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To the Teacher
This Discovery Guide for Spring Awakening has been 
developed as a prompt-book for a standards-based unit 
of study appropriate for grades 9 through 12. The specific 
theatre arts learning activities can be readily integrated 
with other content areas, particularly Language Arts 
and History/Social Sciences, to accelerate teaching and 
learning. 

The Discovery Guide is a starting point. Please adapt the 
material and extend the learning activities to meet the 
needs of your particular community of learners. Our hope 
is that the structure and content of this guide will not be 
merely functional, but inspiring – and that teachers and 
students will share the thrill of learning through theatre 
arts.

How to Use the Discovery Guide
The Discovery Guide is not designed as an independent 
workbook. It is a resource for learners to develop skills 
that are essential in Theatre Arts, Language Arts, History/
Social Sciences and other content areas. Oral discussion 
and writing prompts are designed so that students may 
relate key ideas to their personal experiences and the 
world around them. Teachers are expected to adapt or 
extend the prompts as needed. In addition, teachers may 
choose some prompts for small group discussion and 
others for the whole group. 

Writing Applications
Many of the prompts in the Guide are easily adaptable 
to match writing objectives your class might already be 
studying. Written responses to the prompts may range 
from short expository answers in complete sentences to 
formal, five-paragraph persuasive essays.

In any case, teachers at all grade levels are encouraged 
to design at least one rigorous, standards-based written 
assignment in conjunction with their unit on Spring 
Awakening.

Scope and Sequence of the Lessons
In order to provide a comprehensive and sequential unit 
of study, we suggest that students have the opportunity 
to explore the whole variety of lessons in the Discovery 
Guide.

The activities are designed to be completed in sequence. 
The activities on pages 4–9 are to be completed before 
the students see the production of Spring Awakening and 
in conjunction with two visits by the teaching artist. The 
discussion and writing prompts on pages 10 – 15 and the 
Resources are intended to stimulate reflection, analysis 
and further inquiry after students attend the play and in 
conjunction with the third visit by the teaching artist.

Vocabulary
Introduce the key vocabulary words on each page as they 
occur. Help students pronounce the words correctly; 
provide opportunities to use the words in complete 
sentences.

How to Use the Discovery Guide
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THE STANDARDS
Teachers should “bundle” one of the recommended 
theatre focus standards with a focus standard from 
another content area to help design their classes’ 
integrated units of study. 

For instance, you might be able to “bundle” one of the 
recommended History/Social Sciences focus standards 
with a focus standard from Theatre Arts and another 
content area such as Language Arts to help design the 
classes’ integrated units of study. 

Theatre
Artistic Perception: Development of the Vocabulary of 
Theatre
1.1 Students observe theatrical productions and respond 
to them, using the vocabulary and language of the theatre.

Historical & Cultural Context: Role and Cultural 
Significance of Theatre 
3.2 Describe the ways in which playwrights reflect and 
influence their culture.

Connections, Relationships, Applications: Connections and 
Applications
5.1 Students apply what they learn in theatre across 
subject areas. 

English-Language Arts
Literary Response and Analysis: Narrative Analysis of 
Grade-Level-Appropriate Text 
3.2 Analyze the way in which the theme or meaning of 
a selection represents a view or comment on life, using 
textual evidence to support the claim. (11-12)
3.3 Analyze the ways in which irony, tone, mood, the 
author’s style, and the “sound” of language achieve 
specific rhetorical or aesthetic purposes or both. (11-12)

Writing Applications
2.4 Write persuasive compositions. (9-10)
2.3 Write reflective compositions. (11-12) 
 
History/Social Science
Historical and Social Sciences Analysis Skills
Historical Interpretation
Students show the connections, causal and otherwise, 
between particular historical events and larger social, 
economic, and political trends and developments. 
Historical Literacy
Develop research skills and a sense of historical empathy.
Sociopolitical Literacy 
Understand the close relationship between society and 
the law. 
Participation Skills
Develop group interaction skills. 

How to Use the Discovery Guide
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Pages 2–3: How to Use this Discovery Guide

Rationale: Students will be able to optimize their learning if they have a clear 
understanding of the layout of the Discovery Guide and objectives of the 
exercises contained in the unit. This will help them describe their learning 
process.

