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What Does It Mean To Think Like An Actor?                                                  Victor Trevino


Victor Trevino

Philosophy on Teaching Acting
WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO THINK LIKE AN ACTOR?

It means having to think critically.  It means having a proclivity for inquiry, research, and scrutiny.  It means developing your ability to examine, survey and reason. It necessitates a work ethic with attention to detail.  It demands a thorough investigation of the human condition (social, cultural, personal) analyzing it, dissecting it and probing it for clues to human behavior.

Theatre is the art of total action in relationship to the actor’s own mind, body and voice. It is these elements, mind, body and voice that constitute the actor’s instrument.  In music and painting, an artist can play another’s musical instrument or use another’s brush. An actor cannot borrow another actor’s instrument.  As artists, actors can only play themselves. The difference between a great actor and a good actor is the depth and richness of the actor’s mind and imagination, the range of the actor’s voice, and the flexibility of the actor’s body. 

My goal as an acting teacher is to facilitate the development and growth of the actor’s instrument in a manner that is personally connected to his or her system of learning. Every artist has her or his unique way of conceptualizing ideas and theories into practice.  I do not believe there is a “one-size-fits-all” technique for teaching acting. I embrace a wide variety of methods, techniques, and styles, all of which are contingent upon the needs and learning style of the individual student.  These methods are a fusion of characteristics learned from a diverse variety of Stanislavsky-based teachers and practitioners (including the work of Meisner, Hagen, Strasberg, Adler, Chekhov) as well as those personally developed, as a result of many years of study and experience in academic and professional venues. I believe that it is important to expose students to a variety of different approaches so they can draw from various sources when developing their own process.
I believe that investigating the logic of life is the actor’s first step in creating truthful actions onstage. I approach the teaching of acting by first crafting a series of questions and conversations with the student in front of me.  Who are you? As a human being, what motivates you personally to think, act or feel as you do? What do you think it means to be human? Why are you here today?  I strive to learn who my students are as human beings. Who are they as learners? How do they process information? I seek to assess how each student best grasps and integrates concepts and ideas.  During the first week of class I take time to craft an exercise or assignment that will allow me to see where each student is positioned in their stage of development.  I use the results of this assessment in determining how I approach teaching the course. Generally speaking I begin the process by introducing simple, less complicated concepts followed by those that are richer and more complex in nature. Instead of telling students what I think at first, I have them probe and consider a variety of probable possibilities for human behavior and then explain why. 
There are infinite possibilities in terms of how one teaches any class. As an educator, my strongest and most reliable resources for assessing my effectiveness as an acting teacher, are my students.  I have learned the most about teaching acting from my students.  I believe in an interactive, heuristic 

and experiential approach to teaching/learning acting. I have taught all levels of acting, for majors and non-majors.  The following are representative of some of the courses I have taught in the past:

PEDAGOGICAL APPROACHES

Fundamentals of Acting
Students are introduced to the fundamental concepts of contemporary realistic acting on stage.  Principle techniques associated with the acting process as per the Stanislavsky System are introduced.  Students explore concepts in relaxation technique, development of the actor’s instrument (body-voice-mind), characterization, role analysis, personalization, development of the creative mind, relationship, action and objective, super-objective, obstacle, justification, spontaneity, emotion, presence, substitution, and circumstances. It will include ideas about the rehearsal process, play scripts, scenes, staging, text analysis and performance. Improvisation, exercises, scripted scenes, monologues and theatre games are crafted in class to facilitate learning and self-discovery. Methodologies used for assessment include guided discussions of readings and performances, rehearsals, workshops, performances, small group and large group activities, written and creative assignments, and quizzes.

Intermediate Acting  
Coursework based on Sanford Meisner’s premise, “Acting is behaving truthfully under imaginary circumstances.”  Students explore the acting process through modern realistic dramatic literature. This course of study expands on the investigation and discovery process and includes an increased focus on Stanislavski-based text analysis, personalization, circumstances, playable objectives, and action.  In this class our emphasis is on developing the actor’s technique of living truthfully within a set of imaginary circumstances. Through improvisation, scripted monologues, personal monologues, scripted scenes and exercises, students will examine and explore these elements as a means of understanding the concept of “truth in acting”.  The course will also include ideas about “psychological realism”, spontaneity, and impulse. Methodologies used for assessment include discussions of readings and performances, exercises, activities, monologue and scene work, oral and written assignments.
Advanced Acting: Acting in Shakespeare 
This course equips experienced actors with deeper, experiential understanding of given circumstances, character and action as revealed through the dramatic texts of William Shakespeare.  The course emphasizes the development of analytical, research and technical skills. Students are challenged to seek greater availability and facility in the voice and body through daily vocal exercises and drills. Students engage in structural analysis of heightened text including verse, rhetoric, scansion and imagery seeking clues to dramatic action and character. Scansion and image work is required along with all text work. Students apply these principles to a sonnet, a solo piece and to a scene. Text work is evaluated on adherence to form, script analysis and interpretation.  Solo/scene work is evaluated on the basis of acting technique (personalized presence, immediacy, spontaneity and action) and Shakespeare’s text (utilization of the verse, rhetorical forms and personalized imagery in playing action). It is expected that students will leave the class with confidence in their abilities to research, analyze, rehearse and perform classical roles with a particular regard for formal verse language, understanding and respect for period research, and a joy and delight in playing classical style. A major objective is to prepare the student for “real world” possibilities beyond the completion of his/her course of study. 

