
Reading Literacy 

THE PLAY’S THE THING 

Takes place in a castle by the beach in 
Italy. 

FIRST ACT 

Ornate guest room in a very nice beachside 
castle. Doors on the right and left. Sitting 
room set in the middle of the stage: couch, 
table, and two armchairs. Large windows at 
the back. Starry night. It is dark on the 
stage. When the curtain goes up we hear 
men conversing loudly behind the door on 
the left. The door opens and three tuxedoed 
gentlemen enter. One turns the light on 
immediately. They walk to the center in 
silence and stand around the table. They sit 
down together, Gál in the armchair to the 
left, Turai in the one on the right, Ádám on 
the couch in the middle. Very long, almost 
awkward silence. Comfortable stretches. 
Silence. Then: 

GÁL 

Why are you so deep in thought? 

TURAI 

I’m thinking about how difficult it is to begin 
a play. To introduce all the principal 
characters in the beginning, when it all 
starts. 

ÁDÁM 

I suppose it must be hard. 

TURAI 

It is – devilishly hard. The play starts. The 
audience goes quiet. The actors enter the 
stage and the torment begins. It’s an 
eternity, sometimes as much as a quarter of 
an hour before the audience finds out who’s 
who and what they are all up to. 

GÁL 

Quite a peculiar brain you’ve got. Can’t you 
forget your profession for a single minute? 

TURAI 

That cannot be done. 

GÁL 

Not half an hour passes without you 
discussing theatre, actors, plays. There are 
other things in this world. 

TURAI 

There aren’t. I am a dramatist. That is my 
curse. 

GÁL 
You shouldn’t become such a slave to your 
profession. 

TURAI 
If you do not master it, you are its slave. 
There is no middle ground. Trust me, it’s no 
joke starting a play well. It is one of the 
toughest problems of stage mechanics. 
Introducing your characters promptly. Let’s 
look at this scene here, the three of us. 
Three gentlemen in tuxedoes. Say they 
enter not this room in this lordly castle, but 
rather a stage, just when a play begins. 
They would have to chat about a whole lot 
of uninteresting topics until it came out who 
we are. Wouldn’t it be much easier to start 
all this by standing up and introducing 
ourselves? Stands up. Good evening. The 
three of us are guests in this castle. We 
have just arrived from the dining room 
where we had an excellent dinner and drank 
two bottles of champagne. My name is 
Sándor Turai, I’m a playwright, I’ve been 
writing plays for thirty years, that’s my 
profession. Full stop. Your turn. 

78 



Reading Literacy 

GÁL 
Stands up. My name is Gál, I’m also a 
playwright. I write plays as well, all of them 
in the company of this gentleman here. We 
are a famous playwright duo. All playbills of 
good comedies and operettas read: written 
by Gál and Turai. Naturally, this is my 
profession as well. 

GÁL and TURAI 
Together. And this young man …  

ÁDÁM 
Stands up. This young man is, if you allow 
me, Albert Ádám, twenty-five years old, 
composer. I wrote the music for these kind 
gentlemen for their latest operetta. This is 
my first work for the stage. These two 
elderly angels have discovered me and 
now, with their help, I’d like to become 
famous. They got me invited to this castle. 
They got my dress-coat and tuxedo made. 
In other words, I am poor and unknown, for 
now. Other than that I’m an orphan and my 
grandmother raised me. My grandmother 
has passed away. I am all alone in this 
world. I have no name, I have no money. 

TURAI 
But you are young. 

GÁL 
And gifted. 

ÁDÁM 
And I am in love with the soloist. 

TURAI 
You shouldn’t have added that. Everyone in 
the audience would figure that out anyway. 

They all sit down. 

TURAI 
Now wouldn’t this be the easiest way to 
start a play? 

GÁL 
If we were allowed to do this, it would be 
easy to write plays. 

