights
fade to a lower intensity
to signify that this is
not a positive event.

Through careful planning and research, a director can set the whole production up for
success. It makes it much easier to communicate what you want to see in performance if
you have detailed notes and plans to work from.

DON’T FORGET
By photocopying your
script pages and sticking
them to A4 paper or into
a workbook, you will have
much more ‘white space’
around the lines of the text
to write your notes. You
can also place a blank page
opposite each page of script
in order to write notes, lists
and diagrams – displaying
your thought processes and
serving as a reminder to
you during rehearsals. Be
sure to check the copyright
licence with your teacher
before photocopying.

THINGS TO DO AND THINK ABOUT
List, list, list!
Lists are the director’s friend. They are essential for keeping organised and developing the
text for performance. Read through the extract you are planning to direct. Using different
coloured pens or pencils, note down anything that the extract requires, such as a character’s
entrance, a personal prop, or a lighting change. Ask yourself if there is anything else which
is ESSENTIAL to the performance of the extract and list it! This will help you keep your team
on track and enable you to clearly communicate your ideas and vision to all concerned.

ONLINE TEST
Test yourself on directing at
www.brightredbooks.net
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PRODUCTION ROLES

DESIGN — PROPS

During rehearsal

Props or properties are an integral part of a theatrical production. They add realism to a piece of
theatre, and can enhance the action and communicate meaning to an audience. For a production
to be believable and its actors to be believed, the appropriate props must be in place in order
to conduct ‘business’ and carry out the requirements of the text. Props are also important when
being used as set dressing, as this has a pivotal role in communicating the setting and meaning
of the production. To carry out a props role as part of the Higher Drama course, there are certain
tasks you must undertake in order to be successful. As with any role, you must first conduct
research and develop your own interpretation of the text. If you are specialising in props for the
final exam, you will link your props design with the set design. If you are doing props as part of
your Production Skills unit, you must liaise closely with the set designer and costume designer to
ensure there are strong links between each area.
DON’T FORGET
As part of the Production
Skills unit assessment, all
props must be sourced or
adapted. For the final exam
you should make at least
one prop.

REHEARSAL AND PRODUCTION
Pre-production
Initially, the job of a props designer is to list and plan. You should read the text,
highlighting any key props that are required. You should then list these and mind-map/
concept-map each prop required, noting down whether it is to be:

•

sourced – from your
drama department or
from home, or borrowed
or purchased from
elsewhere

•

adapted – altered in
some way, painted,
embellished, aged etc., to
make it more suitable for
the play being performed

•

made – if you cannot
find an appropriate
prop or one that can be
adapted, you may have
to make it from scratch.

As with set design, you may wish to create mood boards initially to help display your
ideas and concepts. You should then begin to develop these ideas through sketches and
photographs, and annotate them to explain to your director and cast exactly what will
be used in performance. If you are working on creating props during rehearsal, it may be
necessary to provide your actors with rehearsal props to use so that they have a feel for
what they will have in performance.

In the run-up to the performance, you should be gathering your props together and
altering, mending, adapting and making them as required. You must also clearly label
props and create an inventory listing each item, as well as storing them all appropriately.
The following gives some guidance on how you could go about this and the evidence you
should create throughout the process.
Props list – You should split your list into three columns: personal or hand props, set
props and costume props. Each column should then be split into the scenes/sections
being performed. You can then list all the required props in their suitable place, making it
very easy to manage and use at a glance.
Props table – You will need a fairly large table for this so that you can lay your props out
and clearly label them. It is a good idea to use masking tape to section the table
into squares for each prop. You may also choose to label each with the name of
the prop that should be kept there, so that it is always easy to see at a glance if
there is anything missing.
Labelling – Labelling is very important, particularly if you have similar props or
several actors using the same thing. Labelling should ensure that it is returned
safely each time it is used or, if you have several identical props to be used
by several characters, that each actor has his or her own allocated prop. It is good
practice, if possible, to label each square on your table in addition to each prop. You
could even colour code your props to correspond with your props list – personal
prop green, set prop blue and costume prop red, for example. Small coloured dots
would suffice, or you could use stickers to make the colours removable.
Adapted prop – It could be that the prop you have sourced is not quite right. You may
need to change its colour or embellish it in some way. You may have permission to alter it
permanently or it may have to be a temporary measure. You need to be creative here and
consider the materials available. Painting items is the simplest approach, but covering
with fabric or paper may be just as effective, and using masking tape to attach items is
less permanent than glue. Consider all of your options before fixing on one solution, and
experiment to reach a suitable outcome.
The made prop – Trying to come up with a prop to make, or how to make it, can be quite
daunting. The prop itself does not need to be complicated, but it must be robust enough
to be worked with in both rehearsal and performance (it may be useful to make a few
so that you have a back-up if one gets damaged). The prop needs to be simple enough
for you to create and make it yourself – this will vary according to your own skill set –
but complex enough to be an interesting prop to create, and to allow your creativity to
shine through.

