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KS2How Ruskin becomes a hero: A look at 
Philip Ridley’s Krindlekrax through Drama 
Helen Day
KS2
Introduction
Krindlekrax, Philip Ridley’s touching tale of adventure, imagination, believing in 
and standing up for yourself, is hugely popular with KS2 students. It is an ideal 
starting text from which to explore sensitive themes such as bullying, friendship 
and loss. This scheme of work touches on all those areas.

Aimed at upper KS2 students who have completed their reading of the book, 
the scheme uses a wide variety of games and exercises, broadly covering the 
drama objectives of the KS2 National Curriculum. Tableaux and scene creation 
exercises are blended with character exploration and group discussion, allowing 
students to develop their spoken language skills. Listening and group interaction 
will be developed, and students will gain experience of presenting their work in 
front of their peers, as well as constructively feeding back on the work of others.

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

 f Have used a range of dramatic techniques to explore Krindlekrax
 f Have experience of creating and sustaining roles
 f Have explored characterisation through vocal tone, body language and facial 
expression 

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

 f Have developed their spoken language skills
 f Have experience of presenting their work in front of their peers
 f Have experience of constructively responding to the work of others.

Lesson 1: Ruskin’s world
Learning objectives
By the end of the lesson the students will:

 f Have gained insight into the overall world of the book’s protagonist
 f Have experience of interacting in character
 f Have investigated character, through the Role on the Wall exercise
 f Have worked creatively in small groups to create an improvised scene, 
developing their teamwork skills

 f Have experience of presenting their work in front of their peers.

Improvisation exercise: This is Ruskin … (10 mins)
This is a warm-up game to get students thinking about Ruskin, and the various 
characters who surround him on Lizard Street.

Ask students to form a circle. Select one student to stand in the centre of the 
circle. You will start by saying, ‘This is Ruskin …’, and finish the sentence by 
saying any day-to-day activity that Ruskin might find himself doing. The student 
in the centre should start miming Ruskin doing that activity.

Once the mime is established, any student in the circle may step in and take 
on the role of any other character in the book. They should respond to Ruskin, in 
role, with a sentence or two that shows their attitude to whatever Ruskin is doing. 
Are they encouraging, interested, aggressive? Can students change their voices to 
bring their chosen characters to life?

Once the student entering the circle has delivered one or two lines, it is time 
for a new scene. He or she now becomes Ruskin, and you set the day-to-day 
activity again. A new volunteer will enter as a character and respond to Ruskin.

Repeat the exercise until everyone has had a go at being something in the 
centre, or as time allows.

Resources needed 
 f Long strips of paper (long enough to 

draw a student’s body outline on) and 
suitable pens for writing on this paper.

We will come back to further explore 
the various characters in the book 
later in this scheme of work. However, 
this is a nice introductory exercise to 
get students beginning to think about 
portraying character quickly and clearly.

Helen Day is a performer and teacher 
of performance, and has delivered 
workshops for numerous theatre 
companies and arts education 
organisations. She is co-founder of 
H2oh! Education, who until 2017 
ran a range of curriculum-linked 
performing arts workshops in primary 
and secondary schools across the South 
East of England. She has taught drama in 
schools across ages 6-18, at University 
level and for various youth theatres. She 
is currently performing in a world tour 
with Cirque du Soleil.
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Role on the Wall: Ruskin (15 mins)
Role on the Wall is a wonderful exercise to develop collaborative exploration of 
character.

Divide students into groups of four or five. Distribute the long strips of paper 
and marker pens. 

To set up the exercise, one student from each group should lie down on the 
paper, and the others should draw a rough outline of their body onto the paper. 
This outline now represents Ruskin.

Firstly, groups should consider the facts that they know about Ruskin. These 
can include what he looks like, where he lives, who his family and friends are, etc. 
They should write these around the outside of the outline. 

Inside the outline, students should write Ruskin’s thoughts and feelings. These 
should be in the first person. They can include how he feels about people and 
situations, and what his hopes and fears are.

Take a few minutes at the end of the exercise to review the groups’ work. What 
are the key aspects of Ruskin’s character that most groups have picked out? Have 
any groups made unusual or remarkable observations?

Short scene creation – Preparation (10 mins)
‘What does it matter what they think, my dear boy?’ he said. ‘You know you could be a 
hero. That’s all that matters.’

