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get your act together: sample lesson

GET YOUR ACT TOGETHER: THEATER 101

This sample lesson is one day’s worth of work. Three times a week, students read one lesson from the Student 
Reader (approx 5 pages) then choose one activity from the corresponding Activities & Assignments companion. 

Assignments are split into categories: Experience (hands-on projects), Enrich (academic writing & 
discussion), and Explore (individual and group activities). 

Communicating the story to the audience is the actor’s single most important job. More important than 
playing my character realistically? Well, let’s consider the following scenario. Say you go to a show that you’ve 
never seen before, and the actors are clearly wonderful: there’s drama, emotion, intensity; it looks so real. But
you can’t hear a word they say. In fact, you can’t see their faces because they often turn their backs to you. 
Sometimes there’s someone speaking, but you don’t know which character it is because he’s blocked by the 
other actors onstage. You’ll walk out of that performance commenting, “It would have been a great show if I 
knew what they were saying.” An actor’s voice is his most powerful communication weapon in his arsenal. The 
trifecta of vocal techniques every actor must master is enunciation, projection, and vocal inflection.

ENUNCIATION

Our first vocal skill is the art of speaking clearly (also called “articulation”). More technically, to enunciate is 
to pronounce every letter of every word accurately and precisely. Now, you probably think you speak clearly, 
but you are surrounded by family, friends, and coworkers who are all accustomed to your peculiar patterns of 
speech. More than you realize, strangers unfamiliar with your delivery exert extra focus in order to understand 
you. Your audience should never have to strain to understand you. They can’t flip to the menu and turn 
some subtitles on at a live performance. If they can’t understand the actors, they can’t understand the show. Your 
words need to be instantly understandable at all times. 

THE COMMON ENUNCIATION PITFALLS

There are a handful of common enunciation pitfalls that you will encounter, or likely already fall into yourself.

Running Words Together: IfIdonotleaveanyspacebetweenmywordsitisalmostimpossibletoknoww 
hatiamsaying. Running words together is a rampant issue in cases of stage fright and in individuals who 
naturally speak quickly. The key to separating your words is to control your breathing. Breathing 
deeply and often forces tension to release and slows down your line delivery. Adding deliberate pauses 
between words or sentences gives your listener that extra split second to make sense of what you just 
said and gives you a chance to catch your breath.

Sample Lesson: The Actor’s Voice
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3 get your act together sample lesson

Mispronouncing: There are many letters with similar sounds that are incorrectly used 
interchangeably in everyday speech. “T”, “d”, and “b” are some notorious offenders, particularly in 
American English. People also like to leave out sounds entirely. “F”, “s”, “t”, “c,” and sometimes “r” 
are repeatedly neglected. To avoid these mistakes, you must pronounce every letter of every word.

 Try it out on some of these poor mistreated words: fifth, Arctic, candidate, cavalry, escape, exactly, 
correctly, particularly. I’d bet five whole dollars your natural inclination is to say at least one of the 
following: “fith,” “Artic,” “canidate,” “cavlry,” “excape,” “exacly,” “correcly,” and “particully” or even 
worse, “paticully.” What about silent letters? Well, they’re special butterflies that only affect your 
pronunciation of other letters, so please keep them silent as per their intended purpose.

Trailing Off: Individuals who drop off the ends of their words are some of the hardest to understand. 
These are the people you’re constantly misunderstanding and asking to repeat themselves. An i mak 
sens becau it’ har t understan someo whe yo don hav th whol wor.

 Sometimes this occurs because of a drop off in volume, in which case one must focus on maintaining 
consistent volume from beginning to end by controlling their breathing. In other cases, it’s some 
combination of running words together and leaving out letters or sounds entirely. And how do we fix 
that? Pronounce every letter of every word every time. I can and will report you to Letter Protection 
Services if you continue this gross neglect of letters in your care.

Mumbling: Ah, the master word-mutilator. The chronic mumbler will not only run words together 
but also the letters within the words as well. He is a mispronouncer of the first degree and trailing-off 
extraordinaire. The mumbler boils and mashes his sounds into a hash that is both unintelligible and 
unpalatable. But how do we reform the mumbler? Pronounce every letter of every word. Do you hear 
an echo? I’m hearing an echo.

Fortunately, you’ll notice there are two basic solutions to all enunciation problems: controlled breathing and 
pronouncing every letter of every word. Practice those two things, and you’ll become a clear speaker who is 
pleasant to listen to.

