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Beware casual conversations over cups of coffee
with NATE officers…

A few months ago I was seated opposite Anne
Fairhall, NATE publications officer, discussing
different ways of helping children to develop as
independent readers. We’d been firing author
names and titles at each other for some of our
recent favourites in teenage fiction. I mentioned
Morris Gleitzman and described his incredible
book Once and then commented how remarkable
it was that two stunning new novels for teenage
readers should have come out at the same time
looking at the same events. The second book I had
in mind was The Boy in The Striped Pyjamas by
John Boyne. Both books examined the holocaust,
expecting younger readers to be able consider and
respond to the cruelty and despair in life, for
some, at that time.

In the back of my head an idea was buzzing.

In 2002, I had worked on a joint project with a
team of writers from the KS3 English National
Strategy and NATE, producing some resources
for use in schools that supported the teaching of

reading in an unusual, exciting and we hoped
creative way. Our work was eventually published
under the title, Group Reading at Key Stage 3,
material to support group and guided reading in
years 7, 8 and 9. (Ref DFES 0674/2002). The
idea behind these resources was to encourage
independent reading by producing:

‘Detailed support material for five fiction and
drama texts in each of Years 7, 8 and 9. These
consist of 11 group reading sessions per text,
which include two guided reading sessions and
two sessions focused on group presentations.’ 

We were keen to provide resources for use in KS3
English classes supporting:
• Individuals within a programme for all by

providing for differences
• The Importance of Talk
• Wider Reading and Reading Strategies
• Higher Order Thinking Skills 

– prediction
– visualisation
– generalisation
– reflection
– Evaluation

KS3 Group Reading:
a new set of resources to support group
and guided reading in Year 8

by Gavin Knight
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After considerable debate, three sets of five
books, for Years 7, 8 and 9 were selected for use.
(For titles see NATE catalogue or website,
choosing ‘Secondary Resources’ and then ‘KS3
Group Reading’ from the menu at
www.nate.org.uk/shop

We then wrote materials for teachers including:
• Starter/introductions: a bank of 15-minute

sessions each focused on a different reading
strategy and objective. 

• Guided reading cards – two detailed guided
reading sessions per text 

• Suggestions for group presentations on books
to support the last two lessons of each unit. 

• Book tasters: trailers to engage pupils in their
group reading books. 

For pupils we offered:
• Pupil group reading cards to support 11

sessions on each book.
• Strategy check-card for fiction/drama,

designed to help pupils reflect on the reading
strategies they use.

• Prompts for responding to fiction/drama.
Questions and reminders that can apply to 
any text.

The recommended lesson structure was:

Starter/Introduction 15 Minutes
Development 35 Minutes
• Group Reading
• Group Activity
• Guided Work (20 Minutes)
Plenary 10 Minutes

Each lesson in the group reading units has a 15-
minute whole-class starter/introduction session.
During this session the teacher demonstrates a
specific reading strategy linked to the
Framework objectives and exemplifies it with
reference to the group texts being read in class.

Lessons Reading Aspects

1 Reading strategies

2 Openings, setting

3 Character

4 Structure

5 Themes

6 Author’s viewpoint and intentions

7 Narrative style

8 Authorial voice

9 Endings

We envisaged group sizes as being 5-6 pupils.
Lessons 10 and 11 were given over to pupil
presentations from each group about the book
they had been studying.

These resources were trialled in schools across
England prior to publication. I remember talking
to a teacher who was working with his Y9 class
on these materials during the trials. He argued
that they had been ‘good and valuable lessons’.
The pupils were ‘…getting a lot out of it.’ The
effect upon their reading had proved to be
considerable.

‘They are enjoying their reading. Lots of them
have read on in their texts – they’ve finished but
are quite happy to go back and revisit through
the work. One boy, not a keen reader, has read
The Tulip Touch, Stone Cold and is half way
through Coram Boy, and he’s not the only one.’

The teacher told me that they loved the
independent reading and were really going for
the books. They were also developing a new
terminology – about the strategies – were happy
to use it, and kept referring back to the checklist
in reflection.

Noise levels had been high, though he didn’t
mind because it was on-task discussion. This too
was lessening as they became more used to
working in this way.

When the materials were finally published we
know that they were picked up and used widely
across the country. They had ‘…gone down a
storm...’ the writers were told at a review
meeting several months later. Although teachers
had encountered some difficulties with the model
provided.

Understandably, teachers had found it difficult to
hold five different books in their heads at the
same time. When queries arose concerning
plotlines, themes, style and authorial intent,
pupils expected an immediate and knowing
response. Teachers had to be thoroughly
prepared and on top of their game to handle
pupil inquisition on five unconnected texts –
some of them being quite lengthy.

