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The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time: 
Exploring Christopher’s world from a practical 
perspective
Naomi Holcombe
GCSE
Introduction
This scheme aims to explore the play The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-
Time through the work of Frantic Assembly. It can be used for any exam board, 
and can be adapted to suit the requirements of a GCSE specification.

Students are introduced to their physical style, previous work on stage and 
more specifically their approach to the text The Curious Incident of the Dog in 
the Night-Time. They are also encouraged to think about how to apply these 
techniques in order to create some devised work around the text by using the 
movements to create their own work.

This scheme is split into two sections. The first three lessons focus purely on how 
Frantic Assembly use movement to create meaning. It will help students think about 
how to create their own work and develop story lines from scratch (this may be 
useful at a different point in their course when they are asked to devise work). By the 
end of this section, your learners will understand and be able to recognise Frantic 
Assembly’s style and will be starting to explore it for themselves. The exercises used 
are all taken from The Frantic Assembly Book of Devising. (Page references may vary, 
depending on whether you are using the first or second edition.)

The second three lessons in the scheme then look at the choreography created 
by Frantic Assembly in The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time with a 
particular focus on the central character, Christopher. Students will explore the 
text practically and apply their previous work when performing the text.

The aim of both of these sections within this scheme is to encourage students 
to delve into the text in a practical way. If they are preparing for a written exam 
on the play, they will understand the movement, interactions of the characters 
and the style better having worked on the text in class. I have also included some 
extension ideas for exploration of set design and an interview with Marianne 
Elliot, to help learners study the text from all perspectives.

Your students may not be exploring the text for an exam, but you may want 
them to have a detailed understanding of how to capture the style of Frantic 
Assembly, or use these ideas as a springboard for devised work. It’s always better 
to study a theatre company with a specific play to work on, as you can clearly 
focus on how to apply the theory in practice.

Research
Before the scheme starts, ask your students to research autism and Asperger 
syndrome (ASD). There is a good Newsround video called My Autism and Me which 
might be useful as a starting point. (It’s aimed at a younger audience, but it’s clear 
and detailed.) More recently, the same presenter, Rosie King, did a TED talk entitled 
‘How autism freed me to be myself’, which is short, but very good. The National 
Theatre’s video called ‘Working on the Spectrum’ is particularly excellent and useful 
as it includes some rehearsal footage and interviews with Mark Haddon and Simon 
Stephens, and also with Luke Treadaway, who played Christopher in the original 
production – you can find it here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k2bV75ITXJw

Reading
Read the text as a class. Feed the research that students have done on Asperger 
syndrome into your discussions on themes and characters in the play.

Live theatre
If it is possible to see the play live in advance of studying it, that would be a huge 
advantage. If not, there are some useful YouTube clips and trailers, which it might 
be worth watching before you begin the scheme, just to give students a flavour of 
the movement style and set design before they start.

Naomi Holcombe is a Drama teacher 
and Head of Year 8 at Queen Elizabeth’s 
Hospital school in Bristol. She has been 
teaching and directing Theatre for 10 
years in both the maintained and private 
school sectors.
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Assessment objectives
These will depend on what board you are doing, but throughout this scheme 
students will demonstrate knowledge and understanding of how drama and 
theatre is developed and performed and analyse and evaluate their own work and 
the work of others.

Learning objectives
By the end of this scheme of work, learners will have a thorough knowledge of 
the text through a practical exploration of The Curious Incident of the Dog in the 
Night-Time. They will have explored, through practical work in lessons, the work of 
Frantic Assembly and applied this knowledge to their work on sections of the text.

Assessment
 f Peer assessment
 f Teacher-assessed final performance.

Resources
 f The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time by Mark Haddon and Simon 
Stephens (ISBN: 9781408185216)

 f The Frantic Assembly Book of Devising, published by Routledge (The latest edition 
is 2014, ISBN-13: 978-1138777019)

 f Frantic Assembly YouTube channel
 f National Theatre YouTube channel
 f TED talk –‘How autism freed me to be myself’:  https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=jQ95xlZeHo8

 f Music: a variety of different tracks.
 f The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time Soundtrack by Adrian Sutton. 
Some tracks are available for free on Sound Cloud. The rest are downloadable 
from iTunes/Amazon.

Lesson 1: A way in
Learning objectives
By the end of this lesson students will have:

 f Explored some practical exercises by Frantic Assembly
 f Considered how pace and rhythm can create meaning
 f Started to devise a short moment between two characters.