TURAI 
Trust me, it’s not that hard. Just think of this 
whole thing as …  

GÁL 
All right, all right, all right, just don’t start 
talking about the theatre again. I’m fed up 
with it. We’ll talk tomorrow, if you wish. 
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 “The Play’s the Thing” is the beginning of a play by the Hungarian dramatist Ferenc Molnár. 

Use “The Play’s the Thing” on the previous two pages to answer the questions that follow. (Note 
that line numbers are given in the margin of the script to help you find parts that are referred to 
in the questions.) 

Question 1: THE PLAY’S THE THING R452Q03 – 0 1 9  

Question intent: Access and retrieve 

Text format: Continuous 

What were the characters in the play doing just before the curtain went up? 

SCORING:  

Correct 

Answer which refer to dinner or drinking champagne. May paraphrase or quote the text directly. 
They have just had dinner and champagne. 
“We have just arrived from the dining room where we had an excellent dinner.”[direct 
quotation] 
“An excellent dinner and drank two bottles of champagne.” [direct quotation] 

Incorrect 

Answers which give an insufficient or vague response, show inaccurate comprehension of the 
material, or are implausible or irrelevant. 

Percentage of students 
answering correctly in 
PISA 2009:  

OECD average: 13% 
U.S.: 13% 
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Question 2: THE PLAY’S THE THING R452Q04 

Question intent: Integrate and interpret 

Text format: Continuous 

“It’s an eternity, sometimes as much as a quarter of an hour … ” (lines 29-30) 

According to Turai, why is a quarter of an hour “an eternity”? 

A It is a long time to expect an audience to sit still in a crowded theatre. 
B It seems to take forever for the situation to be clarified at the beginning of a play. 
C It always seems to take a long time for a dramatist to write the beginning of a play. 
D It seems that time moves slowly when a significant event is happening in a play. 

SCORING:  

Correct 

Answer B. It seems to take forever for the situation to be clarified at the beginning of a play. 

Incorrect 

Other responses. 

Percentage of students 
answering correctly in 
PISA 2009:  

OECD average: 66% 
U.S.: 62% 
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Question 3: THE PLAY’S THE THING R452Q06 – 019 

Question intent: Integrate and interpret 

Text format: Continuous 

A reader said, “Ádám is probably the most excited of the three characters about staying at the 
castle.” 

What could the reader say to support this opinion? Use the text to give a reason for your 
answer. 

SCORING:  

Correct 

Indicates a contrast between Ádám and the other two characters by referring to one or more of 
the following: Ádám’s status as the poorest or youngest of the three characters; his 
inexperience (as a celebrity). 

• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
• 

Ádám is poor, he must be excited to stay at a fancy castle. 
He must be happy to be with the two guys who can make him famous. 
He is writing music with two really famous people. 
He is young, and young people just get more excited about things, it’s a fact! 
He’s young to stay at the castle. [minimal] 
He has the least experience. [minimal] 

Incorrect 

Answers which give an insufficient or vague response. 
• He is excited. [Repeats stem.] 

Answers which show inaccurate comprehension of the material or give an implausible or 
irrelevant response. 

• 
• 

• 
• 

He is an artist. 
He has fallen in love. [not an explanation of why he is excited to be staying at the 
castle]  
Ádám must be excited; surely the soloist will show up. [no support in the text] 
He has been given a tuxedo. [an explanatory detail, not the reason itself] 

Percentage of students 
answering correctly in 
PISA 2009:  

OECD average: 50% 
U.S.: 55% 
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Question 4: THE PLAY’S THE THING R452Q07 

Question intent: Integrate and interpret 

Text format: Continuous 

Overall, what is the dramatist Molnár doing in this extract? 

A He is showing the way that each character will solve his own problems. 
B He is making his characters demonstrate what an eternity in a play is like. 
C He is giving an example of a typical and traditional opening scene for a play. 
D    He is using the characters to act out one of his own creative problems. 

SCORING: 

Correct 

Answer D. He is using the characters to act out one of his own creative problems. 

