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To the Teacher
This Discovery Guide for Yellow Face has been developed as a prompt-book 
for a standards-based unit of study appropriate for grades nine through 
twelve. The specific learning activities in theatre arts 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 the Guide will not be 
merely functional, but also inspiring—and that teachers and students will 
share the thrill of learning through theatre arts.

How to Use the Discovery Guide

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 in storytelling, literary analysis 
and collaboration 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. 
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 
performance assignment in conjunction
 with their unit on Yellow Face.

Message Board – 
PLAY.CenterTheatreGroup.org/forums
With Yellow Face, P.L.A.Y. is testing
a new message board tool. Students 
may respond to the play and its
themes in three topic areas: Racial
Identity; Fact & Fiction: “reality”
programming and the mockumentary;
and General Responses to the play 
& theatre-going experience. This is 
an opportunity for students to share 
their thoughts and experiences with 
others from all over the Los Angeles 
area. Please encourage your students 
to participate if you think they will 
benefit. 

Students will be required to supply 
the following information: user name, 
password, name, teacher, class, 
school, email address. No personal 
information will be viewable by other 
users. We will monitor the site for 
inappropriate comments. We will 
contact you if your students are using 
the site improperly.
 

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 through 8 are to be 
completed before the students see 
the production of Yellow Face. The 
discussion and writing prompts 
on pages 9 through 12 and the 
Resources on page 15 are intended 
to stimulate reflection, analysis and 
further inquiry after students attend 
the play.

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.
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Theatre Knowledge 
and Skills

SOCIAL AND LITERARY 
THEMES

 
The playwright’s voice emerges 
from many characters in a single 
script.  

Political satire uses humor to 
undermine authority and permit an 
audience to laugh about sensitive 
and controversial issues.  

Documentary drama references 
real-life events in a scripted 
performance.

 
Complicated issues of assimilation 
have long plagued Asian-Americans 
in their efforts to find mainstream 
acceptance in this country.

All racial and ethnic groups in 
America have experienced racial 
prejudices at one time or another.  

Race and ethnicity can be a sensitive 
subject in America that requires one 
to listen and respect other people’s 
varying views and perspectives.

 
What does it mean to perform 
in “yellow face”?

How does the hard look at himself 
that David Henry Hwang takes in 
Yellow Face inspire or encourage 
the audience to take a similar 
look at their own attitudes and 
perspectives?

How has the distinction between 
fact and fiction been blurred in 
television, the internet and other 
contemporary media?  

 
Why is it difficult to question a 
person about his or her race in an 
employment situation?  

How does the way an individual 
defines his or her race or ethnicity 
impact the way s/he responds to 
the world – or the way the world 
responds to him or her?  

How does the experience of Asian-
Americans in contemporary America 
mirror the experience of your own 
racial or ethnic community?  

Based on your personal experiences, 
do you believe that people treat 
those from other cultures the same 
way or differently?  
 

THE GOALS
Regardless of grade level, the unit 
is designed to teach enduring 
understandings that students will 
take with them for life. One set of 
these understandings is about David 
Henry Hwang’s unique approach to 
documentary drama in Yellow Face. 
The other is drawn from compelling 
social issues and themes raised by 
Hwang in his play, as interpreted by 
director Leigh Silverman. Charted 
below are some essential questions 
that can be raised before, during and 
after the students’ experience at the 
performance to guide them toward 
the enduring understandings.
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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.
Comprehension and Analysis of the 
Elements of Theatre
1.2 Identify and analyze recurring 
themesand patterns (ex. loyalty, 
bravery, revenge, redemption) in a 
script to make production choices 
in direction or design.
Creative Expression: 
Development of Theatrical Skills
2.1 Create short dramatizations in 
selected styles of theatre, such as 
melodrama, vaudeville, and musical 
theatre.
Historical & Cultural Context: 
Role and Cultural Significance of Theatre
3.1 Create scripts that reflect particular 
historical periods or cultures.
3.1 Describe the ways in which American 
history and culture is reflected in theatre. 
Aesthetic Valuing: 
Critical Assessment of Theatre
4.1 Students develop and use criteria for 
judging and evaluating productions.
Connections, Relationships, Applications: 
Connections and Applications
5.1 Students apply what they learn in 
theatre, film/video, and electronic media 
across subject areas.  
Careers and Career-Related Skills
5.2 Students learn about careers in and 
related to theatre.

