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Introduction
The following scheme of work explores the themes of friendship, isolation, and 
what the function is of an imaginary friend.

The play used here, Invisible Friends by Alan Ayckbourn, acts as a perfect 
springboard to further discussion and work on these themes. The play is both 
simple and short, not too challenging for struggling readers, and with a total of 
just seven roles to cast, it lends itself well to small group work.

There are various drama techniques used in this scheme as ways for students 
to tap into their characterisation skills and find alternative pathways for their 
stories to follow. The play itself is light-hearted and fun, with a little bit of a 
darker side, and I have found it to work well with drama groups at KS3 and KS4.

Each session is based on a one-hour lesson, but they can be mixed and 
matched as you please.

Learning objectives
The learning objectives here cover all sessions. By the end of this scheme 
students will have:

 f Considered the theme of imaginary friends
 f Explored ways to build on characterisation using performance techniques
 f Looked at a range of dramatic techniques, including hot seating, tableau 
theatre and breaking the Fourth Wall

 f Looked at the theme of friendship in drama
 f Worked on facial expression and body language
 f Worked solo and in collaboration
 f Considered psychological motivation when playing a character.

Session 1: Looking at imaginary friends
Class discussion: Warm-up (15 mins)
Topic for class discussion: Has anyone ever had an imaginary friend?

Start the conversation by telling the class about American writer/illustrator, 
Lynda Barry, who when she was a child, had a friend who had an imaginary 
friend called Sprinkles that her friend could only talk to through a moving electric 
fan! This shows how imaginary friends are pure invention and can arrive with 
whatever stipulations the inventor creates. Ask the class if anyone would like to 
share a story of an imaginary friend they may have had when they were younger, 
or can they think of a story, play or TV show that has used imaginary friends in 
their storylines. Some of your class will probably have seen the film Fight Club, with 
the character of Tyler Durden ultimately revealed as a creation of the narrator’s 
imagination. Or they might be familiar with the character of Max in Where the Wild 
Things Are by Maurice Sendak, who dreams up a whole world of imaginary beasts.

Next, put students into pairs: one student will be a five-year-old child; the other 
will be their imaginary friend. The ‘child’ will decide the nature of the imaginary 
friend before spending a few mins talking to their partner about the way the 
friend presents itself. Let students improvise a short scene. Show a couple of 
examples of good work.

Who’s in charge? (10 mins)
Ask the class if they think imaginary friends always have to behave nicely. Could 
an imaginary friend turn into an imaginary bully?

Again, with students working in pairs – swapping students around if necessary 
– instruct them to create a short dialogue piece between themselves and their 
imaginary friend using intonation and vocal expression to show the dominant 
character (imaginary friend) and the submissive character (child). Show work.
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Invisible Friends by Alan Ayckbourn (25 minutes: 15 mins rehearsal, 10 mins 
to show work)
Introduce the play, e.g.:

‘The play we are going to look at is by a very well-known English playwright born in 
London. Invisible Friends is a play that tells the story of a very ordinary teenager named 
Lucy. She lives with her family – mother, father and brother – but often feels she is being 
ignored. One day when she feels that no one wants to hear about her place in the school 
swimming team, she revives her old imaginary friend, Zara. Today we are looking at the 
opening of the play.’

Hand out scripts for Invisible Friends. Place students in groups of four, casting 
the parts of Lucy, Mum, Dad and Gary; roles don’t need to be gender specific. Read 
the narration at the beginning of Act 1 to the whole class.

Let students read through the script in their groups until they reach; ‘Walt: 
Bravo!’, which signifies the end of Lucy’s imagined perfect family scenario.

Pick some groups to show work – as time allows, leaving out Lucy’s monologue 
at the beginning of the piece to save time – this can be read through once by 
teacher before the first group shows work.

Review (10 mins)
Ask students how they feel their performances went today? How could they 
improve on their group scene next lesson? For example: Would some simple 
props help them to get into character? E.g. headphones for Gary, satchel or 
headband for Lucy, apron for mum and slippers or newspaper for dad? Make a 
note of suggestions. Would hot seating the characters be helpful?