Optional Exercise: Read and discuss the objectives of the Discovery Guide 
with the class.

Before the Play

How to use this discovery guide:
Page 2

table of contents: Page 3

Before the First 
Teaching Artist Session
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Pages 4–5: “Mama Who Bore Me”: 
Victorian Values

Rationale: While the reading 
introduces, by our modern sensibility, 
the restrictive value system of 
the Victorian era, the discussion 
attempts to view it in juxtaposition 
to our contemporary values. The 
discussion asks students to consider 
the influences and principles of their 
own value systems, which will be 
further explored in the first teaching 
artist session. Since Frank Wedekind 
was writing at a time when Victorian 
values were formidable and it is the 
time period in which the musical is 
set, an understanding of late 19th 
century society is significant. 

Exercise: Read and discuss “Mama 
Who Bore Me”: Victorian Values with 
the class. After the students have 
read the essay, ask them for a list 
of Victorian taboos identified in the 
reading and list them on the board. 
Why might Edith Wharton have called 
such societal taboos “the corset 
of society?” In what way might the 
notion of taboos function as a corset?

A recent discussion forum on the 
topic of Victorian morality brought 
forth the following two responses in 
defense of Victorian values. Read the 
following entries to the class: 

1. “Honestly, although this is more 
a matter of manners rather than 
morals, I think I’d be glad to go back 
even as recently as the behavior 
of the early ’60s insofar as public 
behavior is concerned. People 
watched their language and no 
halfway decent person would think 
of swearing in public, much less use 
the F-word in front of women and/
or children. Gentlemen would give a 
lady a seat on the bus. People wore 
decent clothing in public, and tried 
to cover themselves so as not to 
be unseemly. Hats and gloves were 
worn regularly... One didn’t have to 
contend with jerky teenagers lolling 
with their feet up on the bus seat 
while older ladies stand in the aisles, 
hearing ‘F this’ and ‘F that’ and ‘MF’ 
used in casual conversation by males 
and females, and being confronted 
by the hair-filled buttocks crevice of 
the lout standing in front of you at 
the bus stop who can’t be bothered 
to pull his pants up to a location even 
relatively near his waist.”

2. “Trying to teach my preteen 
daughter and teenaged son about 
modest dress is an uphill battle 
in a world where boys often wear 
their waistbands halfway down to 
their knees, and one finds thong 
underwear in sizes for elementary-
school girls, but fortunately my son 
thinks baggy pants look stupid, and 
my daughter is beginning to figure 
out the difference between looking 
stylishly feminine and looking 
skanky.”

Pose the discussion question: 
How would you respond to these 
viewpoints? In terms of politeness 
and public decency, were Victorian 
values more sensible than today’s 
values? 

Since the exercise Taboo will be 
handled during the first TA session, 
instruct students to continue on 
to the reading, “The Word of Your 
Body”: A New Morality which traces 
the influences on Wedekind and his 
play, Spring’s Awakening.

Before the Play

“Mama who bore me”: victorian 
values: Page 4
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Page 6: “The Word of Your Body”: 
A New Morality

Rationale:  The reading highlights 
Wedekind’s rebellion against his 
Victorian roots, and the exercise asks 
students to explore the roots of their 
own value system in a more concrete 
way. The optional exercise introduces 
them to two principal characters in 
the musical which by contrast further 
illustrate Wedekind’s philosophy.  

Exercise: Read “The Word of 
Your Body”: A New Morality and 
the related sidebar. Kick off your 
discussion by asking students why 
a circus horse might have become a 
symbolic hero for Wedekind? What 
might Wedekind have admired in 
that horse and the circus in general 
that flew in the face of the Victorian 
environment in which he was raised? 

Page 8: Exercise: In Defense of Values

After the discussion, students should 
complete the short writing exercise, 
In Defense of Values which serves 
as a prompt for a discussion of their 
personal values. Wedekind’s values 
were shaped in response to Victorian 
taboos, so let’s consider the elements 
that have been influential in shaping 
the students’ value systems. After 
they have had time to write, allow for 
sharing responses.  

Optional Exercise: Wedekind’s Hero 
(Handout 1, at the end of this packet)
Wedekind created characters in his 
plays who would model his values. 
Two principal characters in Spring 
Awakening illustrate his rebellion 
against Victorian bourgeois morality.  