‘I know,’ Ruskin said, thoughtfully munching a biscuit. ‘But sometimes it’s nice when 
other people think what you think.’

Ruskin struggles with how he feels people view him, versus how he views himself. 
Let’s explore this a little further through a scene creation exercise.

Divide students into groups. Around four or five students per group will work 
well, so you may wish to continue with the same groups as you had for the Role 
on the Wall exercise.

Ask each group to prepare an imagined scene. The scene should show Ruskin 
in a situation in which he wishes people would see his full potential, but they 
do not. Ask students to keep the scene short and concise. It does not need to be 
directly related to a scene in the book, and the exercise will work better if it is not.

Re-working the scenes (10 mins)
Next, ask each group to re-work their scene, playing it as Ruskin wishes it would be.

How does this change how the characters in the scene act and interact? How 
big are the changes they need to make, in order to make the event flow as Ruskin 
would want?

Showing the scenes (20 mins)
Ask each group to perform one version of their scene in front of the rest of 
the class.

Allow students to offer feedback to their peers after each performance. Was it 
easy to tell whether this was Ruskin’s reality or Ruskin’s ideal? How clear were 
the events of the scene, and the thoughts and feelings of the characters in it?

Lesson 2: Elvis the bully
Learning objectives
By the end of the lesson the students will:

 f Have explored a character’s inner thoughts through the thought tapping 
exercise

 f Have explored issues around bullying
 f Have participated in classroom discussion
 f Have experience of developing ideas in small groups
 f Have experience of acting and interacting in role, through the hot seating 
exercise

 f Have experience of writing in role.

Tableaux with thought tapping (15 mins)
Thought tapping allows students to explore easily the inner thoughts of a 
character versus whatever they are showing to the outside world. We will use this 
technique to explore the various characters’ attitudes to Elvis, as well as how he 
feels about himself.

Krindlekrax is peppered with episodes in which Elvis and his ball cause scenes 
of devastation. Challenge students to build one of those scenes as a tableau.

If you have space, display the role on 
the wall papers around the classroom. 
They will be useful to refer back to as 
students progress through this scheme 
of work.
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One student starts, entering the playing space and adopting a position to start 

off the tableau. He or she should be as clear as possible in trying to show the 
character being portrayed, as well as what is happening; however, subsequent 
students joining the tableau can assist with this through their own poses. The aim 
is to build an interesting and clear picture, in which the focus is damage that Elvis 
has caused. Elvis himself should be in the tableau somewhere.

Next, ask for a volunteer to stand behind each character in the tableau. One by 
one, the volunteers should gently tap their counterpart on the head, and when 
this happens the student in the tableau should say a line as if part of the scene. 
The thought tapper then also speaks, in the first person and as if in character; 
however he or she says what the character is really thinking. An example might be:

Mr Lace:   ‘I am so angry you have broken my window!’
Thought tapper: ‘I am scared of you but don’t want to show it.’

Repeat the exercise a couple of times, to allow as many students as possible to 
participate actively.

Classroom discussion: Why does Elvis bully? (10 mins)
Elvis is a classic bully.

Allow students to discuss this. What do they think makes someone become a 
bully? What is Elvis trying to achieve by bullying Ruskin, and what is he covering 
up? How does it make Ruskin feel?

Hot seating the bully: Preparation (5 mins)
Students are going to further explore Elvis’s character and inner thoughts through 
a hot seating exercise.

Using the classroom discussion as inspiration, ask students to further discuss 
in small groups what they think Elvis’s motives are.

Hot seating (15 mins)
Place a chair in the playing space, and choose a volunteer to take to this ‘hot seat’ 
to play Elvis. While playing Elvis, the student must speak and act as him.

The rest of the class now get to ask questions to ‘Elvis’. The aim of the 
questions is to really dig beneath the surface of the character, to discover what 
he truly thinks and believes. If they feel ‘Elvis’ does not quite answer a question 
truthfully, they can further press him until they feel they get to the heart of the 
matter.

After a few minutes, swap the student playing Elvis. There should be time to 
have at least four students take a turn in the hot seat.

Hot seating summary (5 mins)
Bring the hot seating exercise to a close by asking students to reflect as a group 
on what they learned about Elvis. Did they make any surprising discoveries about 
him? What secrets were revealed while he was on the ‘hot seat’?

