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ISTA’s Creative Constraint Cards are a practical toolkit for turning blank-page thinking into inventive
performance. Each card introduces a single restriction, a rule about space, sound, body or story, and asks
theatre-makers to create within it rather than around it. Draw one card and you have a starting point. Draw
several and you have the shape of a whole devised piece.

WHY RESTRICTION WORKS
When a group is given a genuine limitation, something predictable happens: the obvious choices disappear, and
better ones take their place. Students stop waiting for the right idea and start making decisions. Ensembles that
might otherwise default to dialogue and realism find themselves working with image, rhythm, space and the
body instead. The constraint does the hard work of focusing the group, so you do not have to.
This guide shares the method behind that process: how to choose a constraint, how to apply it, and how to use it
across a single lesson, a workshop, or an entire term.

Who This Guide Is For

The method in this guide, and the cards it is built around, are designed to flex across age groups, settings and
time frames.

Created by Mike Bindon
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DEVISING BETTER THEATRE WITHIN LIMITS

✓ Ages 11 and up, with activities that scale up or down
✓ KS3 and KS4 / GCSE Drama
✓ IB MYP and DP Theatre
✓ A Level and pre-university theatre courses
✓ Youth theatre groups and ensemble companies
✓ Teacher training and staff CPD sessions
✓ Festival, workshop and outreach settings
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In the classroom

Starter: Draw one card as students arrive and give them two minutes to respond to it in pairs before the
register is even finished.
Plenary: End a lesson by drawing a card and asking, “How would today’s work change if we had to do this?”
Devising stimulus: Use a card as the starting point for a brand new piece, before any discussion of subject
matter or theme.
Rehearsal reset: When a scene stalls, draw a card and run it again for ten minutes before deciding what to
keep.
Revision and consolidation: Revisit an existing piece through a new constraint to deepen students’
understanding of the choices they already made.
Assessment task: Set a card, or a small hand of cards, as the basis for a devising or evaluation task.
Cover lesson: Hand a small set of cards to a cover teacher with simple instructions. The structure runs itself.
Ensemble building: Use cards that restrict interaction or movement early in a new group’s life to build trust
quickly.
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The deck is organised into four categories, each focusing on a different layer of theatre-making.

TECHNICAL
ELEMENTS

TECHNICAL
ELEMENTS

SCENIC
ELEMENTS

SCENIC
ELEMENTS

PERFORMANCE
ELEMENTS

PERFORMANCE
ELEMENTS

NARRATIVE
ELEMENTS

NARRATIVE
ELEMENTS

Space, props, costume and the audience relationship

Light, sound, rhythm, projection and sensory effects

Body, voice, interaction and character

Structure, sequencing, time, perspective and storytelling form

Within each deck, constraints range from small, immediate rules you can apply in two minutes to bigger, structural 
ones that can shape an entire production. Cards can be drawn on their own or combined across decks, so the
same set can support a quick warm-up one day and a six-week devising project the next.

WAYS TO USE THE CARDS
The same deck can do very different jobs depending on how you frame it. Here are some of the ways drama
departments use constraint cards across a year.
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Every activity in this guide, and every activity in the deck, runs on the same five-step method. Once a group
knows it, you can run a constraint-based session in any spare five minutes.

1.Pick a card. Any deck, any card. Draw at random for surprise and risk, or choose deliberately to target a skill
or unblock a specific problem.

2.Set a time limit. Two minutes for a warm-up, twenty-five for a devising block. The limit matters more than its
length, it is what creates urgency.

3.Apply the constraint fully. Whatever the card asks for, follow it completely, even when it breaks your first
idea. Especially then.

4.Share and name it. Show the work, then describe what the constraint made the group do that they would
not have done otherwise.

5.Decide what to keep. The constraint does not have to stay. Often, one discovery made under it is enough to
move the work forward. 

Scaling the method

A spare five minutes: one card, one constraint, one short improvisation.
A single lesson: two or three cards, used in sequence, to take a piece from stimulus to first draft.
A workshop (60–90 minutes): cards drawn from different decks at different stages, shaping structure,
staging and performance together.
A term-long project: a small hand of cards drawn at key milestones, reshaping the same piece as it
develops.

Beyond the classroom

Script exploration: Apply a card to a scripted scene to open up new staging or interpretive choices.
Warm-up: Use a single card as a two-minute physical or vocal warm-up before any rehearsal.
Independent or home task: Ask students to film, write up, or photograph a short response to a card outside
lesson time.
Theatre club: Run a regular “card of the session” to keep returning groups fresh and curious.
Festival or showcase preparation: Use a card to solve a staging problem or add variety to an existing piece.
Staff CPD: Use the deck as a low-stakes way for staff to experience devising themselves before teaching it to
students.
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THE CORE METHOD: PICK A CARD
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The Object Transformation Challenge 

DEVISING (15–20 MIN) | GROUPS OF 3–4

Pick a card that places a restriction on how an object, prop or costume item can be used.