Homework
Ask students to write a few sentences describing the four characters in the 
play. This can be brief but should include some interesting descriptions of both 
physical appearance and character.

Gifted and talented students can be asked to take this further by using their 
imagination to provide some background information on the characters, for 
example; Lucy’s mother may have always dreamed of being a dancer when she 
was younger and had promising prospects in the world of dance, but she married 
young and before she knew it had all the responsibility of being a mum ….

Session 2: Passive aggression
Warm-up: Class talk (15 mins)
Talk about being ‘passive-aggressive’. Are students familiar with the term? 
Explain that it’s one of the most annoying and least pleasant character traits. 
Ask if students are familiar with the character of Dolores Umbridge from the 
Harry Potter films, as played by Imelda Staunton – she is a perfect example of 
passive-aggression. Or maybe some older students may have seen One Flew Over 
the Cuckoo’s Nest; again, Nurse Ratched is a perfect example.

Show class an example of a passive-aggressive approach by acting a small 
scene with a member of class. Imagine the student has forgotten to bring a 
donation for harvest festival and you are their form tutor, asking them if they 
think it’s kind to let those in need go hungry. Explain that this kind of approach 
can be used to manipulate people into doing things or acting a certain way 
without the victim even realising they have been manipulated.

Quick improvisation: The Restaurant (10 mins)
In pairs, one student sitting at a table or sitting on a chair with imaginary table, 
is eating his meal. He calls the waiter over – rudely, waving his hand in the air, 
clicking fingers or calling out. Once he has the waiter’s attention he complains 
about the food in a passive-aggressive manner. First line is to be, ‘I’m so sorry 
but I can’t eat this I’m afraid, it’s of a very poor standard and it would be such a 
shame if I had to report this restaurant to the press wouldn’t it? I mean to say, 
you’d lose your job wouldn’t you …’.

Invisible Friends by Alan Ayckbourn (25 mins: 15 mins rehearsal, 10 mins to 
show work)
Recap the play by reading through to the class up to the point you finished on last 
lesson.

Put them back into the same groups as before – unless you feel a bit of a move 
around would be better. Give out any simple props if you have them; aprons or 
saucepans and wooden spoons, satchel, newspapers, etc. Also let students use 

The character of Lucy frequently breaks 
the fourth wall, narrating her story to the 
audience. Talk about this device which 
can bring surprise and real impact to a 
performance. Try working this into group 
improvisations.

‘Don’t get upset’ is probably one of the 
passive-aggressive’s favourite sayings; 
this type of character takes pleasure in 
setting others up for an emotional melt-
down.

It can be hard to show a passive-
aggressive nature; as a quick exercise 
get students to just say the lines they 
would normally use when showing 
anger, but say them with a sly smile and 
a quiet voice – it’s surprising how simply 
lowering the voice can come across as 
so menacing. Ask students to look out 
for actors on TV or at the cinema using 
this technique. It is often used by actors 
playing the bad guys – think of Tom 
Hiddleston playing the character of Loki 
in the Marvel films. 
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chairs as needed. This time read from the point they finished on last lesson to 
the point Lucy talks to Gary in his room (Lucy: I enjoyed that chat). Let the student 
playing the part of Gary double as the TV voice.

Review (10 mins)
Can students see why Lucy might want an imaginary friend? Talk about the 
reasons why.

As a class talk about the age at which you think it’s okay to have an imaginary 
friend and at what age this could be seen as a problem. Is there an age at which 
this becomes a problem? What would they think if the Prime Minister had an 
imaginary friend and insisted on them sitting next to them in Parliament?

Homework
Ask students to write a diary entry for a day in the life of Lucy, including her 
imaginary friend in her daily experience.

Gifted and Talented students can take this idea further by also writing an entry 
from the imaginary friend – how did their day go?

Session 3: Dramatic devices
Warm-up: Showing location (20 mins)
Start by dividing the class into groups of four or five.

Explain the aim of the task is to show the location of your improvisation 
using just three chairs. Ask students to think carefully about the ways people act 
in different locations, as body language will play a big part in this activity. For 
example, sitting at home in front of the TV, people are relaxed, not concerned 
about how others view them, but the same people behave very differently when 
on a night out at the opera, even though they are basically doing the same thing.