An exercise I find enormously helpful for enunciation is to use a cork. Hold a cork firmly yet gently between 
your front teeth and practice speaking so clearly that anyone can understand immediately what you say despite 
the obstruction. The size doesn’t matter much, as long as it’s not so big you can’t move your mouth nor so small 
you don’t have to adjust your speech at all. You can also use a large eraser, two fingers, or any other small 
soft-ish object you can easily hold in your teeth.

When you try this exercise, you will find that to truly pronounce every sound correctly, your mouth and your 
tongue need to move significantly more than you are used to doing. If you’ve ever seen a clip of opera singers 
performing, you have probably giggled at how widely they spread their mouths, but that is exactly how your 
mouth needs to move to enunciate effectively, especially on stage.

It takes a lot of practice for this way of speaking to feel natural. When you practice memorizing your lines, say 
them out loud with the cork in your mouth. Also try it with tongue twisters. If you can say “Irish wristwatch 
strap shop” correctly with a cork and be understood by your family, congratulations! You’re well on your way 
to enunciating like a pro.
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get your act together: sample lesson

PROJECTION

Let’s switch gears to volume. Projection is a breathing technique that carries your voice strongly all the way to 
that grandma with hearing aids in the back row when done correctly. The importance of projection cannot be 
overstated. Your audience should never have to strain to hear you.

I guarantee that unless you’re performing with facilities and equipment equal to Broadway, one of your top 
audience complaints will be that the actors’ volume is too quiet. So, you can either spend thousands on a fancy-
pants sound system that you don’t know how to run, or you can train yourself or your cast to use their breathing 
and posture to carry their voices across the space. Yes, it’s possible to be heard clearly without microphones. 
How do you think they did it way back in ye olden days? They projected. Since many of today’s actors rely on 
microphones, they have gotten lazy with learning how to project. Make your next audition stand out just by 
mastering this one neglected technique. Not to mention, the audience will thank you.

BREATHING WITH YOUR DIAPHRAGM

Projection is about controlling your airflow using your diaphragm. Your diaphragm is a dome-shaped muscle 
that lives below your lungs and assists with control of your air flow. But how do I know if I’m using it or not? 
Try this exercise to help you find the elusive diaphragm:

1. find your diaphragm

1. Place one hand on your chest and one hand on your stomach and breathe normally. Note whether 
you feel your chest or your stomach move more.

2. Go run a lap around your house. That’s not a joke; shoo. Right now. Or do jumping jacks or push-ups 
or wrestle with your dog. I don’t care as long as you’re out of breath by the end.

3. Now place one hand on your chest and the other on your stomach. Which is moving more now? If 
you gasped, “my stomach,” then congrats, you’re currently breathing with your diaphragm.

Still having troubles? Try the same exercise lying on the ground.

2. control your diaphragm

Now that you know how to breathe using your diaphragm, you also need to learn control to use it at will.

1. Lie down on the floor. Relax any tense muscles. Place one hand on your stomach and one on your 
chest.

2. Breathe in with your diaphragm. As you inhale, actively push your stomach out as far as it will go. 
You should be able to feel and see your stomach expanding. Your chest should not expand much at all.

3. Release the air in a controlled sigh. Feel and see your stomach shrink to its original size.

4. Repeat. Practice makes a habit. Do 5-10 of these deep breaths, focusing on relaxing, using your 
stomach, and controlling the pacing of both the inhale and the exhale. Try inhaling for four counts, 
holding it for four, then releasing for four counts.
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5 get your act together sample lesson

HOW TO PROJECT YOUR VOICE

Now put it all together to send your voice across the room.

1. Posture. Stand up straight, hold your chin up, shoulders down, feet shoulder width apart. Think about 
keeping your ears, shoulders, and hips stacked in a straight line. You won’t be able to take in enough 
air if you’re constricting your airway by either slouching or hyper-extending. While you’re at it: relax. 
You’ll have better control of your muscles if you are free of tension.

2. Position. Sound is directional. Face the direction you want your voice to go. If you want the back wall 
of the set to hear you best, by all means turn your back completely to the audience.

3. Breathe In. Expanding your stomach like a balloon, take in as much air as you can comfortably hold 
and then suck in a tiny bit more. We want maximum air input to give maximum volume output.