Warm-up
Do a physical warm-up. Put some music on and get the class energised! Then split 
them up into pairs. Explain the exercise called ‘Push Hands’. This can be found in 
The Frantic Assembly Book of Devising (p.105). Explore this exercise, then swap the 
partners over, so that they take it in turns to lead.

Task
Sensory memory exercise. In pairs, they are going to develop 10 movements that 
they will repeat and learn. They can put their hand on their partner, take the hand 
away, or put it on themselves. This exercise is called ‘Hymns Hands’ and is taken 
from p.155 of The Frantic Assembly Book of Devising.

Give them time to rehearse and then when they have ‘learned’ their sequence, 
ask them to play around with pace, rhythm, and intensity. Play some music over 
the top whilst they rehearse. (I often use something by Massive Attack here, as 
it’s energetic and quite strong.) Do any of their movements start to tell a story of 
any kind? They can also add in an emotion – play the whole thing angrily, sadly, 
tenderly, etc.

Rehearse this for another 5–10 minutes, then perform.
Each pair should show their sequence to the rest of the class. Keep the music 

playing.  What stories are emerging? Then pick a pair who approached their 
sequence in a different way – tenderly, for example. Play a different piece of music 
over the top of this and see whether the sequence elicits a different story. (Imogen 
Heap works well for something calmer and softer.)

Evaluation: How can you create content through movement?

Outcomes
Introduction to the work of Frantic 
Assembly
Finding a new approach to devising 
theatre.

Homework
Written evaluation - evaluate one pair 
that you saw performing today. How 
did their movements convey a storyline 
without any dialogue? Is it possible for 
movement to be more powerful than 
words alone? If so, why? Explain your 
point thoroughly.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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Lesson 2: Sequences
Learning objectives
By the end of this lesson students will have:

 f Developed a short scene in a pair
 f Incorporated some basic lifts into the sequence.

Start with another physical warm-up. There are some great examples in the book 
on devising, but make sure it’s physical, energetic and fast-paced. I like to play a 
game similar to ‘Port/Starboard’, but changing the commands to theatrical terms. 
It gets them moving and laughing!

Task
Watch, the National Theatre video entitled ‘Building Blocks for Devising’: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gUqZPfGIX6U

This explains the Round-By-Through exercise. Watch it through once in full, 
then play it again and stop and start it to allow students to do the exercise for 
themselves.

Once they have created a sequence, ask them to find opportunities within their 
sequence where they can add some basic and simple lifts. Look at the basic guide 
to lifts on p.148 and go through this with your class so that they all feel confident 
and safe trying ideas out.

Rehearse these sequences. Try ‘squeezing the air out of it’. Create some 
tension. Focus on the moment before the touch, the moment of the touch and 
the moment after the touch to communicate with the audience what might be 
happening. Start to develop characters and a story line within your pair.

Perform. Watch each pair. How does the addition of the lifts add to the pieces 
created? What storylines have started to emerge? Why does focusing on the touch 
bring a new element to the exercise?

Lesson 3: Chair Duets
Learning objectives
By the end of this lesson students will have:

 f Created a chair duet and linked it together with another group.

Show the following two videos:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PB-9LERsyY8

This is a step by step guide to how to create Chair Duets.
Then watch:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UJ_9Eaog2yw

This is an A level performance created by a college, that should be helpful in 
giving your class a sense of the finished product that can be achieved by students 
of a similar age to them.

Go back through the technique. Talk about key moments.

Task 1
Place them in pairs and play a track to motivate them while they rehearse. Give 
them time to play around with the moves. This can be done on blocks or chairs 
depending on what they want to do.

Once they are familiar with the routine, aim for a focal point. This should be in 
front of them in such a way that it almost looks like they are watching tv.

Task 2
Combine pairs into groups of 4. Work on how to incorporate other performers and 
add the two routines together.

Rehearse and play with pace. Vary it, or find a moment to speed up/slow down 
dramatically.

Perform.
All groups should perform with the Basement Jaxx track over the top. What 

meanings are starting to appear from the movement sequences? What story lines 
have developed?

Then choose a group and ask them to repeat their performance, this time to 
‘Hide and Seek’ by Imogen Heap. Ask them to slow the pace down.

Is the way you view this different from before? Does it tell a different story?

Outcomes
Develop scenes by using a Frantic 
Assembly rehearsal technique. Learn 
to implement and be confident at 
basic lifts.

Outcomes
Create a chair duet sequence

Rights are reserved for the music in 
this video. Also note that there is one 
explicit lyric in the song. You may wish 
to download the radio edit and play it 
over the top.

Basement Jaxx’ ‘Supersonic’ is good and 
used by Frantic Assembly in one of their 
Chair Duets.