1.Give each group one everyday object: a chair, a length of fabric, a broom, a box.
2. In silence, groups devise a short scene (60–90 seconds) that honours the card’s restriction while finding

several different uses for the object.
3.Share scenes. Audiences try to identify each use before the group confirms it.

Tip: Push groups past the first, most obvious use. The most interesting transformations usually come once that
option is gone.

The deck includes many Scenic Cards that reshape this challenge, from restrictions on a single object to restrictions on
the whole playing space. 

Rebuilding The Space

STAGING (20–30 MIN) | WHOLE CLASS

Pick a card that changes the relationship between performers, the audience and the playing space.

1.Reconfigure the room according to the card: where the audience sits or stands, how big the playing area is,
or what counts as the set.

2.Take a short existing scene, or quickly improvise one, and restage it within the new arrangement.
3.Discuss what changed: blocking, levels, focus and the audience’s experience.

Tip: This is a clear, low-pressure way to introduce staging vocabulary such as in-the-round, traverse or
promenade, in a hands-on context.

Several cards in the Scenic deck reshape the staging relationship in different ways, each producing a different set of
problems to solve.

SCENIC ELEMENTS
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Scenic Cards explore how performers use space, props, costume, objects and the audience relationship to create
meaning. These two frameworks work with any Scenic Card and can be repeated with a different card each time.
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TECHNICAL ELEMENTS
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Technical Cards focus on the visual and aural language of theatre: light, sound, rhythm, projection and silence. They
favour low-tech, performer-controlled solutions over specialist equipment. These frameworks work with any
Technical Card.

Live Atmosphere 

ENSEMBLE (15–20 MIN) | GROUPS OF 4–6

Pick a card that places a restriction on how sound or light is created or controlled.

1.Groups devise a short scene in which all atmosphere, sound, light, or both, is created live by the performers,
following the card’s restriction.

2.Run the scene with no outside technical support: no recorded sound, no operated lighting desk.
3.Share scenes and discuss how performer-controlled atmosphere changed the audience’s focus.

Tip: Naming the performer as their own technician is often the biggest shift in this framework. Make that explicit
in the debrief.

Many Technical Cards restrict sound, light or rhythm in different ways. Each produces a different texture for the same
scene.

The Transition Rule 

STRUCTURE (20 MIN) | GROUPS OF 4–6

Pick a card that places a rule on how transitions between scenes or moments happen.

1.Groups devise a short sequence of three scenes or images.
2.Every transition between them must follow the card’s rule, whatever it specifies.
3.Share the sequences and discuss how the transitions shaped the audience’s reading of the piece as a whole.

Tip: Transitions are often an afterthought in devised work. This framework makes them a creative decision in
their own right.

The deck includes a range of Technical Cards that govern transitions differently, each reshaping the rhythm of a piece.
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The Physical Rule 

WARM-UP (10–15 MIN) | WHOLE CLASS

Pick a card that places a restriction on how performers can move, stand or use their bodies.

1.Set up a short group improvisation with a simple scenario: a waiting room, a market, a queue.
2.Every performer must follow the card’s physical rule throughout, with a side-coach calling out any moments

where it slips.
3.Run the improvisation for two to three minutes, then discuss how the rule changed the energy and focus of

the scene.

Tip: This is a fast way to energise a sluggish group and break habitual, static blocking.

Performance Cards offer many different physical rules, from constant movement to extreme stillness, each producing a
distinct ensemble dynamic.

The Relationship Rule 

DEVISING (20–25 MIN) | PAIRS OR TRIOS

Pick a card that changes how characters can interact, face each other, or communicate.

1.Groups devise a short scene (1–2 minutes) with a clear relationship and a moment of tension or conflict.
2.Throughout the scene, performers must follow the card’s rule about how they interact or communicate.
3.Share scenes and discuss how the rule affected the relationship between the characters.

Tip: Rules that restrict direct interaction often increase tension rather than reduce it, because performers must
find indirect ways to connect.

The Performance deck contains many cards that reshape interaction, gesture and communication, each suited to a
different kind of scene.

PERFORMANCE ELEMENTS
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Performance Cards explore how meaning is communicated through body, voice, interaction, gesture, movement
and character, encouraging stylised, ensemble-led work. These frameworks work with any Performance Card.
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Reorder The Story  

STRUCTURE (25–30 MIN) | GROUPS OF 3–5

Pick a card that changes the order or structure in which a story is told.

