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KS2The Railway Children by E. Nesbit: 
A look at the book through drama
Helen Day
KS2
Introduction
E. Nesbit’s The Railway Children has been enjoyed by generation after generation 
since it was published in 1906. Although perhaps most famous for the 1970 film 
adaptation, the novel itself presents interesting themes, is a wonderful source of 
classroom debate, and contains plenty of dynamic scenes and relationships to 
inspire exciting KS2 drama work.

This scheme of work uses drama to explore the story in chronological order. 
As it is a relatively long book, the scheme does not touch on every chapter and 
key moment, however many of the exercises could be adapted if you wish to 
further investigate sections that have been omitted.

The scheme challenges students to use and develop their speaking, group 
discussion and interaction skills, thereby supporting the Spoken Language 
element of the National Curriculum. Movement and improvisation exercises 
are used to highlight and explore key moments and themes, and written work 
is included through writing in role and script creation exercises. There are 
opportunities to expand the study of the book to cover additional areas of the 
curriculum and beyond.

Learning objectives
By the end of this scheme the students will:

 f Have used a range of dramatic techniques to explore the themes, characters 
and storyline of The Railway Children

 f Have participated in group discussion, and have experience of offering 
constructive feedback to their peers

 f Have experience of creating and improvising in character, as individuals, in 
pairs and in larger groups

 f Have explored the use of body language and facial expression through tableaux 
exercises

 f Have experience of working in pairs and small groups to create tableaux and 
short scenes

 f Have experience of writing in role and committing scenes to script form
 f Have increased confidence and enjoyment of exploring literature through 
performance.

Lesson 1: Father leaves … and a trial for Peter!
Learning objectives
By the end of the lesson students will:

 f Have explored the use of body language and facial expression through the 
introductory tableaux exercise

 f Have considered the opening of the book, from which the rest of the story 
develops

 f Have participated in group discussion
 f Have collaborated in groups to consider and stage the trial of Peter
 f Have lightly considered the process of a legal trial
 f Have experience of preparing, improvising in and maintaining character, 
whether as an actor or active audience member.

It is important that students are familiar with The Railway Children to the end of 
Chapter 2 for this lesson.

Tableaux exercise: Father going away (15 mins)
This is a tableaux exercise for the whole class to do together, and which serves as 
a warm-up for this lesson.

Read the section from Chapter 1 that begins, ‘Just then there was a knock at the 
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front door’, and ends ‘“Father’s been called away – on business,” said Mother. “Come, 
darlings, go at once.”’

Ask students to reflect on the various ‘moments’ throughout this section of 
text. What is the first picture that we see? Who is in it, and what is happening? 
What would the expressions on the various characters’ faces be?

Next, ask for a volunteer to start a tableau of that moment. He or she should 
enter the space and hold a frozen position. Ask other students to reflect on what 
this student is doing. When this first character has been established, a second 
student should join, adding to the image and playing another character (or object) 
in the tableau. Continue until the image is full and seems complete, and then 
break the tableau and move on to the next ‘moment’ from this section of text.

Group discussion: Taking the coal – is it stealing? (10 mins)
‘“I didn’t think it was stealing. I was almost sure it wasn’t. I thought if I took it from 
the outside part of the heap, perhaps it would be. But in the middle I thought I could 
fairly count it only mining. It’ll take thousands of years for you to burn up all that 
coal and get to the middle parts.”’

Reflect with students on the section of Chapter 2 in which Peter is caught taking 
coal. The Station Master reminds him ‘stealing is stealing’. Do students agree that 
this situation is as black and white as that, or is it more complicated? Are there 
ever any situations in which it might be justified to take something that does not 
belong to you?

A trial for Peter: Preparation (20 mins)
Explain that, as a class, you are now going to hold a mock trial for Peter.

Divide the class into three groups. One group may be smaller than the others, 
and this will be the jury. Allocate one of the other groups to make a case ‘for the 
prosecution’, whose job is to persuade the jury that Peter is guilty of stealing. The 
other group will try to make a case to defend Peter, in the hope that the jury will 
let him off.