The position of the guided reading sessions had
been very carefully mapped to allow for equal
access to all groups – and yet inevitably
unexpected interruptions took place to a
carefully planned lesson structure and sometimes
keen pupils were not worked with using the
guided reading approach, at the desired time.

However the group and guided reading
approaches advocated were well received, and
where they had been used, they were making an
impact, we were told. 

The resources were downloadable for free on
both the NATE and National Strategy websites.
NATE managed to negotiate a deal with
publishers and sold as a package the resources
and set books at very reasonable rates. INSET !



42 NATE Classroom Issue 01

Feature: KS3 Group Reading

on using the units and group and guided reading
approaches was run at various venues across the
country by NATE. National Strategy consultants
offered support in schools on developing guided
reading and strove to involve LETs (Leading
English Teachers) in taking things forward.

Caroline Daly, writing in the Secondary English
Magazine in February 2005, noted that,

‘The guided and group reading initiative has
prompted many teachers to begin to re-address
the shape of the reading curriculum at Key Stage
3 – to think about the allocation of books, time
and tasks for learning between the main ways of
reading in English: whole class, independent, and
group-shared.’ (Volume 8 P.20)

My discussions with Anne Fairhall brought this to
mind. We both felt that more work could still be
done using the group reading materials. At
planning sessions, back in 2002, KS3 National
Strategy and NATE personnel had spoken about
offering blank templates to teachers so that they
could develop their own group reading
resources, drawing on some of the books in their
stock cupboards, based on our model. These
blank templates were published as part of the
original package – the possibility of the NATE
website hosting these teacher created resources
was also discussed. This opportunity was not
explored fully and so nothing came of it.

At this point in our conversation I took a deep
breath and proposed an extension to the group
reading materials. I suggested five book titles for
Y8 based on the same theme, that of the
holocaust. 

The books identified were:
Once by Morris Gleitzman
The Boy in The Striped Pyjamas by 
John Boyne
Hitler’s Daughter by Jackie French
Last Train From Kummersdorf by 
Leslie Wilson
Friedrich by Hans Peter Richter

It was felt that a thematic approach would be
helpful in terms of making connections between
the different texts, styles and authorial
intentions; that similarities in subject matter
might help teachers to hold the five separate
storylines in their heads. It would allow for
effective comparisons to take place between
textual treatments of similar issues. It might also
offer a tighter, more unified focus for the
speaking and listening work taking place during
the 11 lessons. In addition to this, it was agreed
that where possible group activities would
overlap and be similar in nature.

The books selected were of varying length and
challenge in terms of accessibility. We corraled

Helen Dobson – a co-writer on the original
materials – and then set to work. 

Why study the holocaust?
When I Googled this question 1,800,000 possible
answers were offered up as a result of the search.
When I refined my enquiry further and asked
‘Why should children study the Holocaust?’ I was
given a mere 1,100,000 responses.

A lengthy debate could take place here
concerning the suitability of books for children
looking at life during those desperate times. A
young teacher friend of mine recently returned
from a tour of concentration camps in Poland. He
sent me some photographs. The plaque below, I
think, says it all. !

Gavin Knight
Regional Coordinator, NATE

• The new set of materials are ready to download
from the NATE website (see Group Reading at 
KS3 link from home page):
www.nate.org.uk/site/other.php?OtherID=000004

• Buy the books from NATE at discount:
www.nate.org>Go Shopping > Secondary
Resources>KS3 Group Reading

‘For ever let this place be a cry of despair and a warning to
humanity, where the Nazis murdered about one and a half
million men, women, and children, mainly Jews from various
countries of Europe. Aschwitz-Birkenau 1940–1945’
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Reviews
of the five books forming the Holocaust themed set for study with the 
new KS3 Group Reading materials. 

One book in particular, The Boy in Striped Pyjamas, has provoked very polarised
opinions from readers. Gavin Knight’s opinion is reflected in his choice of the book
for the new set, but we here offer two reactions to this title: 

Whilst the plot of this book could probably be outlined in a
couple of sentences, as it says in the blurb, ‘[it] would spoil the
reading’. The publishers feel ‘it is important that you start to
read without knowing what it is about.’ This is not just a
gimmick because to start reading the narrative in this way puts
the reader in the same sort of position as the protagonist,
Bruno, who also does not know what is going on. This
innocence makes us look at events in a different way. By seeing
it through the eyes of a boy who simply doesn’t understand and
gets things wrong, it challenges our own perceptions. Most
adults approaching the novel, and probably many children too,
will have an inkling of the subject matter from the title, but the
point is to preserve the naivety of the main character as it is this
which creates the great poignancy of the story.

