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How you are assessed?
• The written exam is 1 hr 30minutes. There are 2 sections to complete: Section 

A & Section B.
• Section A is worth 45 marks in total. You will be asked a series of questions 

assessing your knowledge and understanding of an extract from DNA (30 
marks).
• One question assessing knowledge and understanding of the wider text (15 

marks).
• You would therefore spend about 1hr 5mins on this section.

• Section B is worth 15 marks. You will be expected to answer ONE question 
from a choice of two, assessing analysis and evaluation of a given aspect of a 
live theatre production.
• You would therefore spend about 25mins on this section.



The Exam
• The Questions that you will be answering in Section A will be from the perspective of an 

actor, director and a designer. It is therefore important you have an understanding of what 
all three mean.

Some examples of the types of the essay style questions you may be asked:
• Acting- Explain how a performer playing the role of Danny could portray his character to 

the audience within the extract (this will be stipulated in the exam) You should consider: 
Vocal skills, physical skills and interactions with other characters.

• Directing- Imagine you are directing a production of DNA. Explain how a performer playing 
the role of Phil might demonstrate his high status in the group to the audience in this 
extract (stipulated within the exam). You should consider physical skills, vocal skills, and the 
use of proxemics within your answer.
• Design- Imagine you are a lighting designer for a production of DNA. Explain how you 

would use lighting to portray this extract (stipulated within the exam) effectively on stage 
for an audience.



Introduction to DNA
• DNA was written in 2007 and is set in the early 21st Century. It’s about a group 

of teenagers, who could be described as a ‘gang’ who have accidently killed one 
of their classmates. When they realise their mistake, they try to cover up the 
crime but inadvertently implicate an innocent man. They have plenty of 
opportunities to be honest about what they’ve done, but the group instead 
continues to weave a darker and more complex web of lies.  

• https://www.bbc.com/teach/class-clips-video/plot-overview-dna-by-dennis-
kelly/zf6kjhv

https://www.bbc.com/teach/class-clips-video/plot-overview-dna-by-dennis-kelly/zf6kjhv


Plot Overview
Section 1: ‘The Problem’
• Scene 1:  ‘A Street’- Jan & Mark
• Scene 2:  ‘A Field’ – Leah & Phil 
• Scene 3: ‘A Wood’ – Lou, John Tate, 

Danny, Richard, Cathy, Brian, Mark, Jan, 
Leah & Phil. 
• Scene 4: ‘A Field’ – Leah & Phil

Section 2: ‘Framing the Postman
• Scene 5: ‘A Street’- Jan & Mark
• Scene 6:‘A Field’ – Leah & Phil 
• Scene 7: ‘A Wood’ – Lou, Danny, 

Richard, Cathy, Brian, Mark, Jan, Leah & 
Phil. 
• Scene 8: ‘A Field’ – Leah & Phil

Section 3: ‘The climax; Adam lives & dies’
• Scene 9: ‘A street’ Jan & Mark
• Scene 10: ‘A field’ Phil, Leah, Jan & Mark
• Scene 11: ‘A wood’ Cathy, Brian, Leah, 

Mark, Lou, Jan, ADAM, Phil. 
• Scene 12: ‘A field’ Leah & Phil

Section 4: ‘The resolution- life goes on’
• Scene 13: ‘A street’ Jan & Mark
• Scene 14: ‘A field’ Richard & Phil



Structure
• The structure of DNA is linear- scenes are in chronological order. There is a 

pattern to the order of the scenes, the locations and the characters we see.

Task 1- Look up & make notes on the other possible types of structure in plays. 
(Try GCSE bitesize) An understanding of these will come in handy for your 
Component 1 portfolio of evidence.
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/zcdhr82/revision/1

Task 2- Write a paragraph explaining: 
• What effect does the linear structure have on the reader/audience member? 

Why do you think Kelly structured the play this way?

https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/zcdhr82/revision/1


Character Analysis
• Create a role on the wall for one (or two!) of the 

characters opposite. Please see the next slide for an 
example. Yours will obviously be much more 
detailed!

Include the following:
• Their personality traits & mannerisms.
• How they interact with other characters.
• If you were playing this character what costume, 

hair & make up would you choose?
• What type of voice, posture/physicality do you 

imagine your character to have? 
• Are the locations of the scenes significant to your 

character? Why? (Leah & Phil are always in a field)
• Find quotes from the play to support your answer if 

you can. 