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.
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.
3.8 Interpret and evaluate the impact of 
ambiguities, subtleties, contradictions, 
ironies, and incongruities in a text.
3.9 Explain how voice, persona, 
and the choice of a narrator affect 
characterization and the tone, plot, and 
credibility of a text.
3.10 Identify and describe the function 
of dialogue, scene designs, soliloquies, 
asides, and character foils in dramatic 
literature.

Writing Applications
2.1 Write fictional, autobiographical, or 
biographical narratives:
a. Relate a sequence of events and 
communicate the significance of the 
events to the audience.
b. Locate scenes and incidents in 
specific places.
c. Describe with concrete sensory details 
the sights, sounds, and smells of a scene 
and the specific actions, movements, 
gestures, and feelings of the characters; 
use interior monologue to depict the 
characters’ feelings.

d. Pace the presentation of actions 
to accommodate changes in time 
and mood.
e. Make effective use of descriptions 
of appearance, images, shifting 
perspectives, and sensory details.

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.
Cultural Literacy–Take pride in their 
own cultural heritages and develop a 
multicultural perspective that respects 
the dignity and worth of all people. 
Sociopolitical Literacy–Understand 
the close relationship between society 
and the law. 
National Identity–Recognize that 
American society is and always has been 
pluralistic and multicultural, a single 
nation composed of individuals whose 
heritages encompass many different 
national and cultural backgrounds. 
Recognize the status of minorities 
and women in different times in 
American history. 
Understand the unique experiences 
of immigrants from Asia, the Pacific 
Islands, and Latin America. 
Participation Skills–Develop group 
interaction skills.

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 
and another content area such as language arts to help design the classes’ 
integrated units of study. 
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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.

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

Exercise: Have the students identify 
the name of the Discovery Guide 
writer and graphic designer. 

Exercise: Read and discuss the 
quotations on page two by W.E.B. 
DuBois and David Henry Hwang. 
Ask the students if they understand, 
identify or agree with the statements. 
Ask why or why not. 

Exercise: Note the years assigned 
to the quotations. W.E.B. DuBois 
was writing in 1903; David Henry 
Hwang is a contemporary writer. Ask 
the students if race relations are as 
problematic today as they were 100 
years ago. Ask the students if they 
anticipate that race relations will be 
problematic 100 years from now.  

BEFORE THE PLAY

Page 2

How to use this discovery guide
AND TABLE OF CONTENTS: Page 3
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Where Are You Really From: Page 4

Page 4: Where Are You Really From?

Rationale: Apart from Native 
Americans, everyone in America 
is derived from an immigrant 
population. Young audience 
members and their grown-up 
counterparts alike can relate to racial 
dynamics encountered in Yellow 
Face because “everybody in America 
experiences race.” The play raises 
substantial questions regarding 
racial identity and student playgoers 
will be better prepared to address 
those issues if they have already 
reflected on their own experience 
of race in their communities. The 
“racial profiling” exercise/assignment 
provides an opportunity to accomplish 
the following three tasks in one 
exercise. 1) Students will gain 
practical experience in the imposition 
of racial profiling. 2) Students 
will have to articulate the reasons 
behind their choices. 3) Students 
will gain insight into their own racial 
perspectives.  

Exercise: Review the vocabulary with 
the students. Discuss in particular 
the meaning of the word “bias” to 
gauge students’ comprehension of 
the concept.

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

Exercise: Race is a volatile, hot-button 
subject in America. Teachers must 
create a safe space in which openness 
and understanding are valued so 
that each student is comfortable 
honestly expressing opinions. In 
this manner, students will engage in 
meaningful dialogue without fear of 
repercussions, inside or outside the 

classroom. This dialogue should be 
prefaced by honoring the fact that 
students share a democratic society 
in which free speech, individual rights 
and cultural diversity are valued. Ask 
each student to identify an incident 
when he or she: 1) valued personal 
freedom of speech; 2) was grateful 
for individual rights, liberties or 
representational government; and 
3) appreciated ancestors, heritage or 
cultural diversity.

