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68: Dramatising unseen texts 
Investigating an unseen text through 
rehearsal room pedagogy  
Anita Ark’s strategy aims to help students 
develop confidence in reading unseen texts 
through physicalisation. 

 
Summary 
Investigating a play through rehearsal room 
pedagogy is an easily adaptable strategy for 
introducing unseen or challenging texts to reluctant learners.  Working with any challenging or 
unfamiliar text, students explore it through active approaches, on their feet, involving their entire 
body in engaging with the words on the page.  

 

What’s the point?  

The English classroom should work to provide students with the means to understand texts and 
make inferences independently. In many cases learners are simply not equipped with the literacy 
skills needed to access what is perceived to be challenging language such as that of Shakespeare 
or the 19th century novelists.  

This approach guides students though a text – in this case a soliloquy from Shakespeare’s Henry 
V – and creates a sense of ‘playing’ with the passage to investigate meaning, writer’s intentions 
and effect. The lesson aims to develop oracy, teamwork and engagement and can be adapted to 
suit all ages and ability.  

 

In the classroom 
In this lesson I work with a speech from Shakespeare’s Henry V as students have been studying a 
collection of Shakespeare’s work. They have no prior knowledge of this play but have been 
working on major Shakespearian characters and themes. This lesson also works as a one-off 
lesson on persuasive language.  
 

Initial engagement – create mystery and intrigue whilst making it manageable.  

1. Provide each student with one section of the speech (it has been slightly abridged for the 
task). When you hand out each section on a piece of paper, place it face down on the desk: 
students must NOT look at it. (Hand the sections out randomly – ensuring they are spread 
across the room, and ensuring that two students next to each other do not have the same 
section.)  

2. Allow students to turn their sheet over for 5 seconds only. They should scan the section and 
then turn it back over strictly after 5 seconds.  
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An example section would be: 

Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more; 
Or close the wall up with our English dead. 
In peace there's nothing so becomes a man 
As modest stillness and humility. 
 

3 Ask students to recall a word or phrase which took their interest or ‘stood out’ to them. 
Share this with their partner (who had a different section). They now have two words or 
phrases to discuss.  

4 They should create a gesture or still image for their two words/phrases. For example a 
student may have remembered the phrase ‘dear friends’ and could create a still image 
showing friendship. They should create an image for each of their chosen words so they 
have two to share with the class. 

5 Once you have seen a few, discuss with the group; which words and images seems to 
repeat? What are the connotations of the words chosen? 

6 Now, allow students to read their section fully and get them to respond to the following 
questions: Who might be saying this? Who might they be speaking to? What questions do 
you have about this?  

 

Development 

The teacher should now either read the entire speech/text out loud or play a recording, if there is 
one available. You may need to do this a couple of times. As students listen they should listen out 
for their own section and consider: Was it at the beginning, middle or end? What difference does 
this make to your understanding of the section you have? What do you now understand about this 
monologue? Who might be delivering this, and to who?  
 

Working in groups  

Providing the text sections have been handed out evenly, students should now locate everyone in 
the room who has the same section as them. Working outside of their comfort zone is imperative to 
this work, so mixed groupings work best here. 

The following instructions should be made available to groups, giving them sufficient time to work 
independently through these tasks.  

You are now going to explore your section in more detail:  

1. Discuss: which words/phrases grab your attention? 

2. Identify the imperatives the speaker uses. What is the effect created? 

3. Identify the key images in your section. (There are at least two images in each section!) 
What is the effect of each image? How does the image help to support the command 
given?  

TASK 1: As a group, create two still images based on the words and phrases in your section.  

TASK 2: Now, using different movements, find a way to transition from still image 1 to still 
image 2. 

TASK 3: Now, add two key phrases from your section to your performance. They can be read 
aloud in any way you wish. 
 

Performance time! 
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This activity works in a traditional classroom space, but at this stage it would be worth having a 
clear space either at the front of in the middle of the room to maximise the opportunity to use 
gestures and physicality to represent the speech.  

Each group will show their short performance, one after the other in sequence, in order to achieve 
a sense of the speech as a whole. Instruct students to begin as soon as the previous group has 
finished – do not break between each one for any discussion.  
 

Final discussion 

End the lesson with a discussion of the key question: How does Henry persuade his soldiers to 
continue fighting? 

At this point the whole speech should be displayed on the board. Having experienced the 
performances, students should be focussing on what they saw and heard from their peers rather 
than reading the speech from the board. However, it is helpful to keep the whole speech visible at 
this point.  

 

Resource used in this lesson: 
 
1. Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more; 
Or close the wall up with our English dead. 
In peace there's nothing so becomes a man 
As modest stillness and humility: 
 
2. But when the blast of war blows in our ears, 
Then imitate the action of the tiger; 
Stiffen the sinews, summon up the blood, 
Disguise fair nature with hard-favour'd rage; 
 
3. Now set the teeth and stretch the nostril wide, 
Hold hard the breath and bend up every spirit 
To his full height. On, on, you noblest English. 
Whose blood is fet from fathers of war-proof! 
 
4. Fathers that, like so many Alexanders, 
Have in these parts from morn till even fought 
And sheathed their swords for lack of argument: 
Dishonour not your mothers; now attest 
That those whom you call'd fathers did beget you. 
 
5. Be copy now to men of grosser blood, 
And teach them how to war. And you, good yeoman, 
Whose limbs were made in England, show us here 
The mettle of your pasture; let us swear 
That you are worth your breeding; which I doubt not; 
 
6. For there is none of you so mean and base, 
That hath not noble lustre in your eyes. 
I see you stand like greyhounds in the slips, 
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Straining upon the start. The game's afoot: 
Follow your spirit, and upon this charge 
Cry 'God for Harry, England, and Saint George!' 
 