Quietly give each group their location, which they must keep secret from other 
groups. Some suggestions could be: on a bus; doctor’s waiting room; waiting 
outside the headmaster’s office; restaurant; hairdresser; cinema; plane; library.

Groups should devise a short improvisation set in their given location, using 
the three chairs as props. Groups can choose not to use all their chairs but cannot 
include any other props.

Show all work: can groups guess the locations.
Groups need to be careful not to give away their location by mentioning it in 

their piece.

Invisible Friends: Play (10 mins)
As a class, review and talk about the characters in the play. Taking the characters 
of mum, dad, Lucy and Gary, how would students describe their characters? Ask 
students to choose one character and use three words to describe them. Ask them 
to share their suggested three words.

Hot seating (20 mins)
Put students back in the groups they were in last time they worked on the play.

In groups, ask them to take turns hot seating their choice of character from the 
play. It doesn’t matter if all of the group choose to hot seat the same character

Show examples of work.

Review (10 mins)
Ask students if they felt hot seating helped them feel more in character with 
the role.

Ask for suggestions of other techniques they could use to help them develop 
characterisation.

Homework
Finish reading the play Invisible Friends – it is important that they do this as 
preparation for next lesson.

Gifted and Talented students can also research two drama devices used to build 
characterisation, writing a short piece about these.

Remind students that when putting 
themselves in character they should 
think about the clothes they would 
be wearing as the character they are 
portraying. High heels for example have 
a big impact on the way you walk, or if 
your character is wearing old slippers, 
don’t forget to shuffle, etc.
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Session 4: Conclusion of Invisible Friends
Warm-up (10 mins)
Try this new angle on the mirror image game as an exercise in following the 
crowd/leading the crowd. Start by putting students in groups of four, lining up in 
a diamond formation with everyone facing in the same direction. The leader is 
the student at the top of the diamond and their job is to make movements for the 
other members of the diamond to follow as precisely as they can. As the rest of 
the group can only see the leader’s back there can be no movements to the front 
of the body. On a call of ‘swap’ everyone turns to their right to follow the new 
leader, making this as seamless as possible. Swap leaders until everyone has had 
a go at leading the group.

Solo conversations (10 mins)
Working solo, have students working in as much space as possible. Tell students 
they are to have a conversation with an imaginary person. Students can choose 
any individual they like; suggestions could be: a teacher; policeman; angry parent; 
someone about to jump off a building; small child who is lost. Students need to 
think carefully about the dynamics of conversation, how people generally wait 
for a response, but sometimes butt-in, how facial expressions change in response 
to other people’s interaction, how tone and volume of voice changes, especially 
at dramatic parts in a conversation and also how people can talk faster under 
pressure or become lost for words. Students will also need to imagine the other 
side of the conversation.

Show some examples of work.

Invisible Friends: Play (30 mins)
Ask if everyone managed to finish reading the play as instructed for homework, 
then ask for a volunteer to re-cap it for those who didn’t finish it; alternatively, 
re-cap the story yourself.

With students in pairs, one student taking the part of Lucy and one taking 
the part of Zara, read the short section of the play where Lucy sees Zara for the 
first time. Read from Act 1: ‘Zara: (concerned, her voice coming at first from a distance) 
Lucy … Lucy…’ to ‘Zara: Almost’.

This passage of the play shows Lucy experiencing various feelings and 
emotions; confusion, fear, embarrassment, anger and eventually happiness. The 
challenge is for the student playing Lucy to show all these emotions during this 
short section. Students go on to swap roles so each has a turn at both characters.

Show as many good examples of work as possible.

Review (10 mins)
Read the poem ‘Binker’ by A. A. Milne to the class. Explain that this is a poem 
written for children by the author of Winnie the Pooh, published in 1927, and the 
subject of the poem is a young child from a well-off family. Nanny in the poem 
refers to a nanny who is employed to care for him, not a grandmother.

Did students hear the clever way Milne subtly changed the feeling of the poem 
from one of carefree childhood happiness to one of loneliness and abandonment? 
Did they like the poem?

Ask students if they can see familiarities between the play, Invisible Friends and 
the poem, ‘Binker’.