Exercise: Post the six images of 
people at the front of the classroom. 
Give your students two to three 
minutes to decide the occupation 
of the individuals. Encourage them 
to apply “snap judgments.” In his 
book Blink, author Matthew Gladwell 
argues that first impressions arrive 
sturdily reinforced by years of pre-
conditioned responses. There are, of 
course, no right answers. Reviewing 
the students’ reasoning should 
lead to a lively class discussion. 
Encourage your students to compare 
and contrast their selections with 
two specific objectives: 1) to simply 
air the pre-conditioned stereotypes 
that guided their “snap judgments”; 
and 2) to isolate the specific factors 
that weighed into their decisions (e.g. 
race, gender, body-type, clothing, 
appearance, environment). 

	O ptional Exercise: Set aside time 	
	 for students to justify their 		
	 responses to the racial stereotyping 	
	 exercise in brief paragraphs. Each 	
	 response should constitute a 
	 well-reasoned and persuasive 	
	 justification, written in at least five 	
	 complete sentences.

BEFORE THE PLAY
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Pages 5–6: Synopsis of Yellow Face 

Rationale: Students will be better 
positioned to appreciate the jokes 
and the substantial issues raised 
by Yellow Face if they arrive with 
prior knowledge regarding the 
plot. In addition, the play utilizes 
several structural innovations as a 
“documentary drama.” It is important 
that the students be familiar with 
the cultural context of the Asian-
American experience before attending 
the play. These ideas are explored 
more deeply in the post-play section 
of the Discovery Guide.

Exercise: Review the synopsis
Here is a simple way to introduce 
the play to the students.
• 	The play tells the story of an Asian-
	 American playwright who 
	 unwittingly hires a non-Asian actor 
	 to portray the Asian lead-character 
	 in his new play. 
• 	The play mixes fact and fiction, 
	 combining real-life and imaginary 
	 characters and events in order to 
	 make its points about racial identity 
	 in America.    
• 	The characters are forced to make 
	 decisions regarding their personal 
	 racial identity and their relationship 	
	 to racial identity.  

Read the synopsis of the play in the 
Discovery Guide and discuss. Have 
students identify the main characters 
and supporting characters. Identify 
the main characters’ objectives and 
conflicts that arise in the plot.

Exercise: Review the vocabulary 
with the students. Discuss in 
particular the meaning of the word 
“discrimination” to gauge students’ 
comprehension of the concept. 

Exercise: Race & the Law 
Have students review the sidebar 
titled “The Legal Side of Race,” 
concerning issues raised in casting 
for theatre, film and television. Ask 
students if they have ever attended 
a job interview. Ask students if the 
issue of race is important in an 
employment decision. Ask students 
if they have ever encountered racial 
discrimination in a hiring situation.   

Exercise: Before starting the “self-
identity” exercise, reestablish the idea
of your classroom as a “safe space.” 
Direct the classroom to revisit the 
affirmations regarding freedom 
of speech, individual rights and 
the importance of heritage in a 
democratic society. Ask students 
to fill in the blanks in the exercise 
regarding their own racial or ethnic 
identity. Write the numbers 1-10 
on the board (designating 1 as the 
lesser degree and 10 as the greater 
degree) to assist students in 
assigning a “number value” to the 
questions regarding the importance, 
obviousness and degree of respect 
paid to their racial or ethnic identity. 
Regarding the positive and negative 
perceptions of their racial or ethnic 
identity in #5 and #6, encourage 
students to fill in the blanks with 
detailed substantive phrases or full 
complete sentences. In responding 
with short-answers to #6, encourage 
students to tap their own unique 
personal experiences and insights.

BEFORE THE PLAY

Page 6
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Now Squint: Page 7

Pages 7–8: Now Squint 

Rationale: Students may be so 
accustomed to “yellowface” 
performance that they lack any 
context or perspective as to why 
it would be offensive to Asian-
Americans. In this regard, the history 
and background of yellowface is 
crucial to an appreciation of the 
political edge of Yellow Face. 