4. Push It All Out. It’s pointless to gather all this extra air in your lungs if you’re just release it all before 
you speak. Actively push out the air as you speak. Don’t hold any back. We can’t save it for later. 
This is the tricky bit because you need enough air to make it through your entire sentence; however, 
you don’t want any leftovers, and you don’t want to be breathless and gasping for air at the end.

As you practice projecting, grab your script or a book to read aloud. Every time you come to a punctuation 
mark, breathe in (pushing out your stomach) and use every bit of that air by the time you arrive at the next 
punctuation mark. Once you find your rhythm, you won’t have to rely on punctuation to tell you when to 
breathe, but it’s a wonderful beginner exercise.

Just like enunciation, it takes a significant amount of disciplined practice before projecting feels natural. You’ll 
know you’re doing it when you feel your stomach moving with every inhale and exhale, your voice lowers in 
pitch slightly, and you don’t feel out of breath. However, if you feel hoarse after practicing, that means you are 
shouting and not projecting. You feel it in your stomach when you project, and you feel it in your throat 
and chest when you shout. You can seriously hurt your voice by shouting without using your diaphragm.

VOCAL INFLECTION

Vocal inflection is the variation of vocal tone and pitch to communicate subtext. Pitch refers to the highness 
or lowness of your voice. Tone is the attitude or emotion driving your line delivery. Every emotion affects your 
voice. When you’re stressed, you may speak quicker and harsher. When you’re content and feeling lazy, your 
voice relaxes and slows. When you’re holding back tears, your voice cracks, sounds strained, and is interrupted 
by sobs that refuse to be suppressed. Even boredom elongates your 
words, lowers the pitch, and flattens out your delivery. Emotions 
affect every person uniquely, and your character will respond 
differently than someone else’s. Notice what your own voice 
does when you feel emotion. Analyze others’ when they speak.
Hey, so I see you’re crying right now, but will you read this 
sentence out loud for me? It’s for science. Thanks.

Varying your vocal inflection is all about subtext, so changing 
your inflection changes the meaning of what you say. Your 
audience (and fellow actors) understands meaning not just from 
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We know the text is the words  a 
character says. The subtext, then, 
is what the character means by 
what he says. You can say, “I love 
you,” but how it’s said depends on 
what you mean.

(Mushily) I love you!

(Sarcastically, eye roll) I love you.



get your act together: sample lesson

your words but how you deliver them. 

Let’s work with the following sentence: “I never said I took your last piece of pie,” and notice how stressing 
different words changes the meaning.

 I never said I took your last piece of pie.

▷ Subtext: How dare you accuse innocent ol’ me. Let me tell you who really did it.

 I never said I took your last piece of pie.

▷ Subtext: I probably did take something of yours, just not what you think I took.

 I never said I took your last piece of pie.

▷ Subtext: Whether I took your pie or not is not the point, because I never said I did or didn’t, and 
I don’t appreciate you putting words in my mouth.

Remember Michael Chekhov’s comment way back at the beginning of this chapter that acting is doing an action 
with a certain quality? Vocal inflection is saying something with a certain quality. Try saying our example 
sentence factually. Now accusingly. Defensively, confusedly, jokingly, exasperatedly. Pick a qualifier, any 
qualifier, and note how it changes your delivery of the same line and therefore changes the unspoken meaning 
behind the line.

As you act, remember that what your character says and what they mean are often at odds. Your character may 
say, “I’m fine,” but in the context, it’s apparent that what they truly mean is, “Leave me alone.” Your use of 
vocal inflection is how your scene partner and the audience picks up on the subtext.

VOICE TIPS

MICROPHONES

Whether you act on stage or on screen, it’s inevitable that you will be asked to work with a microphone. 
Microphones are wonderful tools that are wildly misunderstood by inexperienced actors. A microphone serves 
two purposes in live theater: to boost the actor’s natural voice to carry in a large space and to balance out the 
volume of the entire cast so one individual is not uncomfortably quieter or louder than the rest. Microphones 
are part of the entire sound system that exists to create a unified soundscape where voices, music, and sound 
effects are balanced to create a pleasant listening experience.