Homework
Ask students to write a brief outline for an alternative ending for the play, 
imagining Lucy gets tired of her new family and is the one to ask Zara to leave, 
together with her imaginary family. This only needs to be a couple of paragraphs, 
just an outline of a conversation piece.

Gifted and Talented students can write the piece in the form of a play script, 
using their script to copy the correct method for this, including stage 
directions, etc.

It’s worth spending some time with 
students looking at the written form 
of plays, especially with your G & T 
students. Look at the way they are 
structured to show stage directions, 
shift in location, etc. Especially as stage 
directions can on rare occasion, become 
famous in their own right as in Act III of 
Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale: ‘Exit, 
pursued by a bear.’

Explain to students that although the 
poem ‘Binker’ is intended for a younger 
audience, it actually contains a more 
adult message, that parents who may be 
outwardly successful – clever and rich 
– are not necessarily doing the best for 
their children, and attention is often the 
one thing a child is looking for.
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Session 5: Looking at friendships 
– conflict of interest
Warm-up (10 mins)
In pairs, students create short improvised scenes clearly showing a conflict of 
interest between friends. Remind them to make full use of body language, facial 
expressions, etc. Scenarios for scenes can be as follows:

 f Two friends in a shop, one wants to shoplift some make-up but doesn’t have a 
bag or pockets, so wants her friend to take it for her.

 f Two brothers sitting at home when there’s a knock at the door. It’s one of the 
brothers’ girlfriend. He wants his brother to tell her he’s in bed unwell because 
he wants to go out with his other girlfriend that night.

 f A homeless person living on the streets with his friend sees a man or woman 
drop their purse/wallet. He jumps up to give it back but the friend says they 
should keep it – their need is greater than that of the person who dropped it.

 f Two friends are at a third friend’s house when he gets up to fetch some drinks. 
While he’s out of the room, one of the friends accidently knocks over an 
expensive-looking china horse and breaks its leg. He is about to own up but his 
friend quickly stands it back up as if nothing has happened, telling him to keep 
quiet or they’ll both get in trouble and have to pay for a replacement.

Show examples of work.

Being left out: Freeze-frame (20 mins)
With students in groups of three or four – or more if using with a larger group – 
instruct them to improvise a scene where a group of friends begins to leave one 
friend out of the friendship group. The piece is to end with a freeze-frame – all 
members of the group freezing the action with the drama unresolved.

Each group shows their piece, staying in freeze-frame while teacher asks the 
class for suggestions on how the friend being left out should proceed.

The group then finishes their piece in one of the ways suggested by the class, 
chosen either by the group or teacher.

You can extend this activity by using the Conscience Alley (Thought Tunnel) 
technique, with the question being how should the friend being left out of the 
group proceed. Should they give up on their ‘friends’ and go home? Or, should 
they confront them and ask why they’re being left out and make more of an effort 
to integrate themselves back into the group?

Tableau drama (20 mins)
Bring the class together to talk about experiences when they have felt left out 
of a friendship group. This may have been when they were just starting school. 
Ask if anyone can remember having a best friend who suddenly left them to play 
regularly with someone else. How did this make them feel? Angry? Isolated? Lost? 
Include any stories of your own.

Also, were there any times they can remember leaving a friend out of their 
games? Why did they do it? Maybe they were just young and didn’t have the 
required empathy to consider the feelings of someone being affected by their 
behaviour. Do they regret it now? Did they manage to make friends with that 
person again or did that spell the end of their friendship for good?

Using the same groups as before, ask students to devise a tableau of the 
moment someone is being left out of a friendship group. The idea is to rely on 
body language and facial expression to show the feelings of the group. One 
example could be; A group of friends, arms linked and laughing together, while 
one of the group is dragging behind, hands in pockets, feigning interest in the 
zipper on his jacket.

Show each group’s work.

Review (10 mins)
Ask students if they could see similarities between the friendship pieces they 
worked on today and the themes of the play Invisible Friends. Were there themes 
here they could expand upon to make a longer performance piece in the coming 
weeks?

Homework
In two columns, one headed ‘Happy’ one headed ‘Sad’ write as many words that 
describe the way friendship, and broken friendships, can make you feel. Think 
outside the box here – be imaginative.