Subtitled ‘a fable’ by the author, there are many levels of
morality described within and Boyne has done a superb job in
upholding the duality of the audience whilst keeping the style
simplistic. Bruno, at nine years of age, is unaware of the true
meaning of the things he sees and hears but, again defined by
the blurb, this is not a book for nine-year-olds. With the
exception of those readers with the innocence of a Bruno, this
is a novel that can be read by all ages and all will extract
something of value from it. It would make a good class reader,
an excellent book club choice, a suitable discussion tool in
History, Religious Studies, PSHCE and every library should have
one! Highly recommended.

Lorna Cowburn
Learning Resources Unit Manager

John Boyne’s book has caused me a great deal of perturbation:
I’ve just finished reading the book and I found it – for the most
part – an easy read. This is a problem – but then I’m not a child. 

What should a children’s story about the Holocaust set out to
achieve? To provide information for the reader where none

existed previously? To shock and horrify to such a degree that
the reader is moved to … to what? It’s a difficult one. I’m not
convinced Boyne picked the right route: I didn’t really believe in
Bruno’s innocence. I also found the focus on the child, rather
than highlighting the issues, allowed them to dissipate: how is it
that Bruno’s father could live with himself? Why did Bruno’s
mother go along with things even though we feel her scepticism?
What was it like to be a little Jewish boy in the saddest place 
on earth?

We need to feel the senseless loss, we need to feel the frustration
of our own impotence/ complacency and we need to be able to
learn so that our own individual behaviour is coloured by it. The
Holocaust casts a shadow in which all of us stand. I’m not
convinced this book is able to allow a younger reader to feel
what is necessary. [If you read the book, test yourself: how do
you feel about Bruno’s father at the book’s close? I couldn’t help
but feel some sympathy for the poor guy.] 

I’m not convinced that any children’s novel about the Holocaust
could ever evoke the appropriate feelings. But then again, there
are already enough first hand children’s stories to do that job.

Nick Patterson
Head of English 

The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas
John Boyne
David Fickling, 2006 
ISBN 0385610319, 
Paperback 
224 pages

Lessons from Auschwitz Project
For 2007, the Holocaust Educational Trust is again offering post-
16 students The Lessons from Auschwitz Project, which includes
the opportunity to visit the former Nazi extermination camp of
Auschwitz-Birkenau, with an initial orientation and a follow up
seminar. The course aims to increase knowledge and
understanding of the Holocaust and to clearly highlight what can
happen if prejudice and racism become acceptable.Two students
are invited from every sixth form at a cost of £99 per person. For
details, visit the website www.lfaproject.org.uk or contact Richard
Goldstein at richard.goldstein@lfaproject.org.uk.
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Once
Morris Gleitzman
Puffin Books, 2006
ISBN 014132063X Paperback, 160 pages

Two recent events, unrelated, have informed this review of a key
new addition to the genre of ‘holocaust’ literature. Firstly, I was
recently fortunate to be able to host 16 European school ‘system’
leaders – heads, directors of education, city mayors – to discuss
school self evaluation. Exciting stuff! However, on the school tour,
three German teachers were more interested by a display about
‘The Home Front’ in the Second World War. What, they wanted to
know, did we teach children about the war? Did we simply teach
them that it was a victorious moment for Britain…because the
16–17 year olds from the UK that they had met were very narrow
minded about the whole thing.

Secondly I have just joined a new gym. In the sauna 80% of the
people that I have come across so far speak in Polish. This led me
to think long and hard about how we tackle this period of history
in our schools. More than ever we need to evaluate how we give
our students a clear understanding of historical events that still
inform everyday life for so many people they will meet.

Well-written novels that introduce students to the complexities 
of this period of European history can only deepen this
understanding. Once by Morris Gleitzman is such a novel.

Set in Poland in 1942 at the time of the clearance of the ghettoes,
Once is the tale of Felix, a young Jewish boy. Felix has been
‘placed’ in an orphanage by his parents. Felix believes that they
are coming back for him and the real triumph of the book is in
the maintenance of this belief, perhaps this naivety, in the face of
the reality of Nazi atrocities and of a net of anti-Semitic violence
that is closing in on him.

