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Theatre in Education at GCSE – 
making ties with primary feeders 
Deborah O’Donoghue
GCSE
Introduction
This is an introductory scheme leading to KS4 controlled assessment. The unit 
is aimed at KS4 students studying GCSE specifications with Theatre in Education 
(TIE) as a practical controlled assessment option (although the lessons could 
be adapted for KS3 if desired). Lessons are designed to last one hour, in a space 
allowing circle time, group rehearsal and performances.

TIE candidates must prepare and perform a piece of theatre thematically 
designed for a specific target audience, recognising their needs and showing 
understanding of approaches likely to have greatest impact. Here, the audience 
will be primary school students. Candidates can work in groups of not less than 
two, so you will need to group your class according to its size, bearing in mind 
each performer should have at least five minutes of stage time, and also bearing 
in mind how much time you and your primary colleague can allocate to the 
performance(s).

Preparing to work with your feeder primaries
One of the aims of the scheme, aside from the learning objectives, is to help to 
forge transition links between your secondary school and its feeder primaries. 
Before you embark on this project, it’s essential to spend some time considering 
how best to approach working with primary colleagues to ensure that all parties 
have the opportunity to achieve worthwhile outcomes.

First, ensure you have the consent of your Head teacher, and the primary Head, 
before planning this unit. While it may seem like a lot of extra organisation to 
undertake, benefits to emphasise include enhanced understanding and channels for 
collaboration between your schools, as well as boosting emotional intelligence and 
social skills of both groups of students. Importantly, for both sets of students, having 
a ‘real’ audience/‘real world’ outcome will be a powerful driver for their work.

You will need to look at transport arrangements and prepare a risk assessment. 
Even if (or especially if) your primary colleague will do most of the travelling, 
make sure you offer to help with these arrangements.

If you have a number of different GCSE classes, you may be able to work with 
more than one feeder primary school, or stagger the units. Ask your primary 
colleagues well in advance of the process what time of year, and which class/
year group, they think would work best. Year 6 is a very pressurised year both 
for primary students and their teachers, so while your school may be focused on 
the incoming students, it is probably better to start making links with Year 5 or 
younger – links on which you will then be able to capitalise for years to come. I 
know one school that has significantly grown the numbers involved in the school 
musical (and thus the size of its audience!) by having crowd scenes in which 
primary students perform – they gain excellent drama experience, skills and 
enthusiasm along the way.

At all stages of making these arrangements, be careful not to make 
assumptions about working with primary colleagues. The feeder school may 
already have a well-established drama club or curriculum and not take kindly to 
being patronised by their local secondary ‘expert’. It is worthwhile spending some 
time observing the target class, if you can. It’s very likely you will be surprised at 
how much they can do, and the pitch of their activities. Don’t forget, the teacher 
knows their students well, and your own students can learn a great deal about 
where to pitch their activities and performances by taking the trouble to ask 
about their class’s prior knowledge, as well as finding out about key routines, such 
as are used for gaining the students’ attention when reconvening a class. 

Ask your primary colleagues what themes are important to bring out from 
key texts or class readers they are using, and how a collaborative project could 
help their students transfer knowledge from one subject area to another. Good 
communication is vital. Agree in advance what the key dates are, and stick to 
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them! Also, agree areas for collaboration and what tasks the primary students will 
undertake to feed into and follow up on the project.

Suggested tasks for primary students (if desired):
 f Prop-making
 f Costume-making
 f Creating a stage design in a shoe-box
 f Scriptwriting a scene inspired by the performance (forthcoming or just seen)
 f Writing a review of the performance for the school newspaper
 f Creating a budget for the show
 f Designing a poster and/or writing a programme for the show
 f Shadowing a stage manager or a crew member for the technical rehearsal.

Check regularly with your primary colleague that everything is progressing as 
expected, and make adjustments as needed. Place as much value on the primary 
students’ outcomes, as on the outcomes for your own students. This is not just 
altruism; one day many of these students will be your students, and they must 
come away with a positive and meaningful memory of having been involved with 
you and your school.

An important note: the final performance(s) will need to be filmed and stored 
for the examination board. Make sure that you have discussed this in advance 
with the primary school and that any data protection issues regarding filming 
their students are addressed.

Lesson 1: Introduction to TIE, and narratology 
as a devising tool – the seven basic plots
Learning objectives

 f To recall, select and communicate their knowledge and understanding of drama
 f To generate, explore and develop ideas during the process of development to 
performance (AO1)

 f To show understanding of the seven story types in discussion, performance 
and writing

 f To begin to evaluate the impact of narrative according to the way it fits story-
telling conventions.