Explain the meaning of the word 
‘empathy’ for those who are not sure 
of its meaning. The definition: having 
the capacity to understand or feel what 
another person is experiencing; being 
able to put yourself in another person’s 
situation.

A variation on the tableau technique 
and a good quick warm-up activity: In 
groups, students line up across the stage 
or performing area with their backs to 
the audience. Teacher calls out a specific 
situation which is something like:

 f You have just all trodden in dog mess
 f Won the lottery
 f Found out your winning ticket was for 

the wrong lottery
 f Been splashed by a car driving 

through a very deep puddle
 f Your team just scored the winning 

goal in the FA Cup final.
On the call of ‘one, two, three’, everyone 
immediately jumps round to face the 
audience showing their mimed reaction 
– exaggerated facial expressions and 
body language being used to full extent 
here.
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Gifted and Talented students can take this further by looking for poems or 

pieces of writing that show the two sides of friendship, writing a couple of 
paragraphs on both.

Plenary lesson or extra activities
Friend Ads
In small groups instruct students to create a TV advert. The product you will be 
selling is ‘Friends for Teens’. You can hire a friend for your friendless child on a 
weekly or monthly basis. Have some friendly teens on show and don’t forget to 
really sell the idea to the viewers.

Show good work.

When friendships go wrong
Bring the class together to talk about the subtle ways in which friendships can 
become cruel as they start to break down. The victim of the cruel behaviour will 
often not even recognise it as cruel at first, and then may well put up with it for 
quite some time as they try to hold onto the friendship. Talk about some of the 
following examples of bullying behaviour sometimes seen when friendships 
break down. These are also good starting points for improvisation pieces. 
Alternatively have multiple groups taking one theme each to use as a starting 
point for an improvised piece before linking all pieces together to create a 
whole-class performance on the theme of friendships turning bad.

 f Whispering with other friends and not letting you in on the joke.
 f Making fun of you in front of others and embarrassing you but making it look 
like just having a laugh.

 f Encouraging others to make fun of you.
 f Arranging to meet up with others and leaving you out.
 f Giving you nasty looks or sniggering.
 f Spreading rumours about you or telling others secrets that were told in 
confidence.

 f Pranking you so the jokes always on you, e.g. prank calls or taking things that 
belong to you.

An excellent poem to explore with your 
class here is ‘Tich Miller’ by Wendy Cope. 
It includes both themes of friendship 
and being an outsider.
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RESOURCES

More suggested themes for ‘Passive-aggressive’ 
themed quick improvisations

 f A couple who, having met while working abroad, are meeting the girlfriend’s mum for the first 
time to tell her they intend to get married. The mother believes her daughter is too good for the 
boyfriend. Opening line: ‘So you must be Jack? How completely lovely to meet you. I have a feeling you 
might be wanting to marry my very rich daughter. Am I correct …?’.

 f An interviewer for a posh London clothes boutique interviews a prospective employee. Opening 
line: ‘Good afternoon, Lorraine. Is that how you pronounce it? Or is it Lou-rain? We’re not used to that 
sort of name here. It’s mostly Annabelles …’.

 f A department store manager quizzes a shopper over a pair of trousers they wish to return. 
Opening line: ‘Good morning, madam. Are these the trousers you wish to return? I’m so sorry but I’m 
afraid that won’t be possible as it’s company policy you see. If we took these back, well, no one would 
buy them now because they look all out of shape. Did madam need a size or two bigger perhaps? I’m just 
trying to be helpful …’.

 f A mum in a primary school playground walks up to another mum or dad smiling. Opening line: 
‘Hi, I’m Hannah, you must be Joe’s mum/dad. I wonder if I could have a quick word. Sasha came home 
from school traumatised yesterday because your child … Freddy? Teddy? Neddy? … bludgeoned her with 
a football. I just wanted to get your thoughts …’.

 f A dancer waiting to go into an audition for a London show alongside another dancer. Opening 
line: ‘Are they not too fussy about your appearance for this show then? You’re so clever finding all that 
sort of stuff out in advance. To think I spent so much time getting my look just right, and you were clever 
enough to just plod along here any old how …’.
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