Methodologies used for grading include oral and written assignments in scansion, text analysis, vocal exercises, presentation of sonnet work, Shakespearean scene, monologue, with complete scene breakdown and character analysis.  

Advanced Acting: Acting in Film & Television 
This course equips experienced actors with the unique skills needed to
flourish in a work environment that often puts actors under intense pressure 
and scrutiny. The course is designed to prepare student actors with the 
mental, physical and emotional strength that this medium demands.  
Students are introduced to the development of skills in performance, script 
analysis and character development for on-camera acting. Various approaches 
to acting on film and television will be explored. A number of genres will 
be examined including narrative film acting, industrial film acting, commercial 
acting, and various styles of television acting including improvisational 
scripting.  Technical considerations and terminology will be discussed as well as marketing and promotion strategies that will prepare students for employment opportunities in the film and television industries. 

Major course topics include: 


Differences and similarities between acting techniques for stage and screen


Personalization (playing for truth and honesty)


Development of on-camera acting technique



The audition (text analysis, actor comportment, slating, cold copy 




reading, the “sides”, physical business, callbacks)



Character development (finding a voice, using the senses, emotional life




 and intimacy on camera, character essence, impulse)



Script/text analysis (defining character elements including physical, social, 




psychological and moral abstractions)


Scenic context/scoring



Form, rhythm, mood, structure /beats 



Search for “truth and honesty”


Performance: solo and ensemble (presence: “Playing” the moment, 



concentration, relaxation/equipoise, using the imagination, honesty and 



truthfulness in performance, vocal technique (emotional range and content, 



enunciation, dialect, rhythm, duration)


Understanding the vision of the director (methods of communication)


Awareness of camera placement and positioning for visual aesthetic to match 



thematic and emotional portrayals


Technical and visual aesthetic terminology


Location vs studio shooting (focus/concentration, visualization, wardrobe/props, 



fittings, crew relations, finding and hitting marks)


Agents and contracts (standard SAG/AFTRA contract, commercial, film, 



voiceover, extras, the release)


The union franchised agent


Marketing and promotion

Methodologies used for assessment include actor’s portfolio (personal audition material bibliography with 11-13 selections, video-reel, voice-reel, actor’s resume, contact list, recent headshots, business card mock-up, list of personal goals, five-year plan for achieving goals, artistic statement), on-camera scene work, written and oral assignments, text-analysis/scoring assignments, on-camera cold-reading audition, headshot/resume presentation, analysis paper and presentation for commercial, narrative and industrial film acting and analysis paper and presentation on styles of television acting.

I conduct class and craft assignments in a way that allows students to create their own perspectives, receive feedback, and try again.  I provide students with a safe environment in which to experiment, fail, and try again, without the added threat of being judged.  Rather than telling students that they are ‘wrong’ and providing them with the ‘correct’ answers, I have them probe and consider a variety of probable possibilities for human behavior and then explain why.  Two precepts that I quote in class are: Behind every human act there lies a compelling motivation; Motivation and behavior are two facets of the same coin. 

Rather than having students absorb or memorize large amounts of information to satisfy passing scores on exams, I try to help students understand how the individual parts contribute to the whole.  I help students build their understanding of the material and use the information to solve ‘actor’ problems.  When introducing new ideas or concepts, I first ask myself: Why is this information important? What does this information help me understand? What problems does it help me address? 

I construct learning tasks and objectives in a manner that builds confidence and inspiration while providing students with healthy challenges and a sense of accomplishment. When critiquing student performances I subscribe to one or more of the following:

Starting the conversation with “I think we have something we can work 
with”
Starting the conversation with a combination of questions and delicate 
suggestions 
Starting the conversation with “ok, now let’s try it again, and this time I 

would like you to think about…”

Start by asking the student a question intended to ignite the imagination 
and reconsideration, inspiring him/her to explore his/her own 
experiences
Start by asking the class for their comments and questions
I engage any of the above with respect and consideration while taking each student seriously. I often have students who do not yet realize the potential they have for learning and the unique contributions they can make.  Because the nature of acting study is unlike most other forms of academia, it is vital that the teacher be sensitive to the individual needs and frustrations as well as the skills and assets of each student.  Understanding and sensitivity to the personal investment each student has in the pursuit of his or her art is paramount to fostering young actors who are attempting to become artists.  Finally, and possibly most importantly, the effective instructor instills in a student a clear understanding of the discipline necessary to call oneself an artist in the world of theatre.
“Theatre is an occupation that requires more than a nine-to-five existence. It needs personal commitment and sustained engagement. It is not enough merely to turn up for rehearsals.”