The prosecution and defense groups should spend some time constructing 
their cases, and can decide on members of their group to come forward during 
the trial and play key witnesses. They do not need to rehearse anything as the 
trial will be improvised. However they should spend the time getting as clear on 
their case and approach as they can. They should also allocate players to cross-
examine witnesses from the other side. Ask them to prepare for three witnesses 
each. Each witness should be accompanied by a ‘lawyer’ to ask them what they 
saw, why they believe Peter is or is not guilty, etc. Do check in to make sure that 
each group has different witnesses. For example, Peter can only be called as a 
witness by one side (presumably the defense) but he can of course be cross-
examined by the prosecution. Finally, each side should allocate someone from 
their group to sum up their case when all three witnesses have appeared.

Meanwhile, brief the jury on their duty to try to hear both sides equally, and to 
approach the case with an open mind. They might like to give themselves 
characters, so that they are not listening to the case as themselves, but as specific 
people with specific backgrounds and opinions.

The Trial (20 mins)
Ask the jury to sit at one end of the room, and for the prosecution and defense to 
sit on either side. You will act as judge, and you will also call the witnesses and 
cross-examiners to come up. You will be monitoring time so that no one takes up 
too long.

One by one, the witnesses from either side should be called up to be questioned 
by their accompanying lawyer, and subsequently by a cross-examiner from the 
other side. 

When all three witnesses from either side have appeared, ask each side to sum 
up their case using their allocated speaker, and then ‘adjourn’ the jury to make 
their decision. Give the jury a limited time to make their decision.

Plenary (5 mins)
Reflect on the decision the jury came to, whether ‘guilty’ or ‘not guilty’. Why do 
students think this was? Was it because it was an open and shut case, or did one 
side pose a stronger argument than the other?

The aim of this exercise is to bring the 
discussion around Peter’s stealing to 
life through drama, and although it uses 
the overall construct of a court case 
it is not aimed at really studying the 
specific roles judges, juries, lawyers etc 
have in court. It is a light look at this 
scenario. However should you wish to, 
there is definitely room here to do much 
more work over a longer period of time, 
and to use this section of the book as 
a springboard to explore the justice 
system and how it works.

Try to really encourage the witnesses to 
answer questions in role, and to remain 
in character for the duration of their 
appearance. You can support this by 
being in role to some extent yourself, 
albeit balanced by also managing time 
and the classroom dynamic etc.

Really encourage students to consider 
their use of body language and facial 
expression during this exercise. How 
much can we tell from a tableau without 
movement or words if the performers 
are really expressive?
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Lesson 2: Trains, strangers and saving the day
Learning objectives
By the end of the lesson the students will:

 f Have developed their exploration of tableaux to include bringing a tableau 
to life

 f Have explored the use of body language, facial expression and intonation 
through the ‘Speaking a “different language”’ exercise

 f Have participated in group discussion
 f Have devised and developed short scenes in groups
 f Have developed their listening, speaking and improvisation skills through the 
‘Superintendent’s speech’ exercise.

It is important that students are familiar with The Railway Children to the end of 
Chapter 7 for this lesson.

Tableaux exercise: On board the train (10 mins)
This exercise builds on the tableaux exercise from the previous lesson, and serves 
as a warm-up to get everyone in the mood for drama.

Explain to the class that they are going to build tableaux of passengers on 
imagined steam trains. 

One student at a time should come up and strike a pose as a passenger on the 
train. Each student who joins should try to build on the picture, relating to, or 
indeed contrasting, what performers in the tableau are already doing. 

When you feel the picture is full, clap your hands, and for a few moments 
everyone should come to life. Remind students that this does not mean everyone 
needs to talk at once. The passenger they are playing might be quietly minding 
his or her own business. This is simply an opportunity to explore playing a 
character in that moment and to see what happens. 

Repeat this exercise a couple of times to give different students an opportunity 
to participate.

Improvisation exercise: Speaking a ‘different language’ (10 mins)
Ask students to get into pairs.

