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This speech was performed by Jacob Aschmutat in 2009. He is in NCFCA’s Hall of Fame and was the NCFCA Dramatic Interpretation Champion 2009.
NCFCA elimintated Dramatic Interpretation as an event, but this can still be run as an Open interpretation. Stoa explains Dramatic Interpretation on their website http://stoausa.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Dramatic-Interpretation-Rules-2018-19.pdf: 
In Dramatic Interpretation the competitor creates an original rendition of a relatable story from a single published work of literature with a focus on plot and character development which captivates and moves the audience
This piece was written when the rules were slightly more lenient. The style of the Interpretation required that it be narrated from the main character’s point of view, so specific pronouns were altered. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Warning for those who decide to read the entire novel: this book contains some questionable material, including profane language and explicit content. 
Introduction to Piece
This was my most successful speech in the NCFCA. In 2009, it won 1st place at Texas’ first and biggest qualifying tournament, 2nd place at the State Championship, and 2nd place at the Regional Championship. It also won 2nd place at both the Alabama and Texas National Opens. Flowers for Algernon then proceeded to win the 2009 NCFCA Dramatic Interpretation National Championship. This speech advanced to finals at every tournament in which I participated.
I am very passionate about defending those who cannot help themselves. Unlike most interps, where the purpose is to entertain or effectively reveal character development, this DI was intended to reveal my passion. Throughout my competitive season with this speech, I kept my passion close to my heart. I constantly reminded myself of why I presented this piece. This constant recognition of the reason for my competing with Flowers for Algernon allowed me to increase the drama within the performance.
While discussing my passion with one of my friends, he recommended I read an award-winning science-fiction novel that provided some examples of the very thing I despised: bullying. 
This classic book’s primary theme was about bullies. The book’s main plot did not revolve around the main character’s terrible mistreatment. Daniel Keyes created a mentally retarded character (Charlie Gordon) who had a special surgery on his brain. Throughout the story, Charlie is shown gaining intelligence and recalling bits and pieces of his terrible past. My piece hones in on how unfortunate the main character’s life truly was before his heightened IQ. 
While the book holds a variety of different themes and elements, my presentation only had a few. These themes were specifically highlighted in the actual introduction. I wanted the audience to take four messages away from the performance:
Those who are mentally disabled should be treated with respect. 
Individuals should never be mocked or abused because they possess a physical or mental trait that cannot be helped.
Those who are bullied carry those wounds with them for an extremely long time.
Bullying has an incredibly negative impact on those with the mind of a child.
 
Probably the most interesting aspect of this piece was its organization. Many of my judges and audience members had read the book before. However, few of them had considered the work in such a different light and with such a strong message. I believed that if I could take a relatively well known piece and cut it creatively enough, the audience would care as much about the “anti-bullying” statement as I do.
Interesting Things to Know
This Dramatic Interpretation was delivered from the point of view of the main character, Charlie Gordon. The speech opened with Charlie establishing a rather close and personal relationship with the audience; he spoke to everyone in the room as if they were his best friends. The fact that this character talked directly with the audience made it extremely unique. It did not merely set it apart from the other narrative DIs, but from speeches that included a great number of characters. 
The main character/narrator was mentally disabled. It was actually more difficult for me to figure out how to interp the disabled character than to interp myself. Rather than choose a specific type of mental illness to interpret (the book never specifies what Charlie has), I decided to characterize Charlie by using certain mannerisms that were explicitly and implicitly stated in the book. It was critical that I interpreted every one of Charlie’s actions accurately; I wanted this character to be powerful, not distracting. 
Into the Interp
Charlie Gordon narrates a personal introduction, three main scenes, and a conclusion in this piece:
1. Charlie gives his name, age, occupation, and mental status. 
2. Charlie relives a childhood memory. He reveals his attempts to give his elementary school crush a valentine. He asks his friend to write on this card for him, but his friend writes a “dirty note” instead. His crush’s two big brothers proceed to verbally and physically harm him.
3. Charlie relives a fight between his parents: Rose and Matt. The adults are fighting over whether to put their child in a “special school.” Rose is in denial and cannot take dealing with Charlie anymore. Matt tries to defend his son, but Rose slaps Charlie, screaming, “Why can’t you be like everyone else?!?”
4. Charlie describes his mother’s displays of favoritism toward his younger sister, Norma. Norma returns from school and begins to brag about her high grades. She asks for a dog in return. Her father protests because of her vile mistreatment of her brother, but Rose rushes to Norma’s defense. When Charlie offers to help Norma take care of the dog, Norma spits in his face. Matt then denies her request. Norma loses all self-control and begins to slap Charlie, screaming, “I hate you!” over and over again.   
