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Unit: Theater Literacy

Critical Writing
for Theater Overview

Theater Benchmarks Addressed:

Students develop their communicative, personal and analytical skills while investigating the role of the critic.■■n

Student critics extend and revise their written work guided by self, peer, and teacher-assessments.■■n

Students refine their ability as critics, to express point of view, and personal vision. ■■n

Big Idea(S) of this Unit: 
Will students achieve ‘critical writing for theater skills’ suitable for publication in the future?■■n

Will ‘critical writing for theater skills’ broaden students’ viewpoints as perspective audience members?■■n

Project Description:  
Students will prepare for, and view a live theater performance. Students will then write a well-developed theater review, based ■■n

on a rubric developed specifically for critical writing for the theater.

Instructional Goal:  
SWBAT view a live theater performance, and write a well-developed critical review of the performance.■■n

Assessment of Prior Learning/ Planning:
Script Analysis Skills

Knowledge of Technical Theater and Design Elements■■n

Student Strengths:

Play Writing Skills■■n

Acting Technique■■n

Student Weaknesses/Needs:

Critical Writing for Theater Skills■■n

Critical Writing for Theater Vocabulary  ■■n

Indicators of Student Learning 
Students Will Know:

Elements of a good theater review■■n

Vocabulary used for critical writing for theater■■n

Assessment techniques for critical writing for theater■■n

Background information for critical writing for theater■■n

Grades:   

11th and 12th
Class Sessions:   

10 Sessions
Teacher:   

Marlene May
School:   

Fordham High 
School for the 
Arts
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Students Will Be Able To:
Analyze professional models of theater reviews■■n

Develop a vocabulary suitable for critical writing■■n

Utilize various assessments for their work■■n

Research background information for their review■■n

Students Will Understand That:
Critiquing theater is a matter of taste■■n

Standard vocabulary exists for reviewing theater■■n

Assessments are necessary for extending and revising■■n

Research tools for critical writing are varied■■n

Unit Assessment Strategies:
What is evidence of student learning?

Self-Assessment (Indicators 1,3,5,7,8, 9,11, and 12)

Through journal entries, research on the web, Play by Play, and in the newspaper, as well as through completing the final self-■■n

assessment worksheet in the Critical Writing Packet

Peer-Assessment (Indicators 1,2,3,5,7,and 11)

Through sharing each other ‘s reviews aloud to generate peer comments and suggestions as well as completing the peer-■■n

assessment worksheet in the Critical Writing Packet

Teacher-Assessment (Indicators 1,2,3,7, and 11)

Through reviewing student work with comments for revision and by evaluating the final product based on  the rubric guide-■■n

lines in the Critical Writing Packet

Unit: Theater Literacy

Critical Writing for Theater Continued

Overview
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Learning Experiences Theater Strands
making literacy connec-

tions
resources careers

1. Learning how to view theater critically (Movie and Play Evaluation 

Form)
u u

2. Analyzing published reviews (Newspapers, Theatermania.com, Play by 

Play and more)
u u u

3.  Preparing to view The Color Purple on Broadway (Activity & Discussion)

Researching Background information■■n

Listening to Music CD■■n

Reading the Novel■■n

Viewing the movie■■n

u u u

4.  Investigating criteria for Critical Writing for Theater (Critical Writing 

Packet)

Elements of a good review■■n

Establishing Vocabulary■■n

Learning what to look for in performance    ■■n

u u u

5.  Viewing the Performance (Full theater experience)

Broadway.com Workshop (Open Call Audition and meeting Donna ■■n

Champlin)

Lunch at McDonalds■■n

2 pm Matinee at THE BROADWAY THEATER■■n

u u u

6.  Post-performance Assessments (Reflections)

Class Discussion based on rubric in packet■■n

Journal entry based on Playbill information■■n

Individual entries on P. 4 and 5 in packet■■n

u u u

7.  Homework (Rough Draft of review) u u

8.  Peer-assessment of rough draft  (Group and individual)

Read aloud with group response■■n

P. 6 peer-assessment form by individual write■■n

u u

9.  Final Draft (Teacher-assessment, comments, suggestions for final revi-

sion)
u u

10. Post Assessment (Self-Assessment worksheet) u u

Unit: Theater Literacy

Critical Writing for Theater Continued

Assessments and Learning Experiences
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Unit: Theater Literacy

