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About The Author - David Fisher

In 1996 I started The Bear Educational
Theatre, which is now the second-
longest running English Educational
Theatre in Europe. Over the last 26
years we have played thousands of
shows for tens of thousands of
students and I have been heavily
involved the whole time, acting,
directing, writing the shows and doing
the many other things that are
involved in running a professional
theatre company.

At the same time I have done some
other professional acting work in films
(with actors like Heath Ledger and
Anthony Hopkins – no big deal) and in
theatre too, mostly Shakespeare with
the Prague Shakespeare Company.
 
I specialise in connecting the world of
entertainment and the world of
language teaching. I think that a
teacher who understands principles of
entertainment has a great advantage
when it comes to making memorable
lessons and creating a positive
atmosphere in the class..

I come from England. I studied Philosophy at Stirling University and moved to Prague in
the Czech Republic in 1990 to teach English. I still live there today with my wife Lenka
and our son Ondy.
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Introduction

It is always frustrating for a teacher when their students
won’t speak clearly in class. Teachers may even be driven to
say things like ‘Speak up!’ or ‘Come on, don’t mumble!’
However, speaking clearly is not necessarily easy, especially
for students who are shy, or anxious, or afraid of making
mistakes. It is a skill that needs to be taught and encouraged
and that is the theme of this mini e-book. 

When new teacher/actors join The Bear Educational Theatre
the first thing that they need to learn is how to say the lines
in a way that is as easy as possible for the students (who are
not native English speakers) to understand. Steady and clear
delivery is a trademark of the theatre. This ability to speak
clearly is obviously a skill that language students also need
to acquire. 

I have many years’ experience teaching people to speak as
clearly as possible. I have also helped to direct student
theatre productions and done workshops with students
preparing for spoken exams.

In the course of this work I have identified four things that
are easy for teachers to work on and which can have an
immediate impact on students' clarity of speech.
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Eye-contact – It helps us as an audience when the
people who are talking to us are also looking at us.
Quality eye-contact is very difficult to achieve, so with
students I start with not hiding the face.
Speak slowly and clearly. - Presenters should speak a bit
slower and a bit louder than is necessary.
Be still, make slow and steady movements – do not
make extra small movements as they can be distracting.
So can swaying or walking around too much.
Hands – Hands take a lot of attention so it is important
that you do something sensible with them.

 The Four Things

The four things are ……

1.

2.

3.

4.

I have found that working on these these four things is the
key to helping students to speak clearly and be understood.
I will look at them one at a time and describe some activities
that can be used with students to practice them. But first …..

A general principle to consider

When we are watching someone that we do not know
talking to us, only about 7% of our attention is focussed on
the words that that person is saying. The rest of our
attention is taken by things like the face (especially that), 
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Thing 1 - Eye contact

It is very difficult for an inexperienced speaker to hold good
eye contact with a group of people who are watching them,
especially if they are nervous. It is a skill that comes with
experience and even with becoming comfortable with public
presentation. What inexperienced speakers can do however
is not hide their faces. 

This means looking straight forwards rather than down at
the floor or out of the window or at the ceiling. It also means
checking that long hair is kept back away from the face.

looking at the general posture and body-language of the
person, the tone of their voice. Are they a threat, are they
afraid, can we trust them? 

As a speaker, we can help our audience listen to the words
that we say by calming the parts of their brain that want to
pay attention to the other things. If we do not hide our
faces, if we stand still and do not make small movements, if
we are not doing anything distracting with our hands, then
the person listening to us can relax and focus on the
content of what we are saying. The general principle is – do
not distract your listener with anything that can take their
attention away from the content of what you are saying.
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The pictures should be still and silent, nobody is moving
or talking in them.

Audiences respond a lot better to speakers whose faces can
be seen.

 
Thing 2 - Being Still, Being Slow

Many speakers seem unsteady on their feet as they are
speaking, they sway, walk around, or even stand on one leg.
If helps the audience if the speaker is well-grounded and if
they give an impression of being firm.

