
Dear Educator,
This guide has been created to supplement your students’ experience of Old Yeller  and to extend its themes

into your curriculum.  We know your classroom time is precious, but we hope you will find some of the enclosed
activities worthwhile and meaningful to your students.   Page 1 deals with activities and questions to explore before
your class sees the play.  Page 2 gives a behind the scenes look at the acting for the show.  Page 3 gives activities to
explore after seeing the play. Page 4 lists a bibliography of more books to read and gives more information about the
theater company.  These are just suggested activities, so please feel free to adapt them to best fit your grade level and
curriculum.

  It is our belief that theater arts are basic to education. We hope that you’ll find these activities educational and
entertaining.

PRE-SHOW ACTIVIES

Book vs. The Play
Reading Activity: Read or re-read the story Old Yeller.

Discussion: Discuss the following questions:   What was your favorite part of the story?  Who is
your favorite character? What are you  excited to see come to life?  What do you think
will be difficult to dramatize?What part would you want to play if you were acting out
the story?
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 History
   Drama Discussion: When does this play take place? (the late 1860’s)  Where does it take place? (the hill

country of central Texas)
Research: Study the time period and geography of the area (research houses, clothing, value of

money, transportation, etc.)
Discussion: How is this setting different from the setting of your school?  How is it similar?
Activity: Have the students work together in small groups to act out a simple scene (such as

making breakfast, going to the store, doing chores, etc.) set in this time period and
location.  Then have the students act out the same scene in modern time period.  Have
the students share their scenes with the rest of the class.



Behind the Scenes Spotlight on.....

PLAYWRITING
an interview with playwright Brian Guehring

What  do you do for a living?
I’m on the artistic staff at the Omaha Theater Company.  I am a teacher, actor,
dancer, and director for the company.  I am also the Playwright in Residence,
which means I write 1 or 2 plays each season for the company.  I have been
working here 10 years.
How did you get your job?
I studied drama in college at Duke University.  I then focused on theater for
young audiences and playwriting in graduate school at the University of Texas.  I
worked at the Omaha Theater Company for a couple of years as an intern and
actor before I was hired full time.
How did you adapt the book Old Yeller into a play?
About a year ago, our theater got the rights to turn the book into a play.  I read the
book several times, took extensive notes, and tried to imagine the story on stage.
For this play, I also had the opportunity to go down to the hill country of central
Texas to research where the story took place.  I got to visit the Old Yeller statue,  Brian and the Old Yeller Statue
the Fred Gibson display, and the historical museum with lots of artifacts about life                 in Mason Texas
for the early Texas settlers in 1860.
What  was the hardest part of writing this play?
I think our biggest challenge in producing this play is bringing the animals (Old Yeller, the hogs, the wolf, the bears, and the
bull) to life.   I am so excited that we were able to bring in Trish Place to design the puppets for this show.

What else have you written?
I  adapted Millions of Cats for the theater last year.  I also have written
Brave Little Tailor, Where the Red Fern Grows, King Chemo, and
Sacagawea: Discovering History for our stages.  My touring plays
The Bully Show and NebraskaLand! have toured into Omaha area
elementary schools for the last few years.
What is the best thing about being a playwright?
I love reading and writing, so I think this is a really fun, creative and
challenging job.  My favorite part about being a playwright is seeing a
production where the actors, the designers and the directors have all
added their artistic vision to my script to work together to make a
dynamic piece of theater for the audience.
Do you have any advice for students who want to write plays?

     Brian among the Prickly Pear Cactus See lots of plays, read lots of stories, write every day, take a playwriting
class, and write about what you know!

Do It Yourself!
Writing  Reading: Print a copy of the first 9 pages from the play Old Yeller at www.brianguehring.com.  Have the

students read the play scene and the first chapter of the book.
Discussion:  How were the the first chapter and the first scene of the play similar?  How were they different?

How does is writing a play different in form from a book?
Definition:  Stage Directions are descriptions in parentheses describing action.  Dialogue is what the

characters say.
Activity:  Chose a different chapter or few pages from the book.  Have the students write a scene for a play

based on the chapter.
Sidecoaching:How can you turn desciption into dialogue?  Make sure you add at least a couple of

new lines of dialogue that are not in the book.



POST SHOW ACTIVITIES
These activities are designed to help the students further explore themes from the show through discussion, drama, art,
and writing.

Puppetry
Dramatic Arts, Language Arts

Drama Background: In the production of Old Yeller, the dog Old Yeller is represented by a hand and rod
puppet manipulated by an actress.

Definition: A puppet is an inanimate object brought to life by a puppeteer.
Discussion: Where have you seen puppets before?  What plays, movies, or TV shows use puppets?

(Sesame Street, Muppets, Babe, Lion King musical, etc.)  What different kinds of
puppets are there? (marionettes, sock puppets, Boon Raku puppets, paperbag pup-
pets, shadow puppets)  Why would a theater use puppets instead of actors or live
animals?

Activity: Choose a simple object you have with you (pencil, pen, notebook, stapler, hair clip, etc)
and explore all the ways it can move.  Act out “A Day in the Life of Mr. or Mrs. Ob-
ject” where it wakes up, gets ready for the day, has a problem, solves it, etc.