• Leah
• Phil
• Cathy
• Adam
• John Tate
• Richard
• Danny
• Jan & Mark
• Brian
• Lou



An example for Leah
• Leah's character acts as the group’s conscience asking questions about 

the morality of the group’s behaviour, “What have we done 
Phil?”. Both talkative and curious Leah seems driven to ask questions, 
about herself, about animals and humans, and about the world.

Voice
The pace in which Leah speaks is extremely fast and she rarely pauses to 
think or to wait] for Phil to respond (she knows he wont'!)
Pitch -
Tone-

Posture & Physicality
• As she is a fast paced speaker, I feel she would be constantly 'on the 

move' I also think she would use exaggerated hand gestures to try to 
get Phil's attention and for comedic effect 'Bonobo's. Always at it. Sex 
mad.'

Etc etc....



A student interpretation...

This is an example I found 
online. You can do much better 
than this & include much more 
detail!!!



Character Analysis
• Adam is the innocent victim of bullying and eventual murder in the play. There is a suggestion that he is from a lower social 

class than the others and that he will do anything to fit in with the others and become a member of the gang. 

• Brian is an emotionally sensitive and relatively innocent boy. He is the least willing character to lie and the one who is most 
coerced and bullied into doing so. He suffers severe physiological disturbances because he has lied and eventually becomes 
delusional.

• Cathy takes pleasure in violence. She plants the DNA evidence that frames the postman and is the one who finds Adam in 
the woods. She is cold and callous, showing no signs of guilt for the lives the group take or wreck. Phil turns to Cathy to 
carry out the murder of Adam. By the end of play Cathy is ‘running things’.

• Danny is the most academic of the gang and has ambitions to be a dentist. Danny has a self-serving agenda, ‘How am I 
gonna get references?’, and ‘Dentists don’t get mixed up in stuff like this’ Danny is ultimately a passive member of the group 
who will do as he is told by the leader.

• Jan and Mark are always seen together. They open each section of DNA and work like a chorus in an ancient Greek drama. 
They convey the cruelty of the taunting of Adam. They inform us of the feral, brutal and pack-like behaviour of which the 
teenage gang is capable of.

• John Tate is an important contrast to Phil, and his leadership wanes as Phil’s becomes more powerful. The frequent false 
starts and hesitations in his speech suggests insecurity and from the start of the play he has to remind others of his 
authority. His vocabulary suggests he is from a more privileged background. John Tate states that he finds the events 
stressful, and eventually disappears from the play. We hear that ‘He won’t come out of his room’, and ‘He’s joined the Jesus 
Army’ suggesting he has tried to make an escape from the dreadful events.

• https://www.bbc.com/teach/class-clips-video/characters-dna-by-dennis-kelly/zvf76v4

https://www.bbc.com/teach/class-clips-video/characters-dna-by-dennis-kelly/zvf76v4


Character Analysis- Continued….
• Leah’s character acts as the group’s conscience asking questions about the morality of 

the group’s behaviour, “What have we done Phil?”. Both talkative and curious Leah 
seems driven to ask questions, about herself, about animals and humans, and about 
the world. Leah speculates on the qualities of chimps and bonobos, and the position 
of human kind in the universe. She concludes that humans are the ‘anomaly’, she is 
‘scared’ and ‘ashamed’ of the ‘brutal terror’ that people are living with. Leah is loyal 
and generous and has an instinct to defend Phil by claiming joint responsibility. Leah 
does not participate in any of the bullying or cruelty directly, but in spite of her ability 
to think intelligently, she is very much part of the group, often looking up to Phil. It 
isn’t until late in the play that she loses his influence. Leah is a deeply sympathetic 
character, partly because of her humility and thoughtfulness, but also because of the 
personal struggle she undergoes during the play. 
• Lou’s character establishes a tone of apprehension. Her continuous references to the 

trouble the gang are in keep the tension level high. In particular her repeated line, 
‘we’re screwed’, becomes a darkly comic catchphrase. Lacking a moral compass she is 
quick to blame others, tends to be fickle, and is a follower.



Character Analysis- Continued….