Writing in role: Elvis’s private diary (15 mins)
Taking inspiration from the hot seating exercise, students are now going to have 
a go at writing in role as Elvis, expressing his inner thoughts and feelings into his 
private diary.

Ask students to consider how Elvis would express himself if he had a diary that 
he really believed no one else would ever read. What secrets would he reveal in 
written form, knowing they would stay safe forever?

A diary writing checklist is included in the Resources at the end of this scheme, 
should it be of use.

Lesson 3: What does it mean to have friends?
Learning objectives
By the end of this lesson the students will:

 f Have developed their listening skills
 f Have experience of improvising alone
 f Have experience of exploring character through movement, body language and 
facial expression

 f Have participated in classroom discussion
 f Have experience of developing work in small groups and presenting it in front 
of their peers

 f Have explored the notion of loss and grief.
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Listening (5 mins)
Read aloud Chapter 58, in which Ruskin realises that he is surrounded by friends.

Step into character (5 mins)
Ask students to spread out, and to decide individually which one of Ruskin’s 
friends they would like to portray.

They should start moving around the space, first of all working alone, and 
changing their own walk to that of the character they are taking on. Next, they 
can start to make eye contact with other characters in the space, and can play 
with having an attitude towards the people they see. They should not speak yet; 
at this stage they are portraying the character through movement, body language 
and facial expression.

Finally, allow them to begin to talk to other characters that they meet. They 
should try to remain in character at all times, even if they meet another version of 
themselves.

Reflection (5 mins)
Allow students to reflect on the exercise they have just done. How easy was it 
to portray their chosen character? Did the exercise reveal anything surprising to 
them?

Classroom discussion: What makes a good friend? (10 mins)
In Chapter 58, Ruskin gives reasons as to why people are his friends. However, 
what do students think makes someone a good friend? Why does Ruskin say that 
Elvis and Sparkey are his friends despite the fact that they don’t want to be?

Scene creation (10 mins)
Ask students to get into groups of three or four.

They are now going to prepare a short performance, inspired by the classroom 
discussion, which demonstrates the nature, meaning and value of friendship.

Performing the scenes (10 mins)
Allow students to show some of their work, using the ‘Spotlight’ technique.

Ask all the groups to find a space, and to start performing their scenes all at 
once. When you go and stand directly next to one of the groups, that particular 
group should continue performing, whilst the others pause their scenes. When 
you move away everyone continues, until you repeat the exercise by standing next 
to another group.

If any group finishes performing their scene before everyone else, they should 
start over.

Floating thoughts: Losing a friend (15 mins)
One of the key events in the book is the death of Ruskin’s friend Corky Pigeon. Ask 
students to reflect for a moment on how this affects him.

Students are now going to have a go at expressing Ruskin’s feelings towards 
this situation through a ‘Floating Thoughts’ exercise.

Ask one volunteer to stand or sit in the space, as if he or she is Ruskin thinking 
about his friend’s death.

The next person enters the space, makes physical contact with ‘Ruskin’ and 
speaks aloud a thought which he might have about the situation. This physical 
contact is held.

The next person to come in repeats this, connecting with either of the players 
on stage and speaking a thought that Ruskin might have about the loss of his 
friend.

The process continues until you decide that the space is full. At this point, 
everyone who has delivered a ‘floating thought’ begins to whisper their thought 
on repeat. You can choose to play ‘conductor’ to the thoughts by indicating that 
the players should make their voices louder or softer. Having explored this, 
everyone becomes quiet again, and the players each leave in the order in which 
they arrived, saying their thought one more time as they do. Finally ‘Ruskin’ is left 
alone once more in the stillness.

Repeat this exercise a couple of times so that everyone can have a go at 
participating.

Plenary (5 mins)
Ask students to reflect on how well the Floating Thoughts exercise dramatically 
represents Ruskin’s experience of grief. Is grief the same for everyone? How do we 
see Ruskin dealing with his grief for Corky in the book?

This technique is excellent for allowing 
larger groups to share their work, 
without eating up too much time. It 
can also help students who are less 
confident to enjoy performing in front of 
their peers, as there is a sense that there 
is less direct focus on the scene being 
performed than there is in a more formal 
audience/performers set-up.
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Lesson 4: What makes a hero?
Learning objectives
By the end of the lesson the students will:

 f Have considered the role of the hero both in literature and in life
 f Have explored physical expression through the ‘Sculpt a Hero’ exercise, as well 
as working in pairs

 f Have further explored devising in small groups, and presenting work in front of 
their peers

 f Have further considered and creatively explored the characters of Ruskin and 
Elvis.