Warm-up
To introduce or revise ‘story types’ play this game, which follows the same lines 
as the well-known game ‘Director’s Coming’. Essentially this is a call and response 
game: the leader calls out various prompts, to which students must give agreed 
physical and vocal responses as follows:

 f ‘Stage left’: Students move to stage left 
 f ‘Rehearse’: Students try delivering the line ‘To be or not to be’ in different 
‘actorly’ styles

 f ‘Downstage’: Students move to the front of the stage and perform jazz hands 
while whispering ‘Jazz’

 f ‘Aside’: Students turn to the audience and say, ‘Little did she know that I knew 
that she knew’

 f ‘Upstage’: Students run backwards (facing the audience) to the back of the 
stage, screaming ‘No!’ and holding their faces like Munch’s The Scream

 f ‘Splinters in the stage’: Students must stand on one leg without wobbling
 f ‘Quest’: Students must adopt a ‘searching’ stance and freeze
 f ‘Overcoming the monster’: In pairs, students must adopt a ‘the monster has 
been conquered’ stance and freeze.

 f ‘Rags to riches’:  Students must make a pair, and each pair must freeze in 
position showing one half of a tableau representing a character’s journey from 
rags to riches

 f ‘Comedy’: Students perform a comic fall, and leap back up smiling
 f ‘Tragedy’: Everyone must perform a tragic death (Differentiation: When 
everyone has done so, one student must stand up and say, ‘Never has there 
been a tale of more woe’)

 f ‘Rebirth’: Students say, ‘And what happened, then? Well, in Whoville they say, 
that the Grinch’s small heart grew three sizes that day’

 f ‘Voyage and return’: Students click their heels three times and say, ‘There’s no 
place like home’.

And so on – add or remove prompts of your own. 

Homework
Prior to Lesson 1, students should 
research the history of Theatre in 
Education (TIE) and produce a short 
summary of the development of TIE, in 
their own words. 

At the time of writing, the BBC 
Bitesize website is a useful resource on 
the history and purpose of TIE, as are 
www.beyondthedoor.co.uk/centrestage/
tie2.htm and www.belgrade.co.uk/files/
downloads/192/TIE+education+pack.
pdf

You may want to ask your school 
librarian (if you are lucky enough to have 
one!) to order some reference books 
such as Roger Wooster’s Contemporary 
Theatre in Education (Intellect, 2007, 
ISBN 978-1-84150-170-3)

This is a fun game to play at the start of 
a year or a drama course, to break the ice 
(as it only requires students to perform 
‘en masse’ and avoids putting anyone on 
the spot), and is a useful way to assess 
quickly students’ knowledge of drama 
terms and narratology.
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Main: The Seven Basic Plots
Begin with a group discussion. First, introduce the aim of this module: to create 
a piece of drama that will have a clear moral lesson specifically aimed at feeder 
primary schools. This will count towards their GCSE controlled assessment as a 
piece of Theatre in Education. Ask students to name some traditional, familiar 
stories and consider how they fit the ‘seven story types’. It will be useful to have 
a handout or display with a clear one-line summary of the seven story types 
(see link opposite). As a whole group, discuss one familiar narrative in detail, e.g. 
explore how Red Riding Hood combines elements of Overcoming the Monster, 
Voyage and Return, and Rebirth. Which does it fit best?

Development: group work
Next, allocate groups of five their own well-known narrative, e.g. Hunger Games; 
Harry Potter; The Apprentice; The Great British Bake Off; Game of Thrones; scripted 
plays you’ve studied/novels the students have read in English). Differentiation: 
allocate more or less complex/familiar narratives according to students’ abilities, 
depending on how you have organised your groups.

Each group should discuss, and must agree, which of the seven story types 
their tale fits. 

When they’ve decided which type of story it is, the groups should rehearse and 
then perform a one-minute version of their story. 

Plenary: Higher-level thinking – ‘What if . . .?’
After each performance, the audience should be able to guess: a) what the story 
is, and b) what type of story it is. Encourage them to push their thinking with 
‘What if …?’ questions. E.g. What if Little Red Riding Hood had been sent to gather 
flowers on the way to her grandmother’s? How would it change the story type?