Phil is a ‘psychopathic ringleader’. Implying that some sort of mental imbalance lies behind his criminal 
behaviour. Phil is most often seen away from the group with Leah. Enigmatic and silent he is often seen 
eating or drinking some kind of junk food or snack. Although he says he is ‘making it up’ as he goes along, 
Phil’s plan to cover up Adam’s disappearance reveals his incredible capacity to think ahead. Phil is an 
extreme pragmatist, reacting and responding to events when it is needed, but otherwise choosing to 
remain impassive. He shrugs in answer to the question, ‘How do you feel?’, almost as if he has no feelings at 
all, or certainly does not feel it is worthwhile voicing them. By the end of the play Phil spends his time 
‘staring at nothing’. He has distanced himself from the group, and is unresponsive to Richard’s plea, ‘Come 
back to us’. More uncommunicative than ever, Phil seems deeply unhappy locked into the silence of 
isolation.

Richard has a relatively high status within the group. He doesn’t back down to John Tate ‘You shouldn’t 
threaten me John’. In spite of this he is willing to accept Phil’s authority. He takes Brian off to fulfill Phil’s 
orders twice. When things go wrong Richard becomes helpless, worried about going to prison, and needs 
Phil to suggest a way forward. By the end of the play Richard has taken the place of Leah hankering for 
Phil’s attention. Like Leah, Richard brings news of the other characters and opens wider perspectives, giving 
an invitation to stand back and reflect on human behaviour. 



Monologue Task

• Write a monologue for the character of Danny, Cathy or Richard to be 
performed after the scene that ends on Page 26 with the stage directions:

They stare at him open mouthed.
He bends down. Picks up his coke.
Starts to drink his coke.

• Your monologue must include the location, stage directions, and any lighting 
and sound choices you think might be appropriate.

It may be useful to re read the other monologues in the play to see the style 
in which they are written.



Style

The style of a play is all about how a play is produced. It is chosen by the director. Some plays 
are very open to interpretation and others have a very clear style in the way that they have 
been written. 
Think about the style of Blood Brothers. After researching the terms below, how would you 
describe its style & why?

Some examples of style: Please look these up if you are not familiar (write notes in your 
books/print for your folder- you will need this information for revision.)
• Naturalistic
• Non naturalistic
• Epic Theatre
• Theatre of Cruelty
• Total Theatre
• Physical Theatre
• Agitprop



Style Questions
Short answer questions
• How would you describe the style of the play DNA?
• If you were to direct the play would you change the style? Think 

Shakespeare... some directors set his plays in modern times with costumes, 
staging and music to reflect their choices.

10 mark question (aim for about a page)
• If you were a director thinking of staging DNA, what type of staging would 

you use? Describe your lighting & sound choices for scene 1 (p9-10)?
• Don’t forget to justify why you have made these decisions? What effect will 

it have on the audience?
• The types of staging are on slide 25 We haven't looked at these in detail 

yet. GCSE Bitesize has some helpful information if you need/want to do 
additional research.



Genre
How would you describe the genre of DNA?
• Dark comedy- adult themes, and dark humour. ‘so were all pegging them. 

Laughing. And his face, its just making you laugh harder and harder. Really 
chucking these stones into him, really hard and laughing and he slips.’

What is the effect on the audience?
• The frequent shifts from tragedy to comedy mean that tension is repeatedly 

built and released, which keeps the performance engaging for the audience. 
It also keeps them guessing if the play will end happily or unhappily.



In- yer- face Theatre
• 'In yer face theatre' emerged in Britain in the 1990's. Playwrights like Sarah Kane & 

Mark Ravenhill wrote gritty plays containing obscene language and violent acts that 
are distressing to watch.

• DNA includes crude language and had violent 'in- yer- face moments', such 
as when Phil puts a plastic bag over Brian's head P.59 . Most of the shocking events 
that are mentioned in the play happen off stage, like Adam's murder P. 59-
60 (suggested in stage directions)

Task
• Do some research into 'In-yer-face theatre'
Essay style question (250-500 words)
• Why do you think Dennis Kelly chose to shield the audience from these moments? 

What is the effect of not showing the violence? If you were directing the play 
would you change this? Give reasons for your answer.



Task

• Re read Act Three 'A street' 
• Write a paragraph explaining how you would direct this scene to 

emphasise it's comedic elements. You should include:

• The comic aspects of the scene
• How actors could use vocal and physical skills to create humour.
• The effect your choices will have on the audience.