Distribute Handout 1 and allow the 
students five minutes to complete it. 
Select students to read the quotes 
aloud and allow for discussion about 
which character’s dialogue tends to 
exhibit the philosophy of Wedekind’s 
ideal. Generally, Moritz tends to 
doubt himself and beat himself up, 
while Melchior is the free-thinker 
who possesses confidence about his 
inherent knowledge. 

How might Melchior compare to 
Emerald the horse? Do the quotes 
identify him with any of the qualities 
of the ideal Wedekindian hero?

Answers

Mortiz1.	
Melchior2.	
Melchior3.	
Mortiz4.	
Melchior5.	
Melchior6.	

“the word of your body”: a new 
morality: Page 6

exercise: in defense of values: Page 8

Before the Play



P.L.A.Y. Teaching Instructions Spring Awakening    7

Before the Play

Exercise: Taboo
Discuss: Synopsis of Spring 
Awakening

Students will explore Taboo and 
communication on taboo topics. 
Students will compare the issues 
faced by the characters in Spring 
Awakening with those facing young 
people today. 

Page 5: There’s Nothing Dirty in a 
Word

Rationale:  Aside from introducing the 
concept of euphemisms as a solution 
to dealing with taboo subjects, this 
exercise makes further connections 
between Victorian and contemporary 
thought. 

Exercise: Have students complete 
the activity There’s Nothing Dirty in 
a Word.

Euphemisms in There’s Nothing Dirty 
in a Word:

Page 7: Exercise: A Parent Interview

Rationale: Since the tragedies of 
Spring Awakening largely stem from 
a lack of communication between 
the young adults and their parents, 
this exercise is meant to open 
communication between the student 
and his/her own parent on the issues 
of the play. The interview aims at a 
frank discussion and consideration 
of values which provides a resource 
for class discussion. Do these 
same Victorian ghosts haunt our 
contemporary discussions of 
sexuality?

Allow class time, if possible, for 
students to answer their portion of 
the questionnaire. They will need to 
complete the exercise as homework 
by interviewing one of their parents 
or their adult guardian and writing the 
answers in the spaces provided. Take 
a few minutes to discuss effective 
interviewing techniques. Emphasize 
good listening.

There’s nothing dirty in a word: 
Page 5

Before the Second
Teaching Artist Session

Pregnant = With child1.	
Delivering a child = Accouchement2.	
Sexual Intercourse = Giving the 3.	
old man his supper
Masturbation= The solitary vice4.	
Toilet= Water closet5.	
Wet Dream= Nocturnal emissions6.	
Vagina= Womanly passage7.	
Homosexuality = the love that dare 8.	
not speak its name
Have an orgasm = To spend9.	
Penis = Lollipop; charmer10.	

During the First 
Teaching Artist Session

Exercise: a parent interview: Page 7
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Page 9: Investigating Censorship
 
Rationale: The exercise involves 
students in an investigation of 
censorship that directly impacts 
them: the film ratings determined 
by the MPAA (Motion Picture 
Association of America). In 
completing this exercise, students 
should also further understand what 
taboos are still current and what 
specifically warrants censorship in 
contemporary culture. 

Exercise: www.imdb.com is a
general information site while 
www.mpaa.org is the official site of 
the motion pictures ratings board. 
Both sites provide information on the 
rating and rationale for it. However 
mpaa.org  has a wider database. 
Provide the students with the list 

(or a narrowed list of films) and have 
them select a film or assign them 
to keep from too many repeats. 
The research reports can be limited 
to a 1-2 minute class presentation 
in which a chalkboard list can be 
assembled, classifying the various 
films according to the reasons for the 
restricted rating.