Lesson 2: Understanding the audience 
and creating a message
Learning objectives

 f To recall, select and communicate knowledge and understanding of drama 
to generate, explore and develop ideas during the process of development to 
performance (AO1)

 f To show an awareness of audience (AO2)
 f In discussion, performance and writing to show understanding of a KS2 
audience and the themes that will appeal to them (and their teachers).

Warm-up: Three Goods, Three Bads, One Ugly
In threes, students tell each other about their 3 favourite things about primary 
school; their 3 least favourite things about primary school; and their biggest fear 
about starting secondary school.

Main: Snowball and Freeze
Threes snowball to sixes: each group must choose just one powerful experience 
of being a primary school child from among those they’ve described to each other, 
and from it create a freeze-frame. 

Make sure you set performance goals for the freeze-frames that are relevant 
to the students in your group: for example, to ensure their eyes convey their 
thoughts or emotions; to ensure each freeze-frame has, not only an interesting 
composition, but also that they’ve really considered where the audience should 
be in relation to the performers; or to ensure that the transitions between their 
freeze-frames are meaningful.

Development: Extended group work
Using this freeze-frame as a starting point, the groups should now create two 
more freeze-frames to go with it. Hold a ‘learning pause’ to explain the importance 
of having a positive ‘take-away message’ or ‘moral of the story’ in TIE. Give some 
examples, e.g. based on the themes of bullying (Stand Up to Bullies); peer pressure 
(Dare to be Yourself); or the risks of social media (Think Before You Post).

Their challenge is to communicate clearly the intended message of their piece 
that they could sum up in one positive line. You may need to intervene to show 
how the message can be turned from a negative to a positive. For example, Stand 
Up to Bullies is more inspiring than Don’t Be Afraid of Bullies. Point out the need 
to avoid the word ‘not’!

See a summary of the seven story types 
at: ttps://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_
Seven_Basic_Plots#Rebirth

Insisting that they must come to a 
consensus is a teacherly trick to promote 
animated discussion. They eventually 
may decide there is overlap between 
different story types, but they will have 
been made to think through and defend 
their reasons.

Homework
Students must write an explanation of 
the seven different story types in their 
own words, giving their own examples 
of each, and saying which type they 
think has the most dramatic potential 
and why.

Depending on the prior learning 
achieved by your students, you may 
need to explain what a freeze-frame 
is, and how it differs from a tableau. 
Remember a freeze-frame is a one-
instant snap-shot from a story, whereas 
a tableau includes different moments 
in time and captures the character 
trajectory.
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Plenary
Watch the performances. After each performance, invite the audience to identify 
the performance’s key message, as well as to comment on the performance 
objectives you set. 

Lesson 3: TIE techniques – 
involving the audience
Learning objectives

 f To recall, select and communicate knowledge and understanding of drama 
to generate, explore and develop ideas during the process of development to 
performance (AO1), showing an awareness of audience (AO2)

 f In discussion and in writing show understanding of a KS2 audience and the 
themes that will appeal to them (and their teachers).

Warm-up
Play Augusto Boal’s game, There is Only One Liar; a great way to explore psychology 
and group dynamics. NB: An important part of the challenge is to do the whole 
exercise without talking. The group forms a circle (sitting or standing) and closes 
their eyes. The leader explains that one person will be chosen by a tap on the 
shoulder. The leader walks around the whole circle, then asks the group to open 
their eyes. The group members must look around and try to guess who was 
chosen. They now should be asked to remember who they decided upon but not 
to reveal it at this point.

Repeat. When everyone has finished looking round, the leader asks them, 
on the count of three, without talking, to point at the person they thought was 
chosen the first time. Everybody points. Now, they do the same again for the 
second time.

Next, students are asked what led them to choose a particular person, for 
example, the facial expression that person had. Then, on cue, they are asked 
to put up their hands if they were touched the first time. They find that no one 
was touched the first time. They are asked to do the same for the second time. 
They discover they were all selected the second time! There is only one liar – the 
teacher! 

Discuss: how did this exercise make them feel as a group?

Main: Boal and the Spect-actor
Introduce the practitioner Augusto Boal. Explain that his Theatre of the Oppressed 
involved turning the audience into spect-actors, who could reflect on and 
influence the action of dramas played out before them. His techniques have 
become a touchstone for TIE workers, and a way of exploring issues to do with 
citizenship through theatre.