Where the novel has real validity in the context of ‘holocaust’
studies is in the way that it challenges students to delve deeper
into the historical context and to place humans in that context
rather than just dates, events, battles and statistics. It is shocking
in descriptions of violence – but less so, for example, than KS3
history textbooks that describe graphically how mothers had their
babies taken from them, witnessed them being smashed against a
wall and then had the child handed back to them. This book
mediates such events through the eyes of a child, a very positive
child. The humour and pathos drawn from his constant search for
the positive in the light of dreadful circumstances skilfully draws
the young reader out of their comfort zone rather than violently
wrenching them there.

The book explores the complexities of making moral choices and
the morality of all involved in such horrific times. Once presents
this time as once where ‘right and wrong’ came second for some
behind pure survival. The simple, first person, present tense
narrative masks a complex range of themes and would provide
excellent individual and group reading opportunities for a wide
range of abilities. Highly recommended. 

David Gibbons
Head Teacher, Nettleham C of E Junior School

Hitler’s Daughter
Jackie French
Collins, 2001
ISBN 0007122721 Paperback, 144 pages

Hitler himself is a distant figure in this novel. It is not about the
holocaust as such or even about the Nazi movement. The horrors
of the concentration camps are hardly mentioned. It is about the
way in which private family loyalty – even love – can run alongside
the greatest public evil. 

A group of friends travel to school together every day and each
day one of them tells a story to entertain the others. Anna’s story
is about a motherless child living in seclusion during the nineteen
thirties and forties. She is being brought up and looked after by a
woman who is kind but detached and whose character is neither
clear nor particularly important. Mostly from the gossip she
overhears, the girl comes to understand that Hitler is her father.
One day he turns up to see her, hands her a present and leaves. It
is a small part of his life but for her it is the only possibility she
has of family affection. She has to love him. He is a hero in her
eyes. 

Almost all of us wonder, at some point in our lives, how we would
have behaved if we had lived in Nazi Germany. Would they have
been swept along by the propaganda or would they have had the
courage to stand up against that vile regime? Or what would we
feel now if we suddenly discovered we were directly related to
Hitler? One of the most horrifying aspects of the holocaust is the
fact that people outside the camps were living comfortable family
lives nearby. Imagining Hitler as a father is a gentle way of
portraying him, not just as a legendary monster, but as a man who
might have been loved by some people, might have been our next
door neighbour. It is a gentle way of putting the evil of racial
hatred into a general context. And one which enables young
children to understand the horrors of Hitler’s world both closely
and from a safe distance. 

Anne Barnes
Past Chair of NATE
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Last Train from Kummersdorf
Leslie Wilson
Faber, 2005
ISBN 0571219136 Paperback, 256 pages 

Leslie Wilson’s story of two young people caught up in the
horrors of the final days of the Second World War in Germany
is both powerful and moving, and a real page turner. What lifts
it above many others novels set at this period is the book’s
lack of sentimentality and predictability; it has an originality
and integrity about it, and is quite simply, beautifully written
and plotted.

The central characters are two young teenagers, Effi and
Hanno, who find themselves thrown together as Germany
disintegrates during the last days of the war. Effi is streetwise
and shrewd and knows how to look after herself in an
increasingly dangerous world. Hanno is on the run from the
army, having fought the Russians and seen his twin brother
killed. The story follows them as they travel through Eastern
Germany which has been overrun by the Russians, in a bid to
get to the West. Their journey is grim, but the way in which
they deal with the horrors and vagaries of war, is touching and
has the ring of truth about it. We see the war through their
eyes, and the vividness of the writing, with its powerful
descriptions of fighting, bombing, hunger and exhaustion,
makes their adventure both exciting, yet intensely moving. We
quickly come to care a great deal what happens to them,
sharing their fears and emotions and admiring their courage in
carrying on when they have lost almost everything.

Along the way, they meet up with other refugees, whose
characters are also skilfully drawn. These are real people, and
through them, the darker side of Hitler’s Germany is explored
– not just the gassing of Jews in concentration camps, but the
murder of children and adults deemed ‘defective’, in the
country’s hospitals and the persecution of other minorities.
Yet, despite vividly capturing the horrors and privations of war,
Leslie Wilson also shows that in the midst of it all, love,
warmth and human kindness can not only survive, but flourish
and eventually triumph. 

This is the author’s first book for children, but it will appeal to
adults too. It provides a perspective on the war that is often
left unexplored in literature, that of the ordinary German
civilian. The history lesson that the novel contains is
beautifully woven into the story, and it is impossible to read it
and not come away with the impression of having learnt
something new about a period on which so much has been
written. Above all, I don’t think anyone, no matter what their
age, could fail to be moved by the touching portrayal of two
children caught up in the horrors of war – and I couldn’t wait
to read the additional final chapter to the novel published on
the author’s website. 