Also, people who are nervous tend to rush and speak
quickly. However, slow is good. The next activity is great for
practicing the things raised so far, standing still, being slow,
and not hiding the face. It is also an incredible lot of fun. 

Activity - Statue Pictures

In groups of four to six, students are given the task to
produce a still picture based on a topic that the teacher
gives them. They make the picture using their own bodies as
if they were statues. For example, if the teacher gives them
the task to make a picture of a wedding, the students can
take different roles, bride, groom, priest, photographer, etc
and make a still picture that represents a wedding… The
main conditions to emphasize are these ….

6

activity!activity!activity!



7

People should make sure that they can be seen, i.e. that
they are not hiding behind somebody else.

Everybody should make a point of showing their face to
the front. This is not natural, but it is very effective for
the audience and fulfills the function of practicing not
hiding the face.

The teacher should lead into the movement. Get the
group to make the picture first then say e,g, ‘ Ready,
steady, action!’ so the group know when to start the
movement.
The movement should be super slow motion. The point
is to show that being slow can be very interesting to
watch.
The teacher should also say e.g. ‘And stop!’ It is enough
if the movement goes on for 5-10 seconds.

Activity - Statues with movement

Groups can present their pictures in turn. After a couple of
practice rounds you can add an extra layer by bringing the
pictures to life. In this case students make the pictures and
then very slowly get the pictures to move as if they were
living.

A good theme for this activity is a forest. Other ideas are - a
football/ hockey/ tennis match, a fashion show, at school, in
a hospital, a scene from a famous story or film. 

 

activity!activity!activity!



Activity - Counting to ten

Ask the class to count slowly and carefully from one to ten
as a group.
Then ask them to do it again where the number 1 is said as
quietly as possible, 2 just a bit louder,3 louder again, and so
on up to 10 where 10 is meant to be as loud as possible.

What inevitably happens is that the group will have trouble
being loud. They will typically get louder up to about number
7 and then the volume will level off.

I usually then make the point from above that speaking
loudly is not automatic that it has to be trained. I also make
the further point that a lot of being loud is psychological. It is
not just a question of having a loud voice rather than a quiet
one, it is a question of giving yourself permission to be loud.
Then, if you do it again, the group will probably be louder.
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Thing 3 - Speaking Up

Teachers may tell their students to speak up, but speaking
up is not always easy. We all feel strange about speaking
loudly in front of other people and it is especially difficult for
school students as for most of their lives they have
repeatedly been told ….. ‘Keep quiet!, Don’t make so much
noise!’ People have to be re-trained and given permission to
find their voices.

activity!activity!activity!
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Thing 4 - Hands

To keep this short, I find that the best use of hands is when
they make simple gestures to support the verbal
presentation. For beginner speakers though I recommend
keeping hands visible and above waist level. (Not in pockets,
not behind the back, not hanging to the sides or even folded
as they hang low). I am not sure why, but hands really look
better and are less distracting above waist level.

Focus on the Audience, Not on Yourself.

This is probably the most important consideration for high-
level presentation or acting. It is very easy for people
speaking in public to get wrapped up in themselves and 

Variations on the Activity

Generally it is valuable for language students to become
familiar with their own voices, not only how loud they can
be. How high or low can their voices go? Can they express a
range of emotion easily? You can get them to count in
different ways from high pitch to deep voice, or alternating
so that the numbers 1,3,5, etc are high and the even
numbers  are low. Or the odd numbers are angry and the
even numbers are sad. Doing this is not only useful, it is a lot
of fun.
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their own process, including the technical issues discussed
so far here (Am I standing still? Am I speaking slowly enough
and loudly enough?)  