Sidecoaching:  What would your object do for work?  How would it feel about going to work?
What would it be thinking?  What kind of voice would it use?

Turning Points & “Role” Playing
Dramatic Arts, Language Arts

Drama Background: Old Yeller could be described as a “coming of age” story.  With his father leaving,
Travis is on the edge of child and adult responsibilities.  The decisions he must face will
have a large influence on the shape of his years to come.

Discussion: What was Travis like before his father left?  How about after?  How did his responsibili-
ties change?  What was he like after he had to shoot Old Yeller?

Writing Activity: Think about a turning point in your life.  Maybe you had a difficult decision to make, or
maybe you had to change how you acted for a new situation (a new baby in the family,
a broken arm, etc.).  What did it feel like?  What were you like before, and how did it
change you?  Free write about this time in your life.

Extensions: If students are very interested in expanding on turning points, have them create a scene
or short play about this time in their lives.  Let them interview  parents about  turning
point in their lives.  Discuss turning points in history or in other books they have read.
Use student interviews to find out about each others’ turning points.

Art Discussion: Because his father left, Travis’s role in the family changed.  How?  What are some of the
roles you play?  Has your role changed as you’ve grown older?  You may be a son or
daughter, but you may also be a babysitter of a younger sibling.  You may be a short-
stop, a  violinist, your family’s cook, or its lawn-mower.  These different roles in life can
be discussed  as the different “hats” we wear.

Activity:  Using various materials, (pieces of fabric, string, newspaper, construction paper,
markers, anything!) construct two physical hats that each represent a role that you play.
For example, a tap dancer might make a brightly colored construction paper hat with
glitter on it that shows how exciting the music and tapping is on stage.

Drama Activity: Try each hat on and move around the room, letting your hat really work on you.  How
does is change how you act and interact with others?  Are you the same in your tap
dancer hat as you are in your Saturday-morning-lazy-cartoon-watcher hat?

Activity: Together with a partner, make a scene that could show situations when you would want
or would need to switch hats.  Let us see how putting on each hat affects how you talk
and behave.



Old Yeller
          From the Newberry Honor novel by Fred Gipson, adapted for the stage by Brian Guehring

CAST--To Be Announced
Travis: Old Yeller/Lisabeth:
Mama: Arliss:

Papa/Searcy/Sanderson:
PRODUCTION TEAM

Director:  Kevin Ehrhart Puppetry Designer:  Trish Place
Set Designer:Mark Lewis Costume Designer:  Sherri Geerdes
Light Designer:  Andrew Vance Stage Manager:  Kristi Morgan
                    Development Dramaturg:  Michael Miller
Study Guide Contributers: Jen Martinez, Brian Guehring, Michael Miller

Old Yeller
Rose Theater

2001 Farnam Street
Omaha, NE 68102

Our Website
http://www.rosetheater.org

Questions or comments about the play?
Please feel free to write to us:

 Omaha Theater Company Educational Workshops
Pre-show Acting Workshop          Suggested Ages: Pre K (starting at age 4) through 4th grade

The actor/teachers will lead one hour interactive workshop in the schools in preparation for the students coming to see Old Yeller.  The
goals of this workshop are to introduce students to acting, the story, and the production they will attend. The workshop will include:

-creative drama activities -exploring the basic acting tools (body, voice, and imagination)
-review basic theater etiquette -act out scenes from the Old Yeller show

Intr oduction to Theater Workshop          Suggested  Ages:  2nd-6th grade
The actor/teachers will lead an introduction to theater workshop. This hands on workshop will introduce students to:

-acting -design -directing -playwriting
 The students will also explore the set, costumes, and make-up designs from the show.

Introduction to Musical Theater           Suggested Ages:  4th-12th grade
An interactive workshop where students will learn the basics of singing, acting, and dancing in musical theater.
All these workshops are flexible enough to be adapted to the needs of the group.  Other topics available depending on cast.

To book a workshop contact Holden & Ar ts Associates, Inc. at PO BOX 50120 Austin TX 78763 512-477-1859
For fur ther information contact Carla Podraza, OTC Tour Coordinator at

(402) 502-4626 or carlap@rosetheater.org

BIBLIOGRAPHY
If you enjoy dog stories, you might also like  the following books:

Where The Red Fern Grows by Wilson Rawls Savage Sam by Fred Gibson (a sequel)
Shiloh by Phyllis Reynolds Naylor Sounder by William Howard Armstr ong
Summer of Riley by Eve Bunting
Because of Winn Dixie by Kate DiCamillio

For more information and  activities,
 check out the following websites:

www.mce.k12tn.net/dogs/yeller/old_yeller.htm
Old Yeller website with activities for the classroom and reading quizzes

www.nt.net/~torino/old.html
with discussion questions about the book
http://www.harperacademic.com/catalog/

instructors_guide_xml.asp?isbn=0064403823
great research and writing projects for book and play follow-up

www.sagecraft.com/puppetry Brian at Fred Gibson Exhibit
 for everything you would want to know about puppetry at Eckert Memorial Library in Mason, Texas