Homework
Watch clips/trailers from Black Watch/
Beautiful Burnout/Othello/Lovesong/
Things I Know to be True.

Answer the following questions:
 f How do the company use their 

physicality/physical style to help 
them portray a story?

 f Why is movement powerful?
 f Why use this technique to portray 

war/death/love/beauty?
 f How does it speak to the audience 

more than just dialogue? (Although a 
totally different style, reference 
Artaud saying ‘words are not enough’)

You can ask them to do this verbally, or 
write the answers down.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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Plenary
Can you describe Frantic Assembly’s style? How does music enhance the work?

Lesson 4: Introducing the text
Learning objectives
By the end of this lesson students will have:

 f Explored the character of Christopher and created a movement sequence that 
looks at how he views the world.

Task 1: Solo activity
Imagine your journey home from school, and act out a condensed version of 
it. Mime the actions. No speech is needed at this point. Rehearse this for a few 
minutes.

Task 2: In groups
In groups of 4/5, each student should show the others in the group their mimed 
journey home. The group then chooses one person’s journey and acts it out using 
Frantic Assembly-styled movement. (Perhaps using Round-By-Through?) They 
will need to incorporate some physical theatre here. Suggest they become objects 
to show that these are more significant than people for Christopher, as he finds 
people confusing.

Rehearse and perform.
Watch some of the sequences and evaluate their success. Why does 

Christopher find objects less confusing than people? Why is it a good idea to use 
physical theatre to show this to an audience? How does the Frantic Assembly 
movement enhance the piece?

Task 3
Then, using p.12, read the speech from the play where Christopher narrates 
what he does when he gets home from school. Each group should now develop 
their initial movement sequences to incorporate lines from the text and develop 
‘Christopher’s world’.

Rehearse and perform. (You may not have time to see them all, depending on 
the size of your group.)

Evaluation: Did the addition of Christopher’s words help to create the 
environment? Did any of the objects have personality/attitude? How did they take 
us inside Christopher’s world?

Lesson 5: Paddington Station
Learning objectives
By the end of this lesson students will have:

 f Developed an ensemble movement section
 f Created a soundscape.

Warm-up
As Christopher, students imagine that they are at Paddington railway station. 
Explore the space. It is busy and noisy. Think about how to show that Christopher is 
uncomfortable and frightened. Think about gesture and mime, as well as movement.

Task 1: Ensemble work
Develop a movement sequence in groups of 4–5. Students should move initially in 
line formations, as if they are passengers at the train station. Work on sharp 
turns, then moving forwards, backwards, diagonally. Play track 4 from the 
soundtrack (‘Station’) to help them keep pace.

Once they have worked out a good sequence, repeat it and focus on precision 
of movement. You can try to add another group in here, and have the two groups 
weave in and out of each other, cross the space through each other, etc.

Task 2
Read pp. 69–71 where Christopher has left the train and is walking in the station 
in London. Consider how the ensemble could layer sounds to create a sort of 
‘soundscape’. Students can use phrases from the text, as well as sounds they might 
hear at a train station. The focus should be showing how difficult being in the train 
station was for Christopher and to get the audience to see how he views the world.

Outcomes
Explore the text and introduce some 
Frantic Assembly choreography.

Outcomes
Explore ensemble movement to create 
Paddington train station.

There are a few trailers for the West 
End show which include this movement 
sequence. If your group are struggling, 
or need inspiration, you can show 
them this.

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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Task 3
Choose one student to play Christopher. They should start centre stage. Think 
about how the ensemble could be used around Christopher and how they can 
highlight his increasing sense of panic.

Layer in the soundscape to create a final performance. Using movement 
and sound as well as the script, stage this section in groups of 5. If you have a 
particularly confident group, they could incorporate a turn, lift or somersault 
when Christopher tries to move past the crowds.

Rehearse these sections and perform to the rest of the group. Evaluate how the 
choral movement helped demonstrate Christopher’s sense of panic and confusion 
at the train station.

Lessons 6–7: Ed and Christopher
Learning objectives
By the end of this lesson students will have:

 f Used lifting techniques to ‘make Christopher fly’
 f Used non-verbal communication to explore Christopher’s relationship with Ed.

Warm-up
Ask students to lie on the floor and close their eyes. They should imagine that 
they are Christopher. Christopher is imagining himself in space. What does it look 
like? How does it feel? What can he see?

Discuss why Christopher feels comfortable visualising this environment.

Task 1
Read pp. 24–25 and 2 lines into p. 26. This is Christopher visualising himself in 
space.