At the end of the day though, however it is done, the person
talking has to communicate effectively and that is all. If the
audience can understand them easily then they are
successful and vice-versa. The activities described in this
book help practice skills that can make communication
easier, but they are not a recipe that guarantees success.
The biggest secret to having the audience undertand you is
simply caring about it enough to make sure that it happens.
These final simple activities serve to reinforce that mindset.

Activity - Speaking from far away

Very simply, give a group of students a text to say, it could
be a quotation, or anything really, ask to go far away from
the rest of the class and ask them to say the text loudly and
clearly so that they can be understood even from a
distance.

As a variation of this ask then to have their back to the
audience or speak from behind a screen. This exercise is a
simple way to help people focus on the reality that,
whatever else is going on with them, nerves, focus on
pronounciation of words, etc, they need their audience to
understand them.

activity!activity!activity!
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Start Early

You can't do this overnight. As I have already said, for many
students it is not easy to have to speak in front of others, for
some it is even their worst nightmare. So it is good to make
this work a feature of your regular teaching, because if you
leave it for the day before the exam it will be too late.

A word of warning

Teenage students are sensitive to feeling exposed and
vulnerable. This means that it pays to be careful when
asking them to do activities or ‘perform’ in front of the class.
On the one hand that is what we are talking about here and
the only way to learn how to communicate clearly is to do it.
At the same time this work can be very threatening to some
people (especially introverts) and so students should not be
left feeling exposed. 

The best ways to do this are to either do activities in smaller
groups, or to do activities where everybody is doing the
activity at the same time so that there is no focus on any
one individual. If you do-presentations make sure that they
are short and also that a large number of people are
involved, taking turns. This way there is a feeling that
everyone else is doing it too. 
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Final Thoughts

It is very easy for teachers to undervalue speaking when
teaching English and also to undervalue the role of drama in
teaching as a whole. The logic they use is that the spoken
part of most exams does not carry too many points and
students will generally manage well enough without too
much preparation. Their job is to get students through
exams and so they can not afford to spend too much time
on activities that do not directly correspond to the syllabus.

Despite this powerful objection, I passionately believe that
drama activities deserve a more prominent place in
language teaching than they have today. There are many
reasons for this, most of them related to motivation. 

When students feel positive about a subject, they are more
likely to do well at it. It is worth spending some time on
things that motivate the class, even if those things are not
directly related to the syllabus. Being able to talk to others is
surely one of the most motivating aspects of language
learning. When we know that we can speak and be
understood in another language we feel very empowered
and positive about the subject as a whole.

This motivation and positivity is a powerful tool in the hands  
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of a teacher who is trying to lead their class through what is
a long-term learning process. Students at school will learn a
language for years and years. It is a big job to keep them
feeling positive and motivated through the whole of that
time. 

Indeed, in these days the need for positivity and motivation
in the classroom is more acute than ever as more and more
teachers report negativity, depression and isolation among
their students. 

So, while practising speech and communication skills may
not at first sight seem to be especially important, when
compared to other things that you need to work on this
work (and other drama-based work) can have a lot of hidden
value. It is not only useful in its own right, it can help to keep
the class feeling positive about your lessons as a whole. 

I hope that you have found this mini e-book interesting and
useful. Please stay in touch if you would like more tips and
ideas on how to successfully incorporate drama into your
language teaching.

david@thebeartheatre.com
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Live Shows in Your School

What better way to create a positive learning atmosphere
in your school than by hosting a series of live shows? We
have different shows for different ages and levels of
student and can easily play several shows in the same day.
And the results are always excellent!

A Guest in Your Classroom

This is a new way to have an original and memorable
experience with your class, without getting the whole
school involved. We have a number of wonderful guests
who you can meet, either live online or in recorded
version. It is a great way to bring a new personality into
the class and it is a very creative way to teach well.

 Presentation Skills for Students

This dynamic workshop by theatre director David Fisher gets
students thinking about what they need to do in order to
speak clearly and be easily understood.



www.thebeartheatre.com

Create a live event in your school!