1.Choose a story the group already knows, or one they have just devised.
2.Restage it following the card’s structural rule, whatever it changes about order, sequencing or repetition.
3.Share the new version and discuss how the change in structure changed the audience’s experience of the

story.

Tip: This is a strong, hands-on introduction to non-linear structure and dramatic irony.

The Narrative deck offers many different structural rules, each capable of transforming the same source story in a
completely different way.

Shift The Perspective

DEVISING (25–30 MIN) | GROUPS OF 3–5

Pick a card that changes whose perspective the story is told from, or how information reaches the audience.

1.Take a moment the group has already created, or a single short event: an argument, an accident, a decision.
2.Apply the card’s rule about perspective or information, and restage the moment accordingly.
3.Share the new version alongside the original and discuss what each one reveals or conceals.

Tip: A strong introduction to perspective and unreliable narration, and to the idea that the same event can mean
different things to different people.

Narrative Cards offer many ways to reshape perspective, each opening up a different reading of the same material.

NARRATIVE ELEMENTS
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Narrative Cards focus on how a story is organised and revealed, rather than what the story is about, through time,
sequencing, repetition, framing devices and perspective. These frameworks work with any Narrative Card.
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1.Warm-up (10 minutes): pick one Performance card as a physical warm-up for the whole group.
2.Stimulus (10 minutes): pick one Narrative card. This sets the structural starting point for the devised piece.
3.Devise (25–30 minutes): in groups, begin creating a 3–5 minute piece that responds to the Narrative card.

Partway through, pick one Scenic card and one Technical card and incorporate both into the staging.
4.Share (15–20 minutes): each group performs their piece. Audiences try to identify all three constraints in use.
5.Reflect (10 minutes): use the reflection prompts later in this guide to discuss what the constraints made

possible, and what they made difficult.

A Multi-Lesson Devising Unit (4–6 Lessons)

Lesson 1 – Introduction: run warm-ups from each of the four decks so students experience the full range of
constraints.
Lessons 2–3 – Devise: groups pick a small hand of cards (one Narrative, one Performance, plus one or two
from Scenic or Technical) and build a short piece around them.
Lesson 4 – Rehearse: use the rehearsal techniques in the next section to refine the piece without losing its
original constraints.
Lesson 5 – Stage: focus on Scenic and Technical cards to finalise staging, sound and any visible technical
elements.
Lesson 6 – Show and reflect: perform for an audience (another class, a year group, or parents) and
complete a written or verbal reflection.
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DEVISING WITH COMBINED CARDS
Once students are comfortable working with single cards, try combining cards from different decks. This is where
the method moves from quick exercises into a genuine devising tool, shaping not just individual moments but the
structure, staging and atmosphere of a whole piece.
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USING CARDS IN REHEARSALS 

The cards are just as useful once a piece already exists. Introducing a constraint mid-rehearsal can unlock scenes
that have become stuck, predictable or over-discussed.

Narrative Cards focus on how a story is organised and revealed, rather than what the story is about, through time,
sequencing, repetition, framing devices and perspective. These frameworks work with any Narrative Card.

The Rehearsal Reset 

RESET (10 MIN) | WHICHEVER GROUP IS REHEARSING

1.When a scene feels stuck, stop the rehearsal and pick a card from any deck.
2.Run the scene again with the new constraint applied for ten minutes, without discussing it first.
3.Afterwards, discuss what from this version is worth keeping, even if the constraint itself is dropped.

Tip: The goal is not necessarily to keep the constraint permanently. Often, one small discovery made while
experimenting with the contraint is enough to move the scene forward.

Director’s Wildcard 

RESET (10–15 MIN) | WHICHEVER GROUP IS REHEARSING

1.The director or teacher privately selects a card without telling the performers.
2.At an agreed moment, the constraint is introduced into the scene as it runs, and performers must adapt in

real time.
3.Afterwards, discuss how it felt to adapt without warning, and what this reveals about the performers’

instincts and ensemble trust.

Tip: Use sparingly. This works best with groups who already have a respectful, low-pressure rehearsal culture.



istaglobal.org

BEFORE

What do you expect this constraint to make harder? What might it make easier?
What would your first instinct be without this constraint, and how is the constraint
changing that instinct?

REFLECTION & DISCUSSION
PROMPTS

DURING

What have you had to give up in order to follow this constraint?
What have you discovered that you would not have found through discussion alone?

AFTER

Would this idea have emerged without the constraint? Why or why not?
What from this version will you keep, even if you change or drop the constraint itself?
How did the constraint affect the audience’s experience, compared with how it affected
yours as a performer?