Below is a sample of some of the 
recent films that have been rated R or 
NC-17 by the MPAA:

American Gangster
American Pie
American Psycho
Bent
Black Dahlia
Brokeback Mountain
Casino Royale
Crash
Dodgeball
The Dreamers
Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind
Eyes Wide Shut
Factory Girl
Final Destination 3
Funny Games
Grizzly Man
Hustle and Flow
Into the Wild
Love in the Time of Cholera
Lust/Caution
Matrix Reloaded
Mysterious Skin
Rambo
Requiem for a Dream
Showgirls
Snatch
Stop-Loss
Walk Hard: The Dewey Cox Story
Young Adam

Optional Exercise: On the Topic of 
Censorship
Each year the Office for Intellectual 
Freedom, a branch of the American 
Library Association, publishes a list 
of the most banned or challenged 
books. The OIF defines a challenge 
as “a formal, written complaint, filed 
with a library or school, requesting 
that materials be removed because of 
content or inappropriateness.” Repeat 
offenders include such well-known 
works of literature as Catcher in the 
Rye, The Grapes of Wrath and even 
James and the Giant Peach. For the 
second consecutive year, And Tango 
Makes Three, a children’s book about 
two male penguins caring for an 
orphaned egg, has topped the list of 
ALA’s Most Challenged Books. 

Provide students with a list of 
challenged books from the ALA 
and ask them to prepare a short 
report focusing on a selected book. 
Students should begin their search 
by locating a copy of the book and 
considering the following questions:

What is the book about?•	
When and where was the book •	
banned or challenged?
Why was the book banned or •	
challenged?
What specific references within •	
the book were considered most 
offensive or objectionable?
Would you consider the book to •	
be objectionable? Does it require 
a cautionary label?
Who do you foresee as the •	
audience for this book?

Before the Play

exercise: investigating censorship: 
Page 9
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Page 9: “I Believe”: The Inspiration 
for a Musical

Rationale:  The essay discusses the 
universality of the musical which 
threads easily from the discussion 
following the parent interview. The 
essay also prepares students for the 
stylistic approach of the production 
they are about to see.

Exercise: Read “I Believe”: The 
Inspiration for a Musical. The next 
teaching artist session will feature 
a discussion of the form of the play. 
Reading this article in advance will 
prepare the students to engage in a 
lively exchange.

Optional Exercise: Contrasting 
Visions (Handout 2, at the end of this 
packet)
This exercise is an introduction to 
the differences between realism 
and expressionism, which will be 
discussed in greater detail after the 
play. The two paintings aid student 
understanding of the concepts by 
providing a concrete comparison of 
the styles.

This exercise may be completed 
before or after seeing the play, with 
equal benefit to students.

Discuss: Parent Interview
Discuss: “I Believe”: The Inspiration 
for a Musical 

Exercise: Students will experience 
song and expressive gesture as 
communication tools 

The teaching artist will discuss the 
results of the completed Parent 
Interview exercise connecting it to 
the exploration of adult and teenager 
communication explored in the first 
teaching artist session. Students will 
further explore the form of Spring 
Awakening through physical theatre 
activities.

Before the Play

During the Second
Teaching Artist Session
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Pages 10–11: “And Then There Were 
None”: Defying Theatrical Traditions 

Rationale: Both the reading and the 
exercises that follow ask students to 
consider how artists choose the form 
that will best convey their message. 
Understanding the distinction 
between form and content enables 
students to more critically view their 
world and the deluge of information 
they encounter each day. Students 
will use a similar thought process 
in creating both the form and 
content of the final project in the 
Discovery Guide, the Public Service 
Announcement.
  
Exercise: While the show is still 
fresh in students’ minds, ask them 
to make notes on page 10 about the 
non-realistic elements they saw in the 
play. These will be useful in the third 
teaching artist session.

Exercise: Read “And Then There 
Were None.” Make sure students 
understand the distinction between 
realism and expressionism. If you 
have not used the Contrasting 
Visions assignment, you may wish to 
show the two paintings to the class 
to further clarify the distinctions. 
Students should consider how the 
stylized elements in Spring Awakening 
contributed to their experience of 
the musical. Fold their observations 
of the play into your discussion. Ask 
students to think about other media 
and what forms of expression make 
them pay attention.

Exercise: Read Bill T. Jones: Giving 
Form to Feeling and complete the 
exercise, Expressive Gestures to 
reinforce what students have studied 
prior to the play.

After the Play

“and then there were none”: 
defying theatrical traditions: 
Page 10

bill t. jones: giving form to feeling: 
Page 11

Before the Third 
Teaching Artist Session
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Pages 12–15: “All That’s Known”: 
Adult Values in Spring Awakening

Rationale: Both the reading and the 
exercise that follow ask students 
to consider questions of ethics, 
weighing the behavior of the adult 
characters in the musical. In order to 
complete the ranking, students must 
consider the motivation as well as the 
extent of the behavior, which should 
promote healthy discussion and 
argument.