Watch the National Theatre video ‘Learning to fly’ https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=Q4mXhW7TXQ8

One person is ‘a rock’; the others stand in a horseshoe shape around them. 
The person who is being lifted – their leg goes up and they push down on the 
shoulders of ‘the rock’ and the others lift them.

Then move it onto two ‘rocks’; run towards them and lift up. Take away who is 
not needed.

Then add ‘flying moves’. If they want to go somewhere, or move – they can tilt 
and move around.

Now ask students to choose around 4 - 5 lines that Christopher could say while 
he’s flying. Either do this using narrating the lines or split up the lines between 
Christopher and the rest of the group/lifters.

Create and take time to rehearse.
Perform and evaluate the effectiveness of being able to visualise Christopher 

‘flying’. Did you find this easier than you expected after having watched the initial 
video? Ask those students who played Christopher how they felt. Why do you 
think this use of movement can help an actor to understand Christopher better? 
How does Frantic Assembly’s style of movement help the audience to visualise 
Christopher’s world?

Task 2
Taking another section of text from the top of p. 25, try the ‘jet pack’ lift. Three 
people stand either side of someone (two to the sides, one at the back). The 
person in the middle should bend their knees and have their arms at right angles. 
The people either side of them should then lift them and practise moving them 
about the space. Once they are comfortable doing this (maybe watch the video 
again, where the positioning is really clear), add sounds and movements to make 
it look as though he is on a jet pack. Again, weave the text in using the whole 
group, or just Christopher.

Allow students time to experiment with what works well and how to dismount. 
Then spotlight a few groups whose sequences have been successful. (Some 
groups will have found this lift particularly tricky.)

Extension tasks
You could clearly spend a lot more time on this play and the work of Frantic 
Assembly. The lessons listed above provide a good way in to the text and with a 
particular focus on Christopher.

Below are some more ideas which you could try out if you have more time:
 f Conscience Alley: Discuss the things about Christopher’s life that are good. Also 

This work may take up two lessons.

Outcomes
Create a movement sequence that shows 
Christopher exploring space travel. 
Explore Christopher’s relationship 
with Ed.

Homework
Write a detailed explanation of Frantic 
Assembly’s style of theatre, now that 
you have explored it for yourself. Why 
do you think they were chosen to work 
with this text? How does their style 
communicate Christopher’s life to 
the audience? Why do you think it is 
effective?

http://www.teaching-drama.co.uk
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discuss the bad things; what people might think of him and how they judge 
him. Create a conscience alley and the first time one person walks down as 
Christopher the alley will say the good things about his life. The second time, 
say the challenging things. How do you think that made him feel? What are the 
difficulties in his life that the rest of us may never face? How does he deal with 
the hurt when he finds out his father has lied to him?

 f Look at the tube section on p. 74. Using choral movement, develop a small 
movement section ‘train coming, train stopped, train going, silence’ in groups 
of 5. Christopher stays on the platform and the others need to create a sense 
of coming and going around him. Add sound into this, either using music or a 
soundscape.

 f Read pp. 43-45. In groups of 3, create a series of still images then bring them 
to life creating a slow motion movement sequence to demonstrate happiness. 
Mark the moment with a line from the letter. Focus on the good things 
happening in the scene/at the time.  Then focus on the shopping incident 
letter. In the same groups create a still image, then slow motion, then add a line 
in from this part of the letter showing how difficult things were. Link the two 
sequences together. Make the contrast between the moods clear. How effective 
was this in understanding Judy and why she struggled being Christopher’s 
mum? What did the contrast demonstrate?

 f Design. Research the work of Bunny Christie. How did she come up with 
the idea for the set? There is an interview with her on YouTube which 
explains her interpretation of the play/book: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=6XQuxmYNpe4

 f After students have watched this – explain what a ground plan is – a bird’s eye 
view of a stage and set. Get them to draw one for themselves. You can start off 
by getting them to draw one of a room in their house. Point out that things like 
windows need to be included, plus other light sources and other items they 
might have missed. Then get them to think of their own design for The Curious 
Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time. Bunny Christie’s set was amazing, but how 
else could she have interpreted Christopher’s world? Would a different style 
work? If you have any students who are particularly good at design, you could 
get them to do a white card model, or even a model box to present to their 
ideas to the class.

 f Direction. There is an interesting interview clip with Marianne Elliot, conducted 
by Andrew Marr that you could show to students https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=Bh3QqqSCPeg.

 f There are also plenty of others online. Why do you think Marianne Elliot 
wanted to work with Frantic Assembly? Can you explain what her style of 
direction is like? (You can reference War Horse or Saint Joan here).
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