Heather Leatt
Secondary English Consultant, Advisory Service Kent

Friedich
Hans Peter Richter
Translated from German by Edited Kroll
Puffin, 
ISBN 0140322051 Paperback, 160 pages

Having read and been disappointed by Richter’s book I Was
There, I was not expecting to be so moved by his first novel
Friedrich. This book has not lost its appeal over time, and
despite some occasional awkward dialogue, the story is a
powerful statement of both man’s compassion and inhumanity,
which will resonate with today’s young readers.

The story, spanning 1925-1942, describes the friendship
between two young boys, the narrator, who is never named, and
neighbour Friedrich Schneider, as they grow up in Germany
during the rise of Nazism. Friedrich’s family is Jewish, and
although they are prosperous at first compared with the
narrator’s family, their fortunes change dramatically with the
random and then systematic persecution of the Jewish
population.

What struck me immediately was the dramatic way in which
descriptions of ordinary family life would be suddenly destroyed
by the harsh reality of fear and hatred. The narrator’s innocent
description of Friedrich building a snowman with his mother, at
the start of the novel, for example, is shattered by the harsh
words of the landlord who describes Friedrich as a ‘dirty
Jewboy!’  

The narrator’s descriptions of the abuses perpetrated against
the Jewish people, become increasingly shocking. Amidst all
this hatred, however, there are glimmers of hope and faith in
human nature, as portrayed by the Judge who rejects the first
eviction orders on Friedrich’s family, although the dramatic
irony of his words to Friedrich are not lost on us as readers:
‘Why are you crying…Nothing will happen to you. That’s why
I’m here, to see that justice is done’.

The characters are simply drawn, with the narrator never fully
understanding what he is hearing or witnessing, but this
simplicity of narrative viewpoint adds to the power of the novel,
inviting the reader to interpret and emotionally engage with
events and we are truly appalled by what is so simply presented.
The realism of a young boy growing up is also is excellently
conveyed when, witnessing the mindless destruction of Jewish
property, the narrator is ‘strangely exhilarated’. When this event
is then horribly enacted again in Friedrich’s home, the real
exploration of his developing understanding begins.

This novel offers rich possibilities in the classroom and is well
suited to Year 8. As well as affording the teacher material to
study the author’s craft, this novel will help pupils engage
emotionally with one of the worst periods in history, and to
explore Herr Schneider’s particularly poignant comment to the
narrator’s father, ‘What you envisage cannot be, not in the
twentieth century’.

Kalia Yiannakis
Secondary English Consultant, Advisory Service Kent 
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Teaching reading for meaning is
challenging 
It may not be easy, but it is relatively
straightforward to teach children to decode
print; particularly with all the support for
phonics around at the moment. However, most
teachers would agree that teaching children to
read for meaning is more complex. 

It’s those assessment focuses 3–7 in the SATs
that test the skills of inference and deduction that
often catch children out, particularly those pupils
hovering around level 3–4 at KS2. There appear
to be no quick fixes or easy answers to this
problem, because the ability to deduce and infer
seems to develop over time. However, some
publishers would have us believe that
progression in reading for meaning is easily
taken care of by introducing pages of SATs style
comprehension questions from Y1 onwards. In
my experience comprehension exercises are at
best only good for information retrieval and at
their worst can completely demotivate children
and teachers alike. In other words they do not
appear to work very well. Teaching inference and
deduction effectively requires lots of teacher
modelling, together with a high degree of teacher
enthusiasm and pupil motivation to discuss and
analyse a text without losing the will to live or
turning pupils off books completely. 

Modelling and motivation 
So how do we achieve all this modelling and
motivation? Do we just make inferences and
deductions out loud and ask pupils to listen? Do
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Staying with 
the moment!
Using freeze-frames to develop 
interference and deduction in reading

by Larraine Harrison
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we spend a long time on a short piece of text to
wring all the inference and deduction out of it?
Well strangely enough that is exactly what we do
need to do, but we also need to involve and
engage the pupils whilst we are doing it. This is
where freeze-frames come in. This well known
drama strategy is popular with pupils and can 
be adapted to help pupils develop their skills 
of inference and deduction when applied to a
particular text. It works best where the text is
describing or indicating some kind of story, or
real life event, involving a group of characters.
But having said that it can be adapted for use on
a more symbolic level if required. In other 
words we want to entice pupils to want to stay
with a particular moment in a text in order to
fully comprehend it. 