Exercise: Read “All That’s Known”: 
Adult Values in Spring Awakening. 
The students will probably need 
some help in identifying the 
characters before they begin the 
exercise, so the following summary 
will help. However, keep the 
identifications marginal so as not to 
prejudice their rankings. After the 
reading, begin by reviewing the list 
of characters as a class. What do the 
students remember about each of the 
characters? What does each character 
seem to value? What is their moral 
code?  

Exercise: The Guilty Ones
Allow time for students to complete 
the exercise individually. Ask for 
three student volunteers to list their 
rankings on the board. Note any 
difference in ranking. Move through 
the list character by character, asking 
students to identify what actions 
prompted their rankings, if necessary 
reminding them of some of the 
details provided below. Allow for 
discussion, attempting to arrive at a 
uniform class ranking.

The characters are listed in the order 
in which they appear in the play:

FRAU BERGMAN is Wendla’s mother. 
She tells her the story about the 
stork bringing children and when 
pushed for an answer is only able to 
offer “you must love a man with all 
your heart.” She shames Wendla for 
getting pregnant, leads her to the 
abortionist, promising to stay with 
her but then flees.

HERR SONNENSTICH is the first of 
the boy’s schoolmasters we meet. 
He presides over the mind-numbing 
recitation, bullies Moritz, and when 
Melchior challenges him, strikes him 
with his cane.

HERR KNOCKENBRUCH, another 
of the schoolmasters, calls Moritz 
an imbecile to another teacher and 
is concerned about how Moritz’ 
promotion might reflect on the 
school. He blames Melchior for 
Moritz’ suicide.

FRAULEIN KNUPPELDICK shares 
Knockenbruch’s disdain for Moritz 
and promises he will not pass when 
grading the finals. She is concerned 
with “not only the moral corruption of 
our youth, but the creeping sensuality 
of these liberal-minded times.”

FRAU GABOR, Melchior’s mother, 
disapproves of the boys reading 
Faust, but trusts that they are old 
enough to make their own decisions. 
She will not loan Moritz money for 
his escape to America but offers to 
intervene on his behalf to Moritz’ 
parents when he has failed: “I will try 

After the Play

exercise: the guilty ones: Page 13

“ALL THAT’S KNOWN”: ADULT VALUES IN 
SPRING AWAKENING: Page 12
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After the Play

to convince them that … too rigorous 
a condemnation of your current 
misfortune could have the gravest 
possible effect.” She disagrees 
with her husband, HERR GABOR, 
who wants to send Melchior to a 
reformatory and who blames her 
for being too liberal in raising him. 
However, she surrenders when she 
learns Melchior has gotten Wendla 
pregnant.

FRAU BESSELL is complicit in her 
husband’s nightly sexual abuse of 
their daughter Marta: “Put on that 
new nightgown. The pretty ruffled 
one your father bought you.” Marta 
sings, “She just smiles that smile – 
just like she never saw me.”

HERR BESSELL, in addition to 
sexually molesting his daughter – 
claiming “the Lord won’t mind” –  
beats his daughter frequently, leaving 
visible welts.

FATHER KAULBACH lectures the 
children to honor their parents and 
avoid sin, but never calls the adults’ 
behavior into question.

HERR STIEFEL strikes Moritz on 
discovering he has flunked out and 
seems more concerned with his own 
standing in the community, rather 
than his son’s well being. Yet he 
weeps at his graveside.

DOCTOR VON BRAUSEPULVER lies 
to Wendla, telling her she just has 
anemia, then confides to her mother 
that she is pregnant.

Exercise: Five Scenarios
Rationale: The situations are all 
drawn from Spring Awakening, but 
the aim here is to pose a better 
solution to the problems that 
the characters faced. The writing 
component of this section provides 
a bridge from the above discussion 
into the final project: Public Service 
Announcement. 

These situations are meant to be 
contemporary. Having already 
interviewed their own parents, 
this exercise gives students the 
opportunity to step into those shoes. 
Ten Talks Parents Must Have with 
Their Children, referenced on the 
Resources page of the guide, might 
be a useful supplement for the 
exercise.