Incorrect 

Other responses. 

Percentage of students 
answering correctly in 
PISA 2009:  

OECD average: 46% 
U.S.: 44% 
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TELECOMMUTING 
The way of the future 

Just imagine how wonderful it would be to “telecommute”1 to work on the electronic highway, 
with all your work done on a computer or by phone! No longer would you have to jam your body 
into crowded buses or trains or waste hours and hours travelling to and from work. You could 
work wherever you want to – just think of all the job opportunities this would open up! 

Molly 

Disaster in the making 

Cutting down on commuting hours and reducing the energy consumption involved is obviously a 
good idea. But such a goal should be accomplished by improving public transportation or by 
ensuring that workplaces are located near where people live. The ambitious idea that 
telecommuting should be part of everyone’s way of life will only lead people to become more 
and more self-absorbed. Do we really want our sense of being part of a community to 
deteriorate even further? 

Richard 

1 “Telecommuting” is a term coined by Jack Nilles in the early 1970s to describe a situation in which 
workers work on a computer away from a central office (for example, at home) and transmit data and 
documents to the central office via telephone lines. 
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Use “Telecommuting” above to answer the questions that follow. 

Question 1: TELECOMMUTING R458Q01 

Question intent: Integrate and interpret 

Text format: Multiple 

What is the relationship between “The way of the future” and “Disaster in the making”? 

A They use different arguments to reach the same general conclusion. 
B They are written in the same style but they are about completely different topics. 
C They express the same general point of view, but arrive at different conclusions. 
D They express opposing points of view on the same topic. 

SCORING: 

Correct 

Answer D. They express opposing points of view on the same topic. 

Incorrect 

Other responses. 

Percentage of students 
answering correctly in 
PISA 2009:  

OECD average: 52% 
U.S.: 55% 
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Question 2: TELECOMMUTING R458Q07 – 0 1 9  

Question intent: Reflect and evaluate 

Text format: Continuous  

What is one kind of work for which it would be difficult to telecommute? Give a reason for your 
answer. 

SCORING:  

Correct 

Answers which identify a kind of work and give a plausible explanation as to why a person who 
does that kind of work could not telecommute. Responses MUST indicate (explicitly or implicitly) 
that it is necessary to be physically present for the specific work. 

• 
• 
• 
• 
• 

Building. It’s hard to work with the wood and bricks from just anywhere. 
Sportsperson. You need to really be there to play the sport. 
Plumber. You can’t fix someone else’s sink from your home! 
Digging ditches because you need to be there. 
Nursing – it’s hard to check if patients are ok over the Internet. 

Incorrect 

Answers which identify a kind of work but include no explanation OR provide an explanation that 
does not relate to telecommuting. 

• 
• 
• 
• 

• 

• 

Digging ditches. 
Fire fighter. 
Student. 
Digging ditches because it would be hard work. [Explanation does not show why this 
would make it difficult to telecommute.] 

Gives an insufficient or vague response. 
• You need to be there. 

Shows inaccurate comprehension of the material or gives an implausible or irrelevant 
response. 
• Manager. No-one takes any notice of you anyway. [irrelevant explanation] 

Percentage of students 
answering correctly in 
PISA 2009:  

OECD average: 56% 
U.S.: 60% 
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Question 3: TELECOMMUTING R458Q04 

Question intent: Integrate and interpret 

Text format: Multiple 

Which statement would both Molly and Richard agree with? 

A People should be allowed to work for as many hours as they want to. 
B It is not a good idea for people to spend too much time getting to work. 
C Telecommuting would not work for everyone. 
D Forming social relationships is the most important part of work. 

SCORING: 

Correct 

Answer B. It is not a good idea for people to spend too much time getting to work. 

Incorrect 

Other responses. 

Percentage of students 
answering correctly in 
PISA 2009:  

OECD average: 60% 
U.S.: 52% 
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