Improvisation exercise: The group sits in a circle. One player enters the circle 
and adopts a frozen position. Any other player can now join in, tapping the first 
on the shoulder and beginning a dialogue with him/her. After 30 seconds, another 
player can clap to freeze the action (you may wish to take charge of this as the 
group leader, until the group are confident at choosing an opportune moment). 
When this happens, the first two should freeze, and a new player should join the 
action. The new player can now influence the decision-making of the two players; 
can tap one of them on the shoulder so that they sit down; or take the scene in a 
new direction.

Development: Applying the technique
Display a selection of pictures that represent key moments from well-known 
tales or fables, e.g. Red Riding Hood leaving the path to look for flowers; the three 
sisters bullying Cinderella; Peter crying wolf and not being believed, and so on.

In threes, students choose a picture. They will rehearse and perform a five-
minute piece about this key moment of decision-making from the story. However, 
at any moment during their performance, they may be stopped and the action 
may be changed by an audience member – they will have to improvise in 
response.

Plenary
Discuss the effect on the audience when they know that they can stop the action 
and change its direction at any point. Are there any risks or drawbacks for 
performers? What do the students think of this technique?

Homework
Write about a play, show or film you’ve 
seen that had a clear moral message and 
explain how that message was conveyed. 
If students are lacking in ideas, suggest 
they watch Shrek as a starting point.

Remind students that good 
improvisation relies on the principle 
of ‘accept and build’. You accept the 
scenario and ideas offered by the other 
player, and you build on them. Also 
remind them about trust – it’s important 
that you challenge any potential 
attempts at humiliation. If you have a 
large class, it might be more fruitful to 
play this in smaller groups to ensure 
the game is not dominated by your 
confident students.

Homework
Write a mini-bio of Augusto Boal’s work 
on Theatre of the Oppressed in their 
own words, and give their opinion of the 
technique they tried in today’s lesson.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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Lesson 4: Meeting the audience
Learning objectives

 f To explore and develop ideas during the process of development to 
performance (AO1), showing an awareness of audience (AO2) and of the 
performance space, including health and safety issues.

Your students should ideally be given the opportunity to meet some of the 
students they will be performing for, to meet their teacher, and to consider 
the potential advantages and limitations of the space in which they will be 
performing. 

You may wish to allocate roles to different groups during this visit. Tasks 
should include:

 f Finding out what the primary teacher’s expectation is regarding the learning 
that the piece of TIE will deliver.

 f Asking the primary teacher whether they have any behaviour management 
prompts or tools that it would be useful to refer to or adopt during their time 
with the primary students. For example, some schools use ‘Golden Time’ as a 
reward system, where students are able to earn points towards free time; could 
this be used during the narrative as a comic device? Others use clapping or call 
and response routines to convene their classes. Could this be used at all during 
the performance?

 f Carrying out a questionnaire to find out what the audience’s preoccupations 
are and what they would enjoy in a performance.

 f Inspecting the available performance space (this may be at your school or at 
the primary school you are working with), including taking into account any 
health and safety issues.

Plenary
Ensure the group have the chance to present and discuss their findings.

Lessons 5 – 14: Performance development
Learning objectives

 f To recall, select and communicate their knowledge and understanding 
of drama to generate, explore and develop ideas during the process of 
development to performance (AO1)

 f To work in role to create a character or characters, interpret with creativity and 
originality; sustain role or character; show an awareness of audience (AO2)

 f Specifically, demonstrate their understanding of TIE techniques while 
developing a performance aimed at primary students.

We now enter the rehearsal phase of the unit of work, where your students will 
be working more independently, either in groups or as a whole class to develop 
their TIE performance. This does not mean that you can’t structure lessons with 
warm-ups, main activities and plenaries, or remind them of various techniques or 
devices (such as conscience corridor, thought-tracking, monologues, chorus work, 
flashbacks). The number of lessons needed here should be tailored to the ability 
and experience of your group.

Before they begin, and during learning pauses as they work, remind them of 
the seven different plot types, the need for a clear positive message targeted at 
their audience, and the need to involve the audience in the decision-making in 
some way.

Additional teacher-led learning points 
During this phase you can include the following:

Brecht and alienation 
Explain that Bertolt Brecht was another practitioner who believed that drama 
should engage the audience critically and inspire them to action. To do this, he 
used techniques to ‘alienate’ or distance the audience from the action, so that 
they would not just be carried along emotionally in the story. Two great exercises 
to explore breaking the fourth wall are described below.

The Chair Game
Two performers stand before the audience, with two chairs. They should be 
having a conflict, but it is all focused on what happens to the chair. They do not 
speak to each other. They are only allowed to touch the chair. They must take it in 

This lesson can be dropped in at any 
time during the first few lessons of the 
scheme.