Divide the scenarios up (perhaps 
by rows or groups) so that all of the 
situations are addressed. Perhaps 
let them work on a written solution 
individually before putting them 
together by group to exchange 
ideas. From there, as time allows, 
individuals or groups could present 
their scenarios. Having several 
versions of each scenario by different 
students would better foster 
discussion of the problem-solving. 
This exercise can be used exclusively 
as a writing prompt or as an 
opportunity for students to role play 
the parent in an improvisation.

Exercise: Innocence vs. Ignorance
The previous exercises and 
discussions should provide students 
with ample background to tackle 
this essay. You may wish to hand out 
the included persuasive argument 
template to help students organize 
their essays.

exercise: innocence vs. ignorance: 
Page 14
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Page 15: Exercise: Public Service 
Announcement

This project pulls together content 
from the interview and some of 
the shorter exercises to provide a 
solution to a relevant issue plaguing 
young adults. Have the students 
brainstorm on the three questions 
before they are assigned groups for 
the project. You might provide some 
sample ads aimed at young adults: 
“Say no to drugs,” drunk driving, 
etc., as a starting illustration for 
the assignment, but most students 
will be familiar with these types of 
PSAs. Plan a class session for work 
time for the groups. Please save the 
performances for the third teaching 
artist session.

Post Performance Discussion 
Rehearse and Present: Public Service 
Announcements

The teaching artist will facilitate 
a post-performance discussion 
focusing on the content and the 
form of Spring Awakening, as well 
as its relevance to teenagers today. 
The teaching artist will help connect 
ideas raised in this discussion to 
the messages the students wish to 
convey through their Public Service 
Announcements.

The teaching artist will facilitate 
a rehearsal of the Public Service 
Announcements, helping the 
students add stylistic elements as 
time permits.   

The session will conclude with the 
sharing of the group Public Service 
Announcements which will be 
presented and discussed with the 
class.

Page 16: Resources for Further Study

Rationale: Many of these resources 
will help students to prepare the 
exercises and assignments of the 
guide. Additionally, you might want 
to view the following web site created 
by the producers of the original 
production to assist parents and 
teachers in addressing the delicate 
subject matter of this musical: 
http://parents.springawakening.com.

After the Play

RESOURCES: Page 16

EXERCISE: PUBLIC SERVICE 
ANNOUNCEMENT: Page 15

During the Third 
Teaching Artist Session



Moritz and Melchior are two principal characters in Spring Awakening, friends and students in the same grade, facing 
promotion to the next level. In the dialogue and lyric samples below, what differences do you see between their two 
viewpoints towards education? Which one seems to labor under the conventions of bourgeois morality? Which one 
better represents Wedekind’s philosophy as discussed in the reading? Why?

MORITZ
Sixty lines of Homer, all those quadratic equations … I’ll be up all night again, 
haunted by another of those … dreams. And I still don’t get through it.

MELCHIOR
Still I know
To trust my own true mind,
And to say: ‘There’s a way through this’…

Identify which of these two characters is speaking in the additional examples below:

Handout 1: Wedekind’s Hero

“But I should have known it.”1.	

“You doubt them,  2.	
  And soon they bark and hound you.”

“In a more progressive world, of course, we could all attend the same school.  3.	
  Boys and girls together. Wouldn’t that be remarkable?”

“But how can you understand that…? What the woman must feel.”4.	

“Does the mare feel shame when she couples with the stallion?”5.	

“Thought is suspect,  6.	
  And money is their idol  
  And nothing is okay unless it’s scripted in their Bible.”



What differences can you identify between the style of these two famous paintings? Gustave Courbet’s (1819-1877) 
“The Desparate Man” and Edvard Munch’s (1863-1944) “The Scream” are both portraits of people in a state of high 
tension. Notice how Munch’s painting, a visceral example of expressionism, captures the feeling of the subject in 
a very different way than the more realistic self-portrait of Courbet. Look carefully at the two images and note their 
differences below in a contrasting list:

Handout 2: Contrasting Visions

“The Desparate Man” Gustave Courbet “The Scream” Edvard Munch

“The Desparate Man” “The Scream”