Classroom discussion: Define a hero (5 mins)
But it was no good. The sight of Ruskin standing beside the dragon and wanting to be a 
hero was just too much for the class. Their laughter grew louder and louder.

Some of them pointed at Ruskin and cried, ‘He’s so small!’
Others cried,‘He’s so thin!’
Others cried, ‘His hair’s all red and frizzy!’

Open this lesson by asking students to reflect on why Ruskin’s classmates laugh 
at him for wanting to play the hero. How do we expect heroes to look in stories? 
Can students think of any examples of ‘heroes’ they know in their own lives? 
What do they look like?

Sculpt a hero: What we expect a hero to look like (5 mins)
Divide students into pairs.

One student from each pair is going to be ‘the sculptor’ and the other is going 
to be ‘the clay’.

In this exercise, ‘the clay’ adopts a neutral, loose position, and allows ‘the 
sculptor’ to sculpt them into a pose, as if they are creating a life-sized human 
sculpture. The aim this time is for the sculptor to create a statue of a traditional 
hero. This is going to be the kind of hero Ruskin’s classmates expect: big, strong 
and brave.

Take a moment to allow all the sculptors to stand back and look at the 
creations before everyone relaxes.

Sculpt a hero: Think outside the box (5 mins)
Now, ask each pair to swap roles, so the sculptor becomes the clay and vice versa. 
The exercise will be repeated; however, this time the sculptors will create statues 
of a wide variety of heroes. Can they create a sculpture of a hero they know of in 
real life? An unlikely hero, perhaps?

Scene creation (15 mins)
Divide the class into groups. Four or five students per group should work well.

Ask the groups to devise scenes that explore the notion of someone becoming 
a hero.

Encourage students to consider how they can give their scenes unexpected 
twists. Is there a character in the scene that we think will become the hero 
because of the way she/he looks and acts, but perhaps the real hero is someone 
else entirely?

Presenting the scenes (20 mins)
Give each group the opportunity to perform their work in front of the rest of 
the class.

Invite feedback from the audience after each performance. How well did the 
group use vocal expression, characterisation and body language to tell their story? 
How well did the story explore the notion of heroism? What aspects of each 
performance do students particularly like?

Listening: Chapter 66 (5 mins)
Read aloud Chapter 66.

Discussion (5 mins)
Perhaps Ruskin’s greatest act of heroism is that he helps Elvis to face up to 
himself. Ask students to reflect on how much Chapter 66 changes our impression 
of Elvis. Could he have reached this point of self-realisation without Ruskin 
challenging him? What does it tell us about Ruskin, that he was able to face up to 
a bully?
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Character walk (5 mins)
Having reflected on Elvis and Ruskin towards the end of the book, challenge 
students to improvise being Elvis or Ruskin as they walk home that day, after 
Chapter 66 and the end of the book.

Ask students to stand individually and to decide to become Elvis or Ruskin. 
They should not discuss their decision. Altogether, students should begin to 
move around the space, and should attempt to embody the character they have 
decided upon.

You can guide them through this process by asking them to start by imagining 
the emotions that the character is feeling at this point in time. How does this 
make him move? In what ways do the emotions affect his facial expression? 
What is he thinking and how does this change his speed, outlook and general 
appearance?

If time allows, ask half the class to sit out and watch the other half as they 
move, and to observe how clearly the characters are coming across. Can they 
easily tell a Ruskin from an Elvis? Why?

Extension exercises
A few additional ideas for exploration include:

 f Vox Pops: An interviewer gets to ask questions to the other children in Ruskin’s 
class. Why did they laugh when he said he wanted to play the hero? What do 
they really think about Elvis? You can choose to set this exercise at any point 
within the story, and can even vary it so that one group is interviewed as if 
Ruskin has just auditioned, and one group is interviewed after his successful 
performance. How much does the impression of Elvis change over this time?

 f Tell Corky’s story through a series of tableaux. This exercise could be done 
in small groups, or as a whole class with everyone contributing to piecing 
together the tale.

 f In pairs, improvise duologues between children in Ruskin’s class, discussing 
Ruskin’s performance the day after it happens. Commit these scenes to paper 
in script form. Students can have a go at performing them in front of the rest of 
the class.
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RESOURCES

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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