Reflect on the scene from Chapter 5 in which the children try to communicate 
with the Russian but he does not understand. How can we make someone 
understand what we mean if we do not speak the same language?

Ask each pair to label themselves ‘A’ and ‘B’. A should decide on something 
that they would like to tell B – a piece of information or similar - but should not 
tell B what it is yet. Now, ask each pair to decide on only one word each that 
can be used in place of regular language. For example A could decide to use the 
word ‘banana’ and B could decide to use the word ‘lollipop’. Now, challenge them 
to have a ‘conversation’ each using only their specific word, and for A to try to 
communicate their piece of information to B. After a few minutes ask them to 
stop. Have any of the pairs managed to understand each other?

They should now swap over and B will have a go at communicating a piece of 
information to A.

Group discussion: Taking in a stranger (5 mins)
‘ “Oh,” said Mother, “it’s all right. He’s a Russian, and he’s lost his ticket. And I’m 
afraid he’s very ill. If you don’t mind, I’ll take him home with me now. He’s really 
quite worn out. I’ll run down and tell you all about him to-morrow.”’

Reflect on how quickly and easily Mother decides to take the Russian stranger 
back to Three Chimneys. How do students feel about this? Do they think this is 
normal behaviour? Does the fact that the book was published in 1906 make any 
difference to how we might view this? Have any students in the class ever had 
experience of their family taking a stranger in?

Scene creation: Saving the day (15 mins planning)
Reflect on (possibly the most famous) scene from The Railway Children in which 
Bobbie, Peter and Phyllis are brave and quick-thinking enough to stop the train by 
waving red flags made out of petticoats.

Divide the class into groups of three. If one or two of the groups have to be 
made up of four students that can also work.

Explain to students that they are now going to create a short scene in their 
group, in which a trio (or quartet) of siblings stop a steam train. They do not 
have to be the three children from the book. However they are a group of similar 
siblings living in that same era. The difference for their scene is that there are no 

It may help to set a piece of information 
that you would like each pair to be 
communicating about. For example, you 
could say that everyone has to be trying 
to say where they would like to go on 
holiday or where they live. This is not 
just useful as a signpost for the exercise, 
but also to assist with quick decision-
making and to avoid wasting time.

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


4Teaching Drama · Summer term 2 · 2016/17www.teaching-drama.co.uk

Scheme of work|KS2
red petticoats! The challenge is to find a different way to successfully stop the 
steam train, and to create a short scene acting this out. 

Watching the scenes (20 mins) 
Allow each group to perform their scene in front of the rest of the class, and invite 
feedback afterwards. How well did the group tell the story? Were the characters 
and urgency of the situation believable?

Group listening and speaking exercise: The District Superintendent’s speech 
(10 mins)

‘… a gentleman in spectacles – they found out afterwards he was the District 
Superintendent – began quite a long speech – very clever indeed. I am not going to 
write the speech down. First, because you would think it dull; and secondly, because 
it made all the children blush so …’

As a class, you are going to create the District Superintendent’s speech!
Explain to students that one by one they will build the speech, adding only one 

sentence each. Choose a student to start; he or she says a sentence that might 
begin the speech. Each student then adds one sentence, remembering that the idea 
of the speech is to praise the children, so much that it would make them blush! 
However students must listen carefully, for whilst the District Superintendent is 
dull he does not repeat himself, so each student must add a sentence that builds 
on what has been said before and does not repeat what someone else has said. 

This fun listening and speaking exercise wraps up this lesson.

Lesson 3: Perks’ birthday, and discovering 
the truth
Learning objectives
By the end of this lesson the students will:

 f Have explored characterisation through the opening tableaux game
 f Have experience of improvising in role
 f Have considered a character’s inner thoughts and feelings (the Newspaper 
Clipping exercise)

 f Have experience of writing in role and of creating a diary entry.

It is important that students are familiar with The Railway Children to the end of 
Chapter 10 for this lesson.

Warm-up: These are the three siblings (10 mins)
Divide the class into groups of three. In this instance ask them to cast themselves 
as Bobbie, Peter and Phyllis.