A mic! Hallelujah, no more projecting and enunciating for me! If only. Microphones do not make up for 
projection or enunciation. We’ve all been to an event where the speaker talks so quietly that the mic clearly 
had to be cranked up all the way and the resulting constant, shrieking feedback makes the listening experience 
extremely uncomfortable and impossible to understand. Even the highest end fanciest of pants microphones 
muffle, mute, or otherwise garble your voice to a degree. Not to mention that batteries die, technical issues 
suddenly arise, and the tiniest bit of makeup or sweat instantly clogs a sensitive mouthpiece, any of which will 
leave you depending entirely on your own vocal abilities. Do not rely on a mic to carry your voice or clarify 
your delivery. Well, you can. It will just sound awful. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.
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7 get your act together sample lesson

SOUNDING NATURAL

With enunciation and projection in particular, it is easy to become so engrossed with speaking correctly that you 
end up speaking too slowly and with too many pauses. Don’t talk like a politician or a preschool teacher if your 
character is neither of those things. Over correcting is almost as bad as not correcting enough. Yes, we primarily 
want the audience to hear us clearly. But you also want to feel like you’re speaking naturally, like how you 
imagine your character speaks.

If you truly want to hone your stage voice, make it your everyday voice. Obviously, be conscious of what 
volume is fitting for your current location—the librarian won’t appreciate your wonderful projection—but 
really try to be as clear as you can be every time you speak. This makes enunciation and proper breathing an 
innate part of your muscle memory, which frees up your mind for acting. Not to mention you’ll also avoid the 
concentrated,  strained sound that those inexperienced with enunciation and projection inevitably have on stage.

With lots and lots of practice, enunciation and projection will feel natural and therefore begin to sound natural. 
But I have one more trick to share that makes you feel like your character and still be understood. Include in 
your character’s trait list that your character just happens to be a person who speaks clearly. The reason 
doesn’t particularly matter. You can justify the trait with a desire for attention, or a background in opera singing, 
a mother who hated mumbling, whatever. What’s important is that when you prepare to play your character, you 
know one of the defining traits is that he is a clear-spoken person. Now projecting and enunciating aren’t 
annoying distractions from character analysis and performance. Instead, they are personally connected traits 
that make up the essence of your character.

Sample Assignments: The Actor’s Voice

Choose one assignment from any category to complete individually or as a group.

EXPERIENCE

1. projection. Practice the breathing exercise on pg 4-5. When you feel comfortable with that, pick a 
paragraph, page, or chapter of any book and practice projecting while you read. Make sure to practice in a 
location where you won’t bother anyone by being loud (a theater is ideal, but outside works as well). Maintain 
good posture, breathe evenly and deeply using your diaphragm, and read at a steady pace. Every time you come 
across a punctuation mark, take a breath. Keep reading and regulating your breath until you don’t feel 
breathless, your voice lowers slightly in pitch, and you are speaking loudly enough to be heard from across a 
large room or your yard. Have a volunteer stand far away from you so they can give you feedback on your 
volume. You may have your volunteer start out close to you and gradually step further and further away so you 
learn to project gradually and control your volume at several ranges.

2. enunciation. Get a cork  (or eraser) medium-ish size. Hold it gently between your front teeth—not one 
so big you can’t move your mouth, or so small that it’s no trouble to talk. Practice the tongue twisters on the 
Enunciation Practice sheet. You may also practice by reading aloud a section of a book, a play script, or poem.
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ENRICH

1. short answer questions

1. Do you agree that the actor’s voice is more important than acting realistically? Why or why not?

2. What is the difference between projecting and shouting?

3. Why should an actor not be completely reliant on a microphone to project and clarify his voice?

2. respond to the following prompt in a 7-9 sentence paragraph

 Out of the three vocal techniques (enunciation, projection, and vocal inflection), which is hardest for 
you? What steps could you take to improve that technique? What are the ways proper vocal technique 
could benefit the actor outside of performances? Think about job or scholarship interviews, 
presentations for school or work, and everyday life, etc. 

EXPLORE

1. read or watch

Fox in Socks, Dr Seuss

▷ Read it once through with your cork and once without to feel the difference.

Mouth Exercises for Clear Speech, Benjamin’s English engVid

▷ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gp2VvmUJJc8&t=471s

2. game: vocal inflection (team or group)

Objective: Practice thinking on your feet and changing the meaning of phrases using emotion and subtext

Supplies

▷ Optional: Vocal Inflection Game Guide

Set Up: Students stand in a circle. 

Instructions: One student picks a prompt from the Game Guide and reads it aloud. Students take 
turns around the circle repeating the prompt using vocal inflection to create a new emotion and meaning 
to the phrase. No one may repeat  the phrase the exact way another player has already said it. When 
every player has said the phrase once, choose another student to choose the prompt and continue going 
the opposite way around the circle. 