Homework
Write an explanation of what you found 
out during your time with the primary 
audience, and how you think your 
performance could or should be adapted 
accordingly.

Remind students that you will continue 
to assess them for AO1 and AO2 
during these lessons, and that you 
will be asking them to write about the 
development of their piece to contribute 
to their assessment.

Demonstrate this with a confident 
student, before other students try it, 
then ask pairs to rehearse their own 
version of this performance.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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turns. After each action, the performer who has just finished must stop, turn to 
the audience, and tell the audience what they have done to the chair. E.g.:

Performer 1 (Moves the chair one metre to the right. Turns to audience.) 
I moved the chair.
Performer 2 (Moves chair back, smiles.) I returned the chair.
Performer 1 (Moves the chair two metres to the right. Turns to audience, 
smiling.) I moved the chair. Again.
Performer 2 (Moves chair back. Sighs.) I returned the chair.
Performer 1 (Moves the chair three metres to the right. Turns to audience.) 
I really moved the chair.
Performer 2 (Sits on chair with arms folded.) I am sitting on the chair.
Performer 1 (Stands directly in front of the chair, facing audience, smiling.) 
I just happen to be standing right in front of the chair.
Performer 2 (Moves chair 3 centimetres to the right and peers around the 
other performer.) I moved the chair.
Performer 1 (Doesn’t move). I made her move the chair.

Discuss the effect of breaking the fourth wall in this way. How does it make the 
audience feel? How does it change the action? How do the performers feel? 
Discuss how this could be used to enhance their TIE’s impact?

Eyes on the Clock
Demonstrate to the students the importance of eye contact and ‘clocking’. Use 
a small toy, such as a plane or a car. Enact a scene where you ‘play’ with the toy, 
although you are not supposed to. Your eyes, and only your eyes, should show the 
audience exactly what the situation is, and what each of your intentions are. For 
example:

 f Place car stage right.
 f Enter stage left. Smile at audience. See car. Look at audience. Look back at car. 
Look over shoulder. Look back at car. Look at audience. Look at car.

 f Approach car. Look at audience. Look over shoulder. Look at car. Pick up car. 
Look at audience.

 f Look at floor downstage. Look at audience. Look at floor downstage. Look at car. 
Place car on floor beneath you. Look at audience. Look at floor downstage. Look 
at car. Send car speeding downstage.

 f Look over shoulder. Look at audience. Look stage right. Look at audience. Look 
over shoulder. Exit, running, stage right.

Students try it in pairs, with one directing, one performing. Swap. Then they 
perform to the whole class. 

Discuss effect of ‘clocking’ the audience and breaking fourth wall (e.g. audience 
becomes complicit in action). How does this relate to The Chair Game? How can 
this be used to enhance the impact of their TIE performance? 

Lessons 15 – 20: Final preparation 
and performance(s)
Learning objectives

 f To work in role to create a character or characters, interpret with creativity and 
originality; sustain role or character; show an awareness of audience (AO2)

 f To use practical skills to communicate in performance with clarity, fluency, 
control, appropriateness to character and sustain with pace, projection, vocal 
and physical flexibility, timing and spatial awareness (AO2).

You’re reaching crunch time. Make sure you’ve had technical rehearsals, as you 
would for any performance, either building them into your lesson rehearsal 
time, or (as is more likely given time constraints in the school day) planning to 
hold them after school or off-timetable. It may even be possible to have a dress 
rehearsal with a younger year group from your school, or a group from a different 
feeder primary as the audience.

Prior to the performance day, make sure your colleagues are aware this is 
a special and potentially stressful day for students. Send invitations to your 
governors and your senior leaders – it never does any harm to raise the profile of 
your department’s work.

Remind students they will be formally assessed for this work.

Homework
Research Brecht’s alienation technique 
and make 3 suggestions for how you 
could build it into your performance.

This technique works particularly well as 
a precursor to mask work.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk


7Teaching Drama · Spring term 1 · 2016/17www.teaching-drama.co.uk

Scheme of work|GCSE
Written work
You will have noted that each lesson here is followed by an opportunity for 
students to carry out on-going written evaluations of their work in progress as 
part of their controlled assessment evidence. Make sure you collect and mark this 
work regularly. Leaving it to the end gives no opportunity for formative feedback 
and leaves students feeling undervalued.

After the final performance, ensure you have a de-briefing. Analyse what went 
right and what could be improved together; and ensure this too is written up.
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