- Paul Allain, The Art of Stillness
Victor Trevino 
Philosophy on Teaching Acting for the Camera
Acting for the Camera is a process-based acting class. Emphasis is on developing the actor’s ability to work honestly and creatively in front of the camera. Each actor has his or her own unique capacity to interpret a role.  Each actor brings to the work, his or her own sense of personal identification. Each actor brings to the work his or her own ‘actor challenges’.  How does an actor, particularly a young artist, know what his/her actor challenges are? When teaching a course in Acting for the Camera, I begin by familiarizing myself with who my students are. Who are they as artists? Who are they as human beings? How do they approach the learning process?  Have they participated in an acting course before? What do they hope to accomplish in this class? How can I help young artists embrace their creative impulses on camera, while still maintaining a strong sense of spontaneity, truthfulness and honesty? 

Within the first week of class meetings, through a series of exercises, I assess my students’ current skill level with acting and their ability to personalize the work on an intimate level. I assess their comfort level with the camera. I remind them that the camera lens does not lie. They must be willing and prepared to expose the tiniest bit of human circumstance for the camera. They must be willing and prepared to bare their heart and soul on-camera. I share with them the aesthetic and technical challenges that await us on our journey together. I work to earn their trust. I encourage students to be honest with themselves as artists and human beings. I ask them to consider the following and to be prepared to discuss their responses with me: What areas of the work need further investigation? What are some of the boundaries that the student is currently challenged with? What are each students’ unique ‘actor challenges’? 

Students are expected to bring their most professional and responsible sensibilities to this class I give a lot of myself to my students and I expect the same in return. I work individually with students in addressing their concerns and specific actor challenges. For some students, some of these challenges might entail physical actions that are better suited for stage performances as opposed to camera acting. For others, this may include on-camera acting that can be described as ‘indicating’ as opposed to creating spontaneous and truthful behavior.  Each class presents its own challenges for me as the instructor. I embrace those opportunities. I strive to create learning opportunities in which students can tackle and overcome actor challenges and grow as artists.

The ultimate objective in this class is to equip students with a reliable, consistent technique that will enable them to create truthful, honest behavior, under imaginary circumstances, while performing on-camera. Everything I do in class is in alliance with that objective.

I create a strong sense of transparency so that students know exactly what they can expect from the course and from me as their instructor.  I also clarify what I expect from them. Prerequisites for the class may include:

1. Ability to demonstrate some of the basic techniques and principles of acting;

2. Ability to perform in acting exercises, warm-ups, technique work and scene study;

3. Ability to perform in both scripted and improvisational scenes in front of an audience;

4. Ability to work individually and with a partner in the process of rehearsing and performing an acting scene;

5. Ability to analyze a character, scene, and play as part of the actor’s preparation;

6. Ability to critically evaluate the acting performances of other students and other actors.

I approach the teaching process by working backwards.  At the beginning of the course I ask myself: What are the proposed objectives and learning outcomes for this course? I divide the course into four basic areas: exploration of acting techniques for the camera; physicalization and personalization for the camera actor; technical requirements for the camera actor; and script/character analysis.  Students who successfully complete the course should be able to demonstrate the ability to create truthful, honest behavior on-camera; analyze a script for performance in front of a camera; demonstrate the ability to create a scene score for playable objectives; apply acting technique to a variety of film/TV acting styles (episodic, sitcom, soap-opera, commercial).

Additionally, the course is process-based and allows students to focus on the following: Exploration of camera acting technique that will take students from script analysis to on-camera performance; Emphasis on developing the film actor’s consciousness, personalization, creating truthful behavior on-camera, exploration of the vocal and physical self for on-camera work; script analysis (analyzing text for dramatic structure, playable actions, character development); creating strategies for working quickly with minimum rehearsal time; shooting out of sequence; matching intensity, tempo, business and props take-to-take; working single and multiple camera set-ups (feature film, episodic, sitcom, soap-opera, commercial); shooting out of sequence; technical considerations for the film/TV actor. 
I approach the teaching/learning process from a heuristic, experiential point of view. All students approach the learning process differently. I utilize a variety of teaching methods and techniques including working hands-on with the camera in the studio, taping students’ work and then viewing it, having students work individually and in groups analyzing and rehearsing their work, creating class lectures with presentations of examples of acting from numerous films, television shows and commercials, constructing class discussions which focus on each area of technique approached by the class, and reading/writing assignments.

I evaluate student progress based on each student’s aesthetic/analytical growth as a camera actor. Specifically, I focus on students’ participation, attendance, ability to analyze a scene and create a detailed scene score, ability to create playable objectives, written critical responses to on-camera performances, performance of a personal monologue, and filming of rehearsed scenes.  When assessing student work, I look for a sense of growth and maturation in their ability to think critically, research and evaluate information, and create spontaneous, truthful behavior on camera.
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