Discuss: How vocal inflection changes the meaning of what you say. Discuss how every line an actor 
is given has almost infinite options for delivery and meaning. How hard was it to think on your feet of 
a new way to say the same words?
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9 get your act together sample lesson

VOCAL INFLECTION GAME GUIDE
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ENUNCIATION PRACTICE: TONGUE TWISTERS

Remember: Speak slowly and deliberately pronounce every letter of every word. Focus on correctness before 
adding speed and vocal inflection.

 A skunk sat on a stump and thunk the stump stunk, but the stump thunk the skunk stunk

 Lesser leather never weathered wetter weather better

 Near an ear, a nearer ear, a nearly eerie ear

 You know New York, you need New York, you know you need unique New York

 The twenty-two two train to Tootingham tootles tunefully as it toots through the tunnel

 Fuzzy Wuzzy was a bear. Fuzzy Wuzzy had no hair. Fuzzy Wuzzy wasn’t fuzzy, was he?

 The big black bug bleeds blue block

 Rubber baby buggy bumpers

  It is terribly difficult to articulate and enunciate a lot of T's and D's. 

 Irish wristwatch strap shop. Which wristwatches are Swiss wristwatches?

Betty Botter’s Butter (emphasize the different vowel sounds)

Betty Botter bought some butter

But she said, “The butter’s bitter,

If I put it in my batter, it will make my batter bitter.

But a bit of better butter will make my batter better.”

So ‘twas better Betty Botter bought a bit of better butter.

To Sit in Solemn Silence (emphasize the endings of words, differentiating between “r”, “k”, and “g”)

To sit in solemn silence in a dull, dark dock

In a pestilential prison with a lifelong lock

Awaiting the sensation of a short, sharp shock

From a cheap and chippy chopper on a big black block.
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11 get your act together sample lesson

Astute Tooting Tutors (emphasize the beginning and middle of words, especially vowels)

In Tooting two tutors astute

Tried to tute a duke on a flute

But duets so grueling

End only in dueling

When tutors astute toot the flute

Amidst the Mists (emphasize the “sts” sounds at the ends of words, don’t miss the final “s”)

Amidst the mists and coldest frosts,

With stoutest wrists and loudest boasts,

He thrusts his fists against the posts

And still insists he sees the ghosts.

“i am the very model of a modern major-general” from the pirates of penzance
Look up a performance online to see how fast and clear this song is

I am the very model of a modern major-general

I’ve information vegetable, animal, and mineral

I know the kings of England, and I quote the fights historical

From Marathon to Waterloo, in order categorical.

I’m very well acquainted, too, with matters mathematical

I understand equations, both the simple and quadratical

About binomial theorem I'm teeming with a lot o' news (pauses, bothered for a rhyme)

With many cheerful facts about the square of the hypotenuse.

I’m very good at integral and differential calculus

I know the scientific names of beings animalculous

In short, in matters vegetable, animal, and mineral

I am the very model of a modern major-general.

I know our mythic history, King Arthur’s and Sir Caradoc’s

I answer hard acrostics, I’ve a pretty taste for paradox

I quote in elegiacs all the crimes of Heliogabalus

In conics I can floor peculiarities parabolous.
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I can tell undoubted Raphaels from Gerard Dows and Zoffanies

I know the croaking chorus from The Frogs of Aristophanes

Then I can hum a fugue of which I've heard the music's din afore (pauses, bothered for a rhyme)

And whistle all the airs from that infernal nonsense Pinafore.

Then I can write a washing bill in Babylonic cuneiform

And tell you ev’ry detail of Caractacus’s uniform

In short, in matters vegetable, animal, and mineral

I am the very model of a modern major-general.

In fact, when I know what is meant by “mamelon” and “ravelin”

When I can tell at sight a Mauser rifle from a Javelin

When such affairs as sorties and surprises I’m more wary at

And when I know precisely what is meant by “commissariat.”

When I have learnt what progress has been made in modern gunnery

When I know more of tactics than a novice in a nunnery

In short, when I’ve a smattering of elemental strategy

You’ll say a better major-general has never sat a gee.

For my military knowledge, though I’m plucky and adventure-y

Has only been brought down to the beginning of the century

But still, in matters vegetable, animal, and mineral

I am the very model of a modern major-general.

Thanks for reading!

if you’re interested in the full book, sign up for our email list and select 
“product news” to get notified when it is available for purchase (bottom of our 

website home page). 

GETYOURACTTOGETHER.BIZ
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