What is a freeze-frame? 
A freeze-frame is a drama strategy often used to
slow down the action in a drama lesson, in order
to help pupils consider a significant moment in
more depth. In the context of an English lesson it
is usually a frozen dramatic depiction of a
significant moment from a text. It is sometimes
referred to as a still image and is often
described as similar to the freeze-frame effect
when pausing a video. Freeze-frames have been
recommended in the Primary National Strategy
training materials as an inter-active teaching
method, suitable for whole class teaching in
literacy lessons and across the curriculum at 
Key Stages 1–2. They are mentioned as being
particularly relevant to Strand 4: Drama in the
Revised Framework.!

With thanks for photographs, to Nettleham C of E Junior School
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Five part guidance to using freeze-frames 
to develop inference and deduction. 

Introduction 
• Select a significant moment from a text for

discussion and analysis. Select a moment
involving 2–6 characters. 

• Introduce the concept of a freeze-frame as
being similar to a pause on a video or an
illustration/picture in a book.

• Invite individual pupils to stand at the front
of the class to represent the characters. Use 
a label or simple item of costume to identify
each character.

PART 1: Where are the characters looking? 
• Taking each character in turn, ask the class

where each character is likely to be looking.
However, before the pupils are given time to
respond, take the opportunity to model two
different possibilities with reasons why. So in
your planning you need to have decided on
two options as to where each character might
be looking, with reasons why. To use a very
basic example, if the freeze- frame was to
depict the moment when Goldilocks ran out
of the bears’ house chased by the bears, the
two options you might present to the class
are as follows: 

a) Is Goldilocks looking into the forest
because she wants to get away quickly or

b) Is she looking back at the mess because
she is feeling sorry for what she has done?
It’s the word Because that children need
to hear, as a model of how to develop
one’s thinking as a reader. In order to

develop skills of inference and

deduction with regard to fictional texts, we
need the pupils to respond to the texts as if
they were true. We need them to talk about
the characters as if they had real feelings
and as if they lived in a world like ours
where behaviour has consequences. I once
had to pinch myself when discussing with a
group of 4 year olds whether Humpty
Dumpty was smiling or looking scared as
he sat on the wall. As I earnestly discussed
whether Humpty was aware of the dangers
of sitting on a high wall or whether he was
something of a risk taker in life, I realised
that I was psychoanalysing an egg!
Modelling this level of analysis is what is
required to teach inference and deduction,
no matter who or what the character might
be, so a sense of humour is essential. 

• After giving pupils time to think of a response
in pairs, ask one pupil to decide where the
character is looking. Ask them for evidence
from the text to back up their opinion. You
may then ask others for their opinions and
evidence before deciding on where the
character should be looking in the freeze-
frame. If there is conflicting evidence that is
not conclusive, then make the point that a
freeze-frame, like an illustration, is merely
one interpretation. After listening to all the
evidence, either ask one pupil to decide on
where the character is looking or ask the
pupil playing the character to choose an
interpretation from those offered by the class.
Always request or discuss evidence from the
text to back up opinions. Then select an
appropriate orientation for each character. 

• Make a freeze-frame to show the agreed
positions of the characters.

‘It is usually a frozen dramatic
depiction of a significant
moment from the text’

54 NATE Classroom Issue 01



NATE Classroom Issue 01 55

Primary

• This kind of work offers excellent
opportunities for teachers to help pupils
imagine what key events in stories might look
like in the mind’s eye. They can be used to
illustrate anything from key moments in fairy
tales to key moments in novels, narrative
poems or plays including Shakespeare. Used
in this specific way, freeze-frames can bring a
written text alive for pupils who struggle to
see reading as anything other than barking at
print or writing answers to comprehension
questions. They also offer an excellent way
for teachers to model analytical thinking with
an end product in mind. This kind of practical
work gives pupils a reason to interrogate the
text, that engages and motivates them to stay
with the moment to search for meaning. 
After all, isn’t this what reading for meaning 
is all about? !

Further reading
Cracking Drama Bunyan et al (NATE) 
ISBN 0 901291 81 1 
Freeze-Frames Pack Larraine Harrison 
(TTS Group: ref LFREEZE ) 
Tel: 0800 318 686 www.tts-shopping.com 

Larraine Harrison 
School Improvement Adviser, 
Barnsley Learning Services, and 
freelance consultant in drama in education 

• You might select three key moments from a
story to express as freeze-frames, one from
the beginning, one from the middle and one
from the end. Digital photographs with captions
are useful to sequence the story later on.