 
Every speech, dramatic or humorous, needs some emotive gamut. In other words, a performance should never be tears and horror the entire time. A performance should never be constant laughter and giddiness the whole time, either. It is important, especially in the case of a Dramatic Interpretation, to allow the mood and tone of the speech to fluctuate from sadness to joy from time to time. One of the elements that allowed this presentation to do well in competition was the “shock” factor. I wanted the audience to be completely in love with Charlie in the beginning:
CHARLIE: Dr. Strauss says I should write down what I think and remember and everything that happens to me from now on. I dunno why but he says it’s important so they will see if they will use me. I hope they use me because Miss Kinnian says maybe they can make me smart. I want to be smart! … My name is Charlie Gordon, I work in Donners bakery where Mr. Donners gives me ‘leven dollars a week and bread and cake if I want! I am 32 years old and next month is my birthday! I talk and I like I rite compu—shish--ens in Miss Kinnian’s class at the Beekman College Centre for retarded adults where I go and learn three times a week in my time off. I have nuthing more… so I will close for today.
This introduction always got an interesting verbal response from my audience (especially mothers). After each exclamation point, Charlie would let out an authentic giggle and a big smile. They were so enraptured by Charlie’s innocent personality that a few let out an “aw” or whispered “How cute.” Chuckles were common. Unfortunately, their joy was short-lived. About two minutes later, the audience would witness a rather graphic description of Charlie’s playground abuse:
CHARLIE: Then they start to hurt me. Oscar punches me in the nose, and Gus knocks me to the ground and kicks me in the side and then both of them kick… one… and… then… the… other! Clothes were torn, nose bleeding, and one of teeth is broken. And after Gus and Oscar go away, I sits on the sidewalk and cries. Other kids just laugh and shout-- 
KIDS- Charlie got a lickin’! Charlie got a lickin’!
This is an example of the “shock” factor. I wanted to make this scene as cruel as possible, so I even had Charlie act out his beating. In the first sentence, each word before the ellipsis was emphasized by Charlie. In addition, I had Charlie jerk to a side and flinch as if they were beating his side. I wanted the Charlie Gordon’s childlike personality to be appealing so the audience would later be truly repulsed by the bullies who harmed him. Charlie Gordon became the audience’s friend—not just another character in an interp. 
 There were three supporting characters: 
1. Rose, Charlie’s mother.
2. Matt, Charlie’s father.
3. Norma, Charlie’s younger sister.

Rose’s character was very difficult to interpret. Her emotions and attitudes were easy to incorporate into the performance, but one characteristic proved challenging: she is a female. I advise against a male interpreting female character in a DI. No matter how hard he practices, someone will consider the interpretation awkward. The most consistent source of comments on my ballots was my interpretation of the female characters (especially of the mother). Some said I did fine for a male competitor, but most said that it “needed a little work.” It was very difficult for me to incorporate the older-female mannerisms without looking awkward or silly. All I could do for Rose was raise the tone of my voice slightly, place the hands on the hips from time to time, brush the “hair” back from my face, and allow for more flexible, feminine body movements. Rose’s personality was harsh, overreacting, snappish, and selfish. She hated the fact that Charlie was mentally disabled and resented her son for that:
MOM: He’s normal! He’s normal! He’ll grow up like other people. Better than the others. He’ll go to college someday. He’ll be somebody! 
DAD: He’ll have to go to a special school. Put him into the Warren State Home & Training School. We can’t have him here.
MOM: I’m not going to take him--there’s nothing wrong with him!
DAD: Rose, it won’t do any good pretending that nothing is wrong. Just look at him…
CHARLIE: …pretty it is…it goes round and round…
MOM: Put that thing away! Go play with your alphabet blocks!
Matt was less difficult to perform. I gave him softer facial expressions, more firm, masculine movements, a serious tone of voice, and a slightly Southern accent. Matt loves his son despite his mental disability and accepts that certain measures must be taken to accommodate Charlie. He is, however, less harsh and abrupt than his wife. Matt does not like to argue with his wife, but always wants to do what is best for his son:
DAD: For God’s sake, Rose. Leave him alone. You got him terrified. You always do this and the poor kid—
MOM: Then why don’t you help me? I have to do it all by myself. Every day I try to teach him—to help him catch up like the others. He’s just slow that’s all. But—but he can learn like everyone else! 
DAD: You’re fooling yourself, Rose. It’s not fair to us or to him. Driving him as if he were an animal that could learn to do tricks. Why don’t you leave him alone?