THINGS TO DO AND THINK ABOUT
Get organised!
A props designer/master has to be super-organised in order to avoid things going missing
or getting damaged. Be firm but fair with the actors using your props; list and label
everything meticulously; and wherever possible create a back-up. This will avoid problems
later on.

War Horse
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ONLINE
Learn more about props
by following the link at
www.brightredbooks.net

ONLINE TEST
Test yourself on
designing props at
www.brightredbooks.net
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Course Assessment: The Day of the Practical Exam

COURSE ASSESSMENT

THE DAY OF THE PRACTICAL EXAM
The practical assessment will most likely take place on a single day, depending on the
number of people being assessed. It can be a long, challenging, but ultimately
rewarding, experience and many even enjoy it! The practical assessment is a
closed exam, which means a small, suitable and sympathetic audience will
be in attendance, at the arrangement of your school or college. This removes
the added pressure of performing in front of friends and loved ones, as this
may weaken your performance. The following is an outline of
a typical exam day, with some advice on presenting your
work and combating your nerves.
Your teacher or lecturer will have agreed an agenda
for the assessment day. Usually, the VA will introduce
themself upon arrival and put everyone at ease with
some informal advice. The VA will then take some time
privately to mark the PfPs. Following this, the VA will
usually assess the directors and designers first (before
the audience arrives); they will then watch and assess
the actors one after the other. Between each assessment
piece the VA will need some time to take notes and write down
their marking for each candidate. All Higher Drama students
are assessed immediately after the performance to ensure the
impact of it is not lost, and to avoid any confusion.

More advice on coping with
nerves can be found at
www.brightredbooks.net

DON’T FORGET
All VAs are drama teachers.
They have students going
through the same process
as you and they understand
exactly how you feel!

•
•

Smile – Smiling makes us feel happier and calmer.
Pause – Take a moment to collect your thoughts before you start the performance/
presentation.

•

Slow down – Speak at a slower pace than you would in everyday conversation. This
will assist you in controlling your breathing and pausing.

•

Enjoy it! – This may seem unlikely, but once you are in the flow you should be able to
start enjoying the experience!

There will be considerable periods of time when you are not needed onstage but will
be expected to become part of the audience. You must try to be as encouraging and as
gracious about others’ performances as possible. If you have a short gap between your
own acting pieces, you should grab a few minutes to refocus yourself and think about the
next character you are going to portray. If you have carried out your design presentation
or directed your rehearsal, you may well be involved in helping your actors in some way,
by using your technical skills, or reading-in for others’ acting pieces, or prompting.
Reading-in is necessary in the assessment as, unfortunately, not every play is written
with equally weighted parts. If you are required to read-in for another cast member,
it is important that you are helpful and generous, but not at the expense of your own
examined pieces. It is not an SQA requirement that you learn the lines for a read-in, but
it is advisable to do so, in order that the actors being examined have more to react to and
are not impeded, in terms of any business or eye contact, by you holding the text.
For technical support, the SQA advise that lighting and sound should be used if available,
and if required by the extract being performed. They should not detract from the
performance, however, and should be simple and straightforward. In terms of lighting,
a general wash is usually enough, with a fade up or down at the beginning and end of
the performance. Music should not be played between performances, but can be used if
specified in the text. The same rule applies to sound effects.

It is natural to feel nervous before
your practical assessment, and nerves
show you care about succeeding. They also
can help energise you for the performance
or presentation. It is important that you
manage your nerves so that they don’t hinder
your performance. Whichever role you are
undertaking in the practical assessment, there
is an element of presentation, whether acting
your roles, or the presentation to the VA. The
following simple techniques can be used to help
with your nerves:

•

Remember to breathe – Adrenalin causes our breathing to become shallow; taking
deep breaths tricks the body into thinking we are calm.

Downtime

MANAGING YOUR NERVES
ONLINE

•

THINGS TO DO AND THINK ABOUT
Throughout the course, you will have become close to your peers in drama. The practical
assessment day is a time when you can show off what you have learned and support each
other to succeed. Discuss and make a plan so that the workload is shared equally and it
isn’t the same person doing everything. Once you have decided who will do which thing
for each performance, make sure you rehearse with the required people in good time
before the assessment day so that everything runs smoothly in the performance.

ONLINE TEST
Head to
www.brightredbooks.net
and test yourself on
this topic.

Rehearse – This seems obvious advice for
actors, but it is important that you know every
aspect of the performance really well. If you
are a designer, you must rehearse what you are
going to say during the presentation and you
should always rehearse in front of others. If you
are a director, you should workshop all of the
scenes/pages in the act before the exam so that
you have a clear idea of what you will do on the
day itself.
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