Exercise: Review the history and 
background of yellowface in the 
essay titled “Now Squint.” Discuss 
the differences (and similarities) 
between “yellowface” and “blackface.”
Examine the quotation by actress 
Sandra Oh regarding ethnic casting. 
Ask students if they understand, 
agree or identify with her statement. 
Why and why not? What about 
casting Latino actors in nationalities 
not their own? How is that the same 
or different?

Exercise: Review the sidebar titled 
“Passing” regarding the social 
practice of leading others to believe 
that you belong to a racial or ethnic 
group other than your own. Ask 
students if they can identify the 
reasons why someone would act on 
an impulse to “pass.” Ask students 
if they are familiar with anyone who 
successfully passes as another racial 
or ethnic group. How might one 
successfully accomplish that goal? 
Ask students if they are familiar with 
anyone who unsuccessfully attempted 
to “pass.” How and why did they fail? 
Do students feel it is wrong to try to 
pass? What judgments and stereo-
types do they harbor about passing?   

Exercise: Review the vocabulary with 
the students. Discuss in particular 
the meaning of the word “passing” 
to gauge students’ comprehension of 
the concept.

Exercise: Allow the students time to 
compose a brief essay regarding their 
own impulse or wish to “pass” as a 
different race or ethnicity. Encourage 
students to tap their unique personal 
experience and insights into race and 
ethnicity. Students should explain 
the reasons behind the attempt or 
desire to pass, as well as to identify 
the race or ethnicity they attempted 
to impersonate. Instruct students to 
describe the outcome of their attempt 
to pass, whether successful or 
unsuccessful. Encourage students 
to weigh a value judgment on the 
advantages and disadvantages of 
passing. Allow students with no real
passing story to use their imaginations. 
Inventing an experience (flattering or 
unflattering) is thematically in line 
with the play and the unit. It is not 
necessary to divulge whether the story 
is truth or fiction.

BEFORE THE PLAY

Page 8



The Land of the Sunrise Meets the 
Land of Opportunity: Page 9

Page 9–11: The Land of the Sunrise 
Meets the Land of Opportunity

Rationale: Students will better 
appreciate Yellow Face if they know 
something about the unique history 
and background of Asian-Americans 
and can relate that knowledge to their
own racial or ethnic identity. Students
should be aware that Asian-Americans 
encompass a group that represents 
many nations. Our objective here is 
to emphasize the universal nature 
of prejudice and discrimination. 
Familiarity with the unique and 
particular incidence of discrimination 
suffered by Asian-Americans will 
cultivate empathy among students 
from cultures who were subjected 
to similar injustices in their own 
racial and ethnic communities (e.g. 
derogatory names, job discrimination, 
housing discrimination, stereotypes, 
segregation, etc.). 

Exercise: Review the vocabulary with 
the students. Discuss in particular 
the meaning of the word “ghettoize” 
to gauge students’ comprehension of 
the concept. 

Exercise: Read the quotations by 
actor George Takei and Senator 
Richard Shelby. Ask students 
whether they understand, identify 
or agree with these statements. 
Why and why not?   

Exercise: Review the brief essay on 
“The Dong People.” Ask students 
if they understand the concept of 
“cultural purity.” Can they identify 
habits, customs or traditions that 
their own culture has absorbed from 
other cultures? (e.g. foods, fashion 
trends, music styles, personal 
grooming, etc.)

Exercise: Read the quotations from 
the late civil rights activist Malcolm 
X and basketball star Kareem Abdul 
Jabbar. Ask the students if they 
understand or identify with the 
statements. Ask why or why not.

Exercise: Provide classroom time or 
create a homework assignment to 
complete the exercise entitled “We 
Are Not So Different.” Ask students 
to write a narrative paragraph 
comparing and contrasting their 
own life or their heritage with some 
aspect of the Asian-American experi-
ence. Use the space provided in the 
Discovery Guide.

AFTER THE PLAY

Page 10
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the play’s the thing: Page 12

Pages 12–14: The Play’s The Thing 

Rationale: Students’ appreciation 
of the play will be enhanced when 
they develop an appreciation for 
the form, structure and perspective 
implemented by the playwright 
in approaching the material. The 
playwright constructs an elaborate 
mix of fact and fiction in Yellow Face. 
Students will benefit by attempting 
to incorporate this form of “creative 
non-fiction” into their own 
autobiographies.