Norma was the most exaggerated of the characters. This made her the most interesting and the least likable. Norma is ten or eleven years old. To show her youth, I gave her a moderate lisp. She made large steps and wide gestures. She had a high-pitched, whiny voice. The whining tone increased when Norma did not get what she wanted. Norma had odd, jerky mannerisms for a young girl: she was constantly straightening her dress, primping her hair, and giving loud, forceful sighs when exasperated. In this piece, Norma is a spoiled, selfish brat. 
Norma believes she is the most important person in the world and thus is entitled to get what she wants. She despises Charlie because of the attention he gets from his disability:
NORMA: I got an “A” in my history test. I knew all the answers. Mrs. Baffin said it was the best paper in the whole class.  
CHARLIE: She got an “A”! She got an “A”! She got an “A”!
NORMA: NO! Not you! You don’t tell! It’s my mark and I’m gonna tell.
Norma is annoyed with Charlie; he is difficult for her to deal with: 
MATT: Now, young lady—you apologize to your brother.
NORMA: I don’t have toooo!!! He’s like a baby. He can’t play Monopoly, or checkers… He gets everything all mixed up. I won’t play with him anymore.
At the end of the argument between her and her father, Norma snaps at her brother for butting in the conversation: 
CHARLIE: I’ll help her take care of the puppy! I’ll help her feed it and brush it and I won’t let other dogs bite it!
NORMA: NOOOO! It’s going to be MY dog! Mine! Only MY dog!
DAD: That settles it. No dog. 
NORMA: I hate you! I hate you! I hate you! I hate you!
The blocking for Norma was interesting. It was not merely a little girl jumping up and down while screaming at her brother. I had Norma cruelly slap her brother across the face as she screams. This is when Charlie transitions into the concluding narration.
While the other scenes were intense, the conclusion of the piece was by far the most dramatic:
CHARLIE: I never meant to stop her from getting a dog. She could have had it all to herself, and I wouldn’t have fed it, or brushed it, or played with it—and I never would’ve made it like me more than it liked her. I only wanted her to play games with me; I never meant to hurt her at all. I’m going away from here… I’m taking a couple books along and even if I can’t read them I’ll practice hard and maybe I’ll get a little bit smarter… And P.S.: please tell Dr Nemur not to be such a grouch when people laugh at him and he would have more friends. It’s easy to make friends if you let people laugh at you. I have lots of friends where I go. P.S.: Please… if you get a chance put some flowers on my pet mouse Algernon’s grave in the backyard... I don’t know why I’m dumb or what I did wrong. Maybe it’s because I dint try hard enough. I’m gone keep trying to get smart…
There are two dramatic enhancements I added to the conclusion that made it incredibly impacting. First, Charlie cries. I literally made tears come down my face. I started to cry at “…and I never would’ve made it like me more than it liked her.” The tears usually began to pour when Charlie talks about his pet mouse. I’m not sure how I was able to cry almost every time I performed. Some of it had to do with my truly becoming the character. Most of it also had to do with my relation to Charlie’s feelings (I was physically and verbally bullied when I was younger). Though I’m not sure how to help an interper make himself cry during the performance, I can say that the competitor needs to truly be the character. Write out the character’s life, feelings, personality attributes, likes and dislikes, and ways the character could react to specific situations. Adopt the character’s frame of mind until the competitor is gone and only the character exists. 
Second, Charlie hums a song. Specifically, Charlie hums the tune to “If You’re Happy and You Know It.” Though this was not in the book, it added a “silent zinger” to the very end of the speech, Charlie hums the tune while he is crying and his voice is cracking. At the same time, he was smiling broadly and trying to clap (he didn’t clap very loudly at first because his body was still convulsing with small sobs). At the end of the song, Charlie bowed his head quickly, resumed a more professional, firm stance, and made the last two claps very loudly. His hands then went down to his sides and the speech ended.
I chose this song for Charlie because of an ironic literary element in the book. While horrible things happened to Charlie, he still desperately tried to maintain a childlike joy. This ironic song, “If You’re Happy and You Know It,” almost brought back the innocent man that the audience met at the beginning of the performance. The song also added a unique dramatic element. DIs that end in song provide a calm conclusion the abrupt emotion that occurred. In other words, Charlie’s song allowed my audience to “come up for air.” 
This speech taught me many important things about myself and literature. I learned how to utilize my emotions and apply them to a character, and how to tap into the emotional aspects of a literary piece. Most importantly, however, I realized why one ought to perform a Dramatic Interpretation. I learned that DI is a category that the speaker can use to communicate a very powerful message. I found an issue that is important to me and used an interp to relay the message. Sure, I had fun entertaining the audience, participating in competitions, and winning my awards. But I would trade all of that to see my speech truly touch the hearts of the audience and move them to action. 
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