Critical Writing for Theater Continued

Assessments and Student Work

http://schools.nyc.gov/offices/teachlearn/arts/images/theaterunits/4. Self-Assessment Worksheet.pdf
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Unit: Theater Literacy

Critical Writing for Theater Continued

Student Work with Teacher Comments

Click here to download complete 12-page Critical Writing Unit packet 

Student Work with Teacher Comments

http://schools.nyc.gov/offices/teachlearn/arts/images/theaterunits/Page 02.pdf
http://schools.nyc.gov/offices/teachlearn/arts/images/theaterunits/Page 03.pdf
http://schools.nyc.gov/offices/teachlearn/arts/images/theaterunits/CriticalWritingUnit.pdf
http://schools.nyc.gov/offices/teachlearn/arts/images/theaterunits/EvaluationWorksheet.pdf
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Marlene May, Theater Teacher  
Observations 

The Critical Writing for Theater Unit was conceived as a result 

of the three days of professional development offered by the 

DOE for Unit Plan Development.

Students were introduced to critiquing theatrical performances by 

viewing scenes from A MidsummerNight’s Dream, and The Color 
Purple (Movie), and seeing The Twenty-Fifth Annual Putnam County 

Spelling Bee on Broadway. Students used the Movie/Play/Scene 

Evaluation Form to begin the process of looking at theater from the 

critic’s point of view.

Students were prepped to see The Color Purple on Broadway, with 

the goal of writing a Theater Review of the musical after seeing the 

performance. Students investigated the background of the story by 

watching the movie in class, reading the novel on their own, and 

researching information about the story on the internet and in the 

Broadway.com study guide.

A Critical Writing Packet with a rubric and guidelines for writing a 

theatrical review was introduced prior to viewing the live performance 

of The Color Purple. Students were well prepared to view the musi-

cal as informed audience members.

Additionally, students were studying set design with two teaching artists from the Vital Theater as 

part of the Vital Voices Outreach Program. This experience enhanced student’s ability to assess the 

technical aspects of the performance.

Students were simultaneously engaged in writing one-act plays through a residency of The Young 

Playwright’s Inc. Write A Play! Workshop. This experience sensitized the viewers of The Color 
Purple to aspects of plot, structure and dialogue.

Several forms of assessments were embedded in the unit. These included peer-assessments, both 

informal, through group response to student writing, and formal, by individual editors dissecting 

student writing, based on a specific rubric.

Students were eager to rewrite, seeking perfection in their endeavor to meet the requirements set 

up by the rubric, and by the sample published writings they analyzed.

Learning outcomes included writing critically about theater for the first time. Students learned how 

to write a good lead sentence, catching the perspective audience’s attention. Students learned how to 

critique design elements as well as plot, theme and acting values. Students gained a clear understanding 

of all of the elements of good review writing, including recommending (or not) the performance to others.

Unexpected outcomes included: The enthusiasm students exuded as they accomplished the task of writ-

ing and editing their first reviews. One student wanted to write a second review of a different play; The 

detail with which students assessed each other, using their newfound skills; The application of better 

writing habits into other assignments including playwriting, and writing thank you notes to guests that 

came to our classroom after the unit was completed.

Students who are juniors going into senior year, are interested in finding out how they can review for Play 

by Play. Students would like to continue reviewing for theater. 

My goal would be to invite a review to talk with students about a career as a arts reviewer.  I’d like to 

pursue other opportunities for critical writing for my students, such as learning to write theater reviews 

sponsored by High 5.

The most exciting aspect of this unit, is that it was original, and evolved from a collaborative effort in the 

professional development series.

http://schools.nyc.gov/offices/teachlearn/arts/images/theaterunits/Page 04.pdf