You are going to call out a number of scenarios or activities in which the 
siblings might find themselves, and the groups have ten seconds to arrange 
themselves into a tableau of the scene. Take a moment after groups have frozen 
to point out any that are particularly imaginative or expressive, and then move 
on to call out the next scenario. This is a quick-fire game so don’t take too long on 
any one situation.

Examples for this game include:
These are the children …

 f Collecting fruit to give to a friend
 f Waving to a passing steam train
 f Trying to help a cat down from a tree
 f Delivering gifts for a birthday party
 f Helping Mother to clean the house.

Improvising in role: Presents for Perks (20 mins) 
Ask students to imagine a character from the village that the children might ask 
to donate a gift for Perks. In this instance, it would be useful if they could not use 
characters from the book, but instead imagine other characters. They have carte 
blanche … who do they want to be?

Ask the students to find a space in the room, and to adopt the stance of their 
chosen character. 

Select three students to be Bobbie, Peter and Phyllis. They should split up, and 
individually go ‘visiting’ the people from the village, asking them if they would 
like to donate a gift for Perks’ birthday celebration. Each individual character or 
pair of characters can decide how they would like to respond. Would they like to 

There will often be resistance to cross-
gender casting, especially from boys 
who have to play girls. So allow students 
to change the gender of the characters 
if they wish, but to try to keep the 
characteristics. So Bobbie, whether male 
or female, would still be the older, more 
measured character, Phil would still be 
clumsy and slightly more fearful, etc.

Less confident students may respond 
better to this exercise if they are paired 
with someone else. Feel free to do this 
if it helps to make sure everyone can 
participate properly.

Watching lots of scenes can be 
challenging, as students can often take 
extra time in their performances when 
improvising and things can start to 
drag on. If this is the case, try asking 
groups to start part-way through their 
scene, at the most dramatic moment, 
and really only allow a minute or so to 
see a section of their performance. This 
should enable you to offer each group 
a fair go, and to include the time for 
feedback afterwards. You can also watch 
a few groups back-to-back and then ask 
for feedback on them all at once.
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give something, and if so, what do they have to give? If they do not want to give 
something, why not?

When each character has been visited once, select a few to see again with 
everyone watching. Invite feedback from other students: how well did the players 
perform the improvised scene? Was this a believable village character and was 
there anything particularly interesting about what they said or did?

Group discussion: Why is Perks so cross? (10 mins) 
‘“I don’t care,’ said Perks, firmly, “not if it was a angel from Heaven. We’ve got on 
all right all these years and no favours asked. I’m not going to begin these sort of 
charity goings-on at my time of life, so don’t you think it, Nell.”’

In Chapter 9, Perks reacts very angrily and unexpectedly to the birthday 
celebration presented to him by the three children. Why do students think this is? 
What is it in Perks’ character or life that makes him react the way he does?

Imaginative work: Finding the newspaper clipping (10 mins)
Ask students to find their own space and to close their eyes.

Ask them to think about Bobbie and what she is going through at the point just 
prior to finding the newspaper clipping. She does not know where her father is; 
she misses him terribly and she worries about her mother.

Now, read aloud the section from Chapter 10 which begins ‘Suddenly she clutched 
the parcel tighter’ and ends ‘There was a hammering on the door’.

Ask students to open their eyes, and, working alone, to act out the scene of 
Bobbie finding and reading the newspaper clipping. Can they think the thoughts 
that she thinks, and how can they show these in their bodies and faces?

Writing in role: Diary entry for Bobbie (20 mins)
Using the imaginative work from the previous exercise as a springboard, ask 
students to write a diary entry for Bobbie for the evening of the day in which she 
finds the newspaper clipping.

A diary writing checklist is provided alongside this scheme of work.

Lesson 4:  Boys versus Girls in 1906, an 
encounter in a tunnel, and a closed front door
Learning objectives
By the end of the lesson the students will:

 f Have developed their listening and group discussion skills
 f Have considered gender norms/expectations in the Edwardian era
 f Have experience of improvising in role, in pairs
 f Have experience of script creation.