Optional versions or follow up 

PART 2: What are the characters thinking? 
• Taking each character in turn, hold a thought

bubble over their heads and ask the class
what each character might be thinking, based
on evidence from the text. Seek at least two
alternative thoughts for each character and
ask the character/ or the class to select one
from the suggestions. Write the final thoughts
in the bubbles.

• Make the freeze-frame and ask each character
to voice their thoughts, as agreed by the
class. Alternatively invite other pupils to voice
the characters’ thoughts on their behalf by
standing behind the characters in the freeze-
frame, or ask the class to read the thoughts
from the bubbles in chorus.

PART 3: What are the characters feeling?
• Repeat the thought bubble process with a

heart shaped outline to indicate each
characters’ feelings based on the text.

PART 4: What is the reader’s perspective?
(KS2/3) 
• Ask some pupils to pass comments on each

character from the reader’s perspective. Then
ask the class to identify aspects of the text
that are responsible for giving the reader
these perspectives e.g. how do you feel about
that character? What has the author written to
make you feel that way? Develop this into a
discussion about the author’s perspective and
different characters’ perspectives on the same
moment. 

‘I realised that I was
psychoanalysing 
an egg!’
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A computer can search a text at lightning speed,
can ‘read’ huge amounts of text very swiftly. How
can we harness this power for reading purposes?

One simple technique is to load the target text
into a word processor. Next, ask the computer to
search for, and highlight, the key words that 
will make reading more efficient. This could be 
a particular word, the names of specific
characters, or some distinguishing marker in a
word (for instance ‘-ed’ at the end of a verb.

The computer performs this trick in a fraction 
of a second, even if asked to mark an entire
Shakespeare play or a Dickens novel. To see the

results, simply scroll through the text using Page
Down/Page Up keys, looking for the marks (it’s
useful to make the marks very colourful and
obvious so that they catch the eye). When the
marked text is found, it can be read then and
there, or a note made of the page numbers for
later.

That’s it in a nutshell – so simple! However, when
the idea is applied one soon discovers what an
immensely powerful aid to reading it is. It can
make hidden patterns in a text SHOUT from 
the page! This is especially true if contrasted 
colours are used, and the search of pages is for
combinations of colour.

Digital skim
reading
by Chris Warren



7. Select the first colour for highlighting the text.

8. Now go to Find and Replace, located in the 
Edit Menu.

9. When the Replace box appears
on the screen, first expand the
menu by clicking on the More
button. Do this first, before you
go onto any other steps.!
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Studying the role of characters in a novel and
their interrelationships
This technique works especially well if students 
are investigating relationships between characters.
The routine goes as follows:
• Digitally skim and mark the text, using a different

colour for each character
• Skim through the pages electronically, using the

Page Down key
• Stop where more than one colour appears on the

screen at the same time
• The colour contrasts make identifying the key

passages very easy – a matter of one or two
minutes

• Because the characters are being discussed in the
same contextual frame, it’s likely that inferences
as to their relationship can be drawn from these
passages of text

A typical example might be this one: 

Investigate the relationship between Pip and
Estella in Great Expectations.

1. First fetch the whole text from the Internet. It
can be found using Google Project Bartleby.

2. The file is pretty big – over a megabyte – so be
patient. You are offered a text version – double
click on that. 

3. Tidy the text a bit. You want just the text, not the
Bartleby introduction.

4. Next, load the whole thing into Word. The
computer groans and sweats a bit at the task,
but eventually it will get there. Tip – don’t hurry
things when a computer’s working with very 
big texts; allow full time for each process.
Impatient clicking on buttons and electronic
chivvying can make a computer freeze – the
machines don’t respond well to nagging!

5. Now highlight the two names under
investigation (yellow for Pip, pink for Estella).

6. This is how it’s done. First find the highlighter
tool (it should be on the tool bar – it looks like
a typical fat highlighter pen). If you can’t see it,
try making sure the whole Formatting Toolbar is
visible (go to View/Toolbars/Formatting and
check it’s selected).

Click on More

This is what you see:
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10. Type the first character’s name in the ‘Find
what:’ box

11. The computer will race through the text 
and every time it finds Pip it will highlight the
text in yellow.

12. Now change the highlighter colour to pink
(say). You can change the highlighter colour
by clicking on the little down-arrow to the
right of the icon. Repeat the process above
for Estelle.

13. The text is marked. Hundreds of instances
marked in a few seconds!

14. Working on the assumption that every time
yellow and pink occurs on the same page
there is a passage that includes both Estelle
and Pip, or where they are mentioned in the
same context, it should be the perfect
passages to read for evidence of their
relationship!

The technique can be used for a number of
applications where the text is large, and where
we want readers to spot patterns and analyse
specific passages.