Themes

• Here is a list that includes the main themes of the play. Print these out leaving space at the bottom to Find quotations from the play to 
support these choices.

Gang Culture

• Perhaps the strongest influence of the opening scenes on an audience will be the apparently close-knit nature of the group. Seen in small 
groups at first, the nature of what they have done is gradually revealed through their shocked reaction to the death of Adam. However, power 
struggles within the group are evident through the attempts of John Tate to ban the word ‘death’ and then to suppress what he sees as an 
overthrow of his leadership by Richard. Most sinister of all, is the contribution of Phil, who has not spoken throughout a tirade by Leah (his 
long-suffering girlfriend) where he details a well-constructed plan to absolve the group from any blame for the death of Adam – with DNA 
evidence as part of the cover. The role of the female characters are interesting in that Cathy ultimately takes on the role of gang leader by the 
end of the play, while Leah leaves, unable to cope with Phil’s solution to the problem of the reappearance of Adam.

Bullying

• Psychological bullying as well as the physical abuse of Adam is a predominant theme in the play. Phil is perhaps the most interesting character 
of all as he does not respond to his girlfriend Leah in a number of scenes where she is quite obviously looking for assurance and security. She 
speaks almost in monologue were it not for the fact he is on stage, at times even speaking for him. His seemingly callous disregard for her 
feelings is equivalent to bullying and his reaction to her leaving at the end of the play is a surprise. Jan and Mark recount with relish what they 
did to Adam when they believed he died falling through the grille. John Tate, who bullies mercilessly to keep power, disappears from the action 
early but is referenced as having ‘lost it’ and ‘found God’ as the play progresses. There are clearly consequences for their actions. The weaker 
members of the group, Danny, the aspiring dentist, and Brian are used cynically by Phil to help in the cover-up (after being threatened with the 
same fate as Adam) and are damaged, as is everyone else in the process. Everyone is changed by what happens but not always in the way that 
we might expect.

https://www.bbc.com/teach/class-clips-video/themes-dna-by-dennis-kelly/zdkfbdm 



Themes (Continued)
Morality
• The members of the gang wrestle with their own morality but ultimately decide to follow orders. Can you think of any other historical 

events where this happened? Dennis Kelly, doesn’t propose this is wrong, but rather poses the question ‘what's more important, the 
needs of many or few?’ Every character in the play has the opportunity to question or disobey, but none do. Why? I think each character 
has a different reason for this. However, there is a pack mentality to the group, and it is very difficult to be the one person that goes 
against everyone else. Especially considering the type of leader Phil is, and the things he has ordered the group to do already. DNA 
provides a moral question to the audience. In this situation, what would you do? There is no right or wrong answer, and every audience 
member will reach their own conclusion.

Responsibility
• The play makes the audience question who is ultimately responsible for the callous behaviour of the group towards Adam in the initial 

attack – and later when he makes his surprise reappearance. The characters fight to save themselves from blame; Jan and Mark 
consistently refer to ‘laughing’ and being in ‘stitches’ as they recount Adam’s desperately sad attempts to be accepted by the group as 
he ate leaves, stole vodka, had cigarettes stubbed out on him and ultimately fell to his ‘death’. The shock and the guilt is seen in the 
smaller conversations such as when Leah accuses Phil – ‘you’re not human’. As a collective, the responsibility is taken as a shared 
‘burden’ but this is actually a device designed to keep all the gang members quiet. When Phil states, ‘I’m in charge. Everyone is happier. 
What’s more important: one person or everyone?’ He is starting to make them all feel that they cannot step back from the solution that 
he himself has decided- to kill Adam once and for all. This time the group will be responsible for cold-blooded murder and not accidental 
manslaughter. This seems a small step for Phil who has insisted that Mark positively identify the completely innocent postman, who’s 
DNA was found on Adam’s jumper.

Leadership
• We live in a strange time of leaders and power. Phil becomes the leader by proposing manipulative and violent acts, however as the 

leader he doesn’t carry any of these out himself? Know any other leaders like that?



T.I.E Script Task

• You have been asked to stage a short (5 mins) Theatre in Education 
play based on the themes in DNA.

• Your target audience is 14-16 year old's.