It is important that students are familiar with The Railway Children to the end of the 
book for this lesson.

Listening (10 mins)
Read aloud the section from Chapter 12 which begins ‘“Oh, what useful things 
flannel petticoats are!”’ and which runs over a couple of pages (depending on your 
edition) to the end of the paragraph which begins ‘“Let’s hold hands,” said the boy.’

Ask students for any observations they might like to make about this section of 
the book before moving on to the focused classroom discussion, below.

Classroom discussion: How boys and girls were seen in this era (10 mins)
Although the three siblings in The Railway Children have many great adventures 
together, and Bobbie and Phyllis are seen as just as go-getting as their brother, 
there are references throughout the book to girls being expected to be less brave, 
to do the housework, etc.

Rather than ignore this, open the subject up to a classroom discussion. What 
do students think about the way boys and girls were seen in the early 1900s? 
Do they think E. Nesbit resists pigeonholing the trio into their expected gender 
norms for the time?

Duologue creation through improvisation (15 mins)
Divide students into pairs. 

Ask students to work together to improvise the scene between Bobbie and Jim 
in the railway tunnel. They should act it out, but paying particular attention to 
what they say.

Be careful running this exercise if 
you have a student or students in the 
class who are going through distress 
concerning absent parents. In my 
experience most students dealing with 
‘ordinary’ matters around parental 
separation can cope with this quite 
well, however you might wish to cut 
the exercise from the scheme if you 
know you have students dealing with 
more extreme situations or who are 
particularly sensitive to such a matter.

The group discussion prior to this may 
lead pairs to really focus on the gender 
issues here. They do not have to do 
that. The aim is to create a good scene 
that reflects what happens in the book, 
referencing Bobbie’s bravery ‘for a girl’ 
only as much as the characters do in 
the extract.
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Scripting the duologues (20 mins)
Challenge the pairs to commit their scenes to script form. A template is provided 
should it be of use. Encourage students to include stage directions. Remember 
that the aim of the exercise is to create a duologue that reflects the action and 
dialogue in the book, but it does not need to use the same words. There is room to 
be creative!

Hearing the duologues (10 mins)
Select a couple of pairs to read extracts of their duologues in front of the rest 
of the class. Invite feedback: how well do students feel the words and actions 
reflected the extract? Have the pairs managed to bring to life the atmosphere of 
this section of the book?

Plenary (5 mins)
Bring this lesson, and indeed this scheme of work, to a close, by reflecting on the 
very end of the book. Do students feel that the ending, with Father getting off the 
train and walking back to Three Chimneys with Bobbie, is satisfactory? How do 
they feel about the author closing the door to the reader? What effect does this 
have?

Extension exercises:
Additional ideas for exploration include:

 f Ask students to work together in groups to create the scene in the cottage after 
the door is closed. How do the family react to being reunited?

 f Re-read the section about the paperchase. Research paperchase games as a 
class. What were they and how did they work? Is it possible to recreate one 
at school? 

 f Watch the 1970 film adaptation as a class. In what ways does the film differ 
from the book? What was added to the film, and which bits of the book were 
left out? Write a film review following on from a classroom discussion.
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RESOURCES

Resource 1: Diary writing checklist
 f Have you included the date at the beginning?
 f Have you written in the first person?
 f Have you described the important events of the day?
 f Have you written the events in chronological order?
 f Have you included adjectives to describe feelings and emotions?
 f Have you included time connectives?
 f Have you written informally, and mainly in the past tense?
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Resource 2: Script template

Where is your scene set? Who are the two characters?

What are the two characters doing at the start of the scene?

Write stage directions within the brackets, and speech below.

Bobbie :  (         )

Jim:   (         )

Bobbie :  (         )

Jim:   (         )

Bobbie :  (         )

Jim:   (         )

Bobbie :  (         )

Jim:   (         )

Bobbie :  (         )

Jim:   (         )

Bobbie :  (         )

Jim:   (         )

Bobbie :  (         )

Jim:   (         )

How does the scene end?
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