Another example:

Explore Shakespeare’s use of Thee, Thou
Thy and Thine/ You, You and Your
Using the same steps as the ones above, mark
every instance of thee, thou, thy and thine in
yellow highlighter. Mark every instance of you in
magenta.

Now skim through the text looking for patterns
of use. Concentrate especially on speeches where
the speaker alternates between the two forms in
mid speech, or when ‘thou’ is used when the rest
of the characters are using ‘you’.

The results are engrossing, complex, fascinating
– it’s obvious that Elizabethan speakers had a
subtle resource to draw on, now completely lost,
that enabled them to signal social status, the
desire for intimacy, contempt, respect, formality,
informality. Using these markers alone it could be
possible to direct certain scenes with great
accuracy – they are such strong indicators,
almost an emotional score for us to read.

It’s especially fascinating if you’re already
familiar with Shakespeare – look at the way Lady
Macbeth alternates the forms mid-speech – why
does she do it? Don’t dictate the rules to the class
(glib assumptions don’t actually work with the
evidence anyway!) – allow them to come up with
their own interpretations of the phenomenon. Or
perhaps look at the first time a character uses the
‘thou’ form in Much Ado – and why does his
companion reply ‘you’? Such a simple question,
but the answer goes to the heart of the play!

Digital skim reading is a real revelation. It makes
patterns stand off the page. Try it especially
(having marked the text before the lesson) using
an interactive whiteboard or projector – and get
ready for some interesting debates! !

Chris Warren
Chris Warren has his own section on Teachit, the
Word Kitchen, and goes under the name Word Chef.

1 Type the character’s
name here:

2 Click in the Replace 
with box:

3 Click on Format

4 Select Highlight:
Highlight now appears
under the Replace with
box

5 Now click on Replace All
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Reading around
Teaching literature from different cultures 
and traditions, KS3 and KS4

by Emma Dawson

If we’re honest, how well do we fulfil the teaching
of texts from different cultures and traditions at Key
Stages 3 and 4? How much time do we put aside for
this aspect of the Curriculum? How inclined are we
to tackle it? Let’s just imagine for a magic moment
that we do have both time and inclination to teach
texts from different cultures and traditions and so
with boundless energy and enthusiasm we make 
our way to the ‘departmental cupboard’ to choose 
that multicultural text. And … and … exactly! 
What do we use to teach texts from different
cultures and traditions and more to the point if you
do find something in there, how do you go about
teaching it?

Researching in schools in North and East Midlands
throughout 2006 supported my belief that it is often
the case that texts from different cultures and
traditions are not taught thoroughly at Key Stages 3
and 4. But why is this? What are the reasons for
texts from different cultures and traditions not
being read? 

I discovered that this fact is mainly due to teachers
not having the resources to teach these texts as well
as being unsure of how to approach them. Teaching
multicultural literature can often involve mini-
geography, world history, culture and ethnography
lessons! And all that whilst carefully navigating the
class through PC terms which are de rigueur. 

My work eventually led me to an approach which is
based on a theory of universality of emotion and I
refer to this as Emotion Tracking Pedagogy©. The
pedagogy uses universality of emotion as a way to
explore texts from different cultures and traditions
through a notion of ‘sameness’ as opposed to
‘otherness’. It uses four universal emotions –
happiness, sadness, fear and anger – in order to
pursue engagement with each text.

I identified teaching activities which could be
divided into the following four phases:
Emotion Tracking; Language and Emotion;
Cultural Exploration; Discussion and Task.!

‘What do we use to teach texts from
different cultures and traditions…?’



Feature: Reading around

30 NATE Classroom Issue 05

The objective of this first phase is to draw out the
‘instinctive’ emotional responses to the story on its
first reading. These emotional responses should not
be underestimated as they often carry essential
clues to how the text may be understood as a whole
by the pupil, as subconsciously the text is already
being interpreted at this early stage.

Language and Emotion phase,
The next phase is represented by a set of questions
which help pupils consider why and how they felt 
as they did whilst following the text through. The
first question in this phase always asks the pupil 
to look back to the emotions noted in the first 
phase (Emotion Tracking). The learner explores the
language used in the text to see how this may have
had an impact on the feelings that he/she
experienced whilst reading the story. In order to
focus on this element, the learner is asked to ‘plot’
the feelings that were noted down in the first phase.
This is where the four ‘universal’ emotions are
central; in plotting the emotional experience the
four basic emotions – happiness, sadness, fear and
anger – provide a framework.

The emotions of fear and anger can be explored
through a different activity, a thought-shower
activity