Exercise: Yellow Face unfolds unlike 
a typical narrative play script. Here, 
actors appear in multiple roles, 
both fictional and “real,” inside 
and outside the action, subjectively 
inhabiting scenes and objectively 
narrating action. Real-life events 
occur alongside “made-up” storylines 
with no attempt to distinguish 
what’s real from what’s not. The 
playwright appears as a character but 
it is unclear whether he is reliable or 
not. The audience is left to decide 
on its own. Read the brief essay and 
Hwang’s comments regarding the 
“mockumentary” style of his script. 
Ask students if they understand or 
identify with his statements. What 
is a “documentary”? Is Hwang 
“mocking” the documentary form 
here? Or does the mixture of truth 
and fiction liberate his story and 
create new possibilities? Engage the 
students in a dialogue regarding the 
combination of real-life and fictional 
events in “reality television.” Is that 
what’s going on here in Yellow Face? 
How is this play different from reality 
television? How is it the same?

Exercise: Review the play synopsis 
on page 5 and encourage students 
to reflect on their own recollection 
of “what happened” in the play. Ask 
students to identify a statement, 
incident or character trait that the 
playwright included to make himself 
look good. Ask students to justify why 
the statement, incident or trait they 
selected reflects on the playwright 
in a positive light. Use the space 
provided in the Discovery Guide. 

Repeat the process looking for a 
statement, incident or character 
trait that the playwright included to 
make himself look not so good. Ask 
students to justify why the statement, 
incident or trait they selected reflects 
on the playwright in a negative 
light. Use the space provided in the 
Discovery Guide.

AFTER THE PLAY

Page 13



 

Pages 12–14: The Play’s The Thing
(cont’d) 

Exercise: Review the instructions 
for the exercise entitled “My So-
Called Life.” Ask students to revisit 
and identify a specific incident of 
prejudice from their own lives. It 
could be a small and petty happening 
or a more substantial and significant 
event. In addition, the student need 
not have been the victim of prejudice. 
He or she could have been the active 
perpetrator of prejudice, or a passive 
accomplice or bystander. The 
assignment is to describe the event 
– but to embellish the “real-life” 
account with fictional assertions 
regarding statements, incidents 
or character traits. Alternatively, 
students could create a completely 
fictional event illustrating their true 
character. Suggest that students 
describe the event as it might be 
re-enacted on reality television, 
heightening the truth by exaggerating
the circumstances. Encourage 
students to revisit their short answers
to other sections of the Discovery 
Guide as source material in this 
regard. The stories should be 
believable; students should not 
exaggerate the story into the realm 
of science fiction or fantasy. The story 
should exist in the credible world; the 
student author alone should be able 
to identify fact from fiction in his or 
her account. Use the space provided 
in the Discovery Guide. 

Exercise: Review the instructions 
to the exercise entitled “You Can’t 
Handle the Truth.” Ask the students 
to identify a true and fictional 
element in their essays and answer 
the corresponding questions. 
Encourage students to be as candid 
and self-aware as they are able under 
the circumstances. Ask for volunteers 
to share their responses.

AFTER THE PLAY

The play’s the thing: Page 14
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Page 15: Concluding Remarks, 
Resources and About P.L.A.Y.

Rationale: Students can be motivated 
to use skills and knowledge gained 
from Yellow Face to extend their 
learning in other curricular areas.

Exercise: Beyond the Performance 
• 	Read the passage: “We hope this 	
	 guide has enhanced …” aloud to 
	 the class.
• 	Encourage students to list 		
	 moments of perceived incidents 	
	 of prejudice in their own lives. 
	 Post the list on the board.   
• Encourage students to list aspects 
	 of their lives in which the line 
	 between truth and fiction can be 
	 easily blurred. Post that list on 
	 the board.    

Optional Exercise: After the students 
have seen the play, have them 
write a letter using one or more of 
the following elements of writing: 
Narrative, Descriptive, Expository, 
Response to Literature or Persuasive. 
Mail their responses to P.L.A.Y. at 
the following address.

P.L.A.Y.
Center Theatre Group
601 West Temple Street
Los Angeles, CA 90012

AFTER THE PLAY

Concluding remarks: Page 15