• Write a script which includes: stage directions for the actors and set 
information in italics, lighting cues in bold, sound/music cues 
underlined.



Playwrights intentions
When asked what inspired Kelly to write DNA:
• ‘It was to do with Western Foreign policy. At the time we were becoming 

increasingly scared of terrorism. I felt that our fear meant we were in danger of 
over reacting and curbing our own liberties and the liberties of others. I began 
to ask myself whether its right to sacrifice the individual for the many- which is 
a central question in the play. It’s not about bullying or anything like that, as the 
real bullying takes place before the play starts. The characters are struggling 
with how far they should go to protect the group- how many wrongs can you do 
to for a greater purpose.

• When you are performing/directing a play it's important to understand the 
playwright's intentions & the reasons he/she have written the play.



Context
•

DNA deals with a whole host of contemporary issues through its portrayal of a particularly 
disaffected and alienated teenage-orientated view of the ‘modern’ world. The scenes are full 
of confrontational situations, often framed around a character addressing another with no 
response and at times this creates scenes constructed of a series of monologues. This lack of 
communication builds powerful dramatic tension and often explodes into furious argument 
between characters and within characters.
• In the opening scenes, there is virtually no communication with the world outside the 

friendship group. The world of the characters takes very little notice of the rest of society 
until faced with the consequences of an act of wilful and ‘mindless’ aggression. The 
aftermath of this act brings the characters closer together and pulls them apart.
• When studying this play the reader should enjoy the power of the arguments and will be 

shocked by the immorality that underpins the choices made by some of the characters. This 
play has provoked intense discussion about right and wrong and our responsibility for each 
other.
• The play is set in an indeterminate place and time, though clearly contemporary in speech 

and reference. The core themes of self and group identity, bullying, cruelty and responsibility 
should allow all young people to develop opinions about the consequences faced by the 
characters in this play. 



Context continued...

• DNA was written is 2007, when the growing threat of terrorism in Britain was 
causing anxiety. Two major terror attacks that contributed to this fear were 
the September 11th 2001 and the London bombings in 2005.

Research Task
• Research the above events & produce a handout for each. Think about how 

these events relate to the themes within the play.



Types of staging 



Staging of the play
• There are three different locations in the play- A street, a field & a wood.
• The scenes in the street are purposefully short, and are where the audience 

are first made aware of what is happening. For this reason staging needs to 
be kept to a minimum for a quick scene change to the field and then the 
wood. This sequence is repeated throughout the play. 

• Dennis Kelly has avoided giving specific stage directions as he says ‘theatre is 
a collaborative art form. Part of my job is to create the circumstances where 
other people can come in and use their own creativity’.



Staging task- choose one question to answer

• Read from the start of Act One (A Wood) to where John Tate says 'I'm trying 
to keep things together' then answer the following question:
• As a designer working on a production of the play, explain how you would 

use staging to portray this extract effectively to the audience. You should 
refer to the plays context in your answer.

• Read Act Three (A Wood) from where Phil says 'Take Brian' to the end of the 
scene, then answer the following question:
• Imagine you’re a designer working on DNA. Explain how you would use 

props and furniture to portray this extract effectively on stage to an 
audience. You should refer to the plays context in your answer.



Costumes
• Jot down some costume ideas that you have for each character. Think about 

the type of family you imagine them to come from – are their clothes hand me 
downs? Well worn? Or brand new & in great condition? 
• What hair & make up choices would you make & why? Think about how our 

appearance can tell the world about the type of person we are. 



Mood Board

• You are hoping to gain your first professional role as the costume/make up 
designer for the London production of DNA. To prepare for your interview 
you have been asked to produce a mood board displaying your ideas. This 
should include ideas for individual characters costumes, colour schemes, 
hair and make-up ideas, types of fabrics used etc. Don't forget to 
annotate and justify the choices you have made. Your mood board must be 
eye catching and well thought through.

• The design budget for the production is unlimited.



Final Costume Design

• You have passed the first stage of the interview & have now been asked to 
produce a detailed costume design for the character of Adam. This can be 
sketched or created using images online.

• Don’t forget to annotate your work- justifying the reasons for your choices. 
The interviewer will want to see that you have a good understanding of the 
play/characters and an achievable and practical vision for wardrobe.