These prompts can be used after any activity in this guide, whether it lasted two minutes or two weeks. Choose two
or three rather than working through the whole list.
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Each deck turns one dimension of the Theatre of Limits into a concrete, repeatable classroom tool:

Scenic cards ask the ensemble to become the scenography, transforming ordinary space, objects and
costume rather than relying on set design.
Technical cards ask performers to generate atmosphere themselves, through live sound, visible light and
rhythm, rather than depending on equipment.
Performance cards put the body, voice and presence of the performer at the centre of meaning-making.
Narrative cards ask the ensemble to build structure and meaning through shared imagination and form, not
through spectacle.

In each case, accepting a single restriction gives students direct, lived experience of what the Theatre of Limits
asks of them: solving problems collaboratively, generating meaning instead of waiting for resources, making
confident non-naturalistic choices, and trusting the ensemble fully.
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THEATRE OF LIMITS: 
WHY THIS METHOD WORKS

Everything so far in this guide is ready to use immediately. This section explains the thinking behind it, for anyone
who wants the fuller picture.

The Creative Constraint Cards sit within a longer tradition in theatre education described by ISTA as the Theatre of
Limits: the idea that giving students less to work with helps them create more. This tradition draws on minimalist
and physical theatre practices, from poor theatre and bare-stage staging to stylised, ensemble-led work, where
meaning is built through transformation, image and presence rather than through realism, technology or spectacle.

For students growing up surrounded by screens, algorithms and instant answers, this approach offers a deliberate
counterbalance. The actor becomes the primary resource. The ensemble becomes the scenography. The empty
space becomes the catalyst for imagination. Human bodies and voices build worlds that no projection or effect
could replace.

Framing This With Students

It can help to name this tradition explicitly when you introduce the cards. Tell students they are working within
the Theatre of Limits, a deliberate and long-standing practice rather than an arbitrary classroom rule. Framing
the restriction as a discipline rather than a deprivation often changes how seriously, and how creatively, students
engage with it.
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LEARNING, CREATING AND ASSESSING 

Qualification How the Cards Support Learning

GCSE Drama

Devising: Generates original material and encourages bold, stylised choices beyond
naturalism. 
Scripted performance: Introduces new staging approaches and promotes intentional use
of space, sound and form. 
Written exam: Builds the practical vocabulary needed for production analysis responses.

A Level Drama and
Theatre Studies

Devising: Supports work in the style of practitioners and helps refine stylised approaches. 
Scripted performance: Enables students to apply practitioner methodologies to rehearsal
and staging choices. 
Written exam: Develops the vocabulary needed for analytical and evaluative writing.

BTEC Performing
Arts

Supports devising, rehearsal and development tasks. The Rehearsal Reset and Combined
Cards frameworks align closely with the collaborative, process-based evidence required
across many units.

IB MYP Theatre Introduces stylised, ensemble-centred theatre-making and supports the creative process
journal. Constraint-based work aligns naturally with the MYP arts inquiry cycle.

IB DP Theatre

Production Proposal: Generates material for reflection on performance and production
elements that are used to construct moments of “TEAM”. 
Collaborative Project: Provides shared starting points for devised work. 
Research Presentation: Offers practical encounters with theatrical styles and traditions
before formal research.

D R A W  →  C O N S T R A I N  →  M A K E  →  S H A R E   →  R E F L E C T  →  R E F I N E
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SUPPORTING ASSESSMENT
The Creative Constraint Cards are designed to support the practical and reflective work that most drama, theatre
and performing arts courses require, from initial devising through to assessed performance and written reflection.
The table below shows how the cards connect to specific qualifications and components.

The cards work best when students move through a repeated creative cycle, each pass deepening their
understanding of both constraint-based practice and their own theatrical instincts.

DRAW
Pick a card from any deck.

SHARE
Show the work to an
audience, however small and
gather feedback. 

CONSTRAIN
Accept the limitation fully,
even when it is
uncomfortable.

REFLECT
Name what the constraint
made possible, and what it
made the group do differently.

MAKE
Create within the restriction:
device, scene, sequence or
moment.

REFINE
Decide what to keep, what to
drop, and what to try next.



ISTA is a global arts education charity that
supports schools offering theatre worldwide by

providing dynamic festivals, high-quality
training, and practical resources for students,
teachers, and artists. Rooted in collaboration
and creativity, it celebrates ensemble-based,
intercultural learning through inspiring and

inclusive theatre experiences.
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This guide gives you the method:
how to choose a constraint, apply it
fully, and build a session, a unit or a
devising project around it. The deck
gives you the material: a full set of
Scenic, Technical, Performance and
Narrative cards, ready to draw,
combine and return to across a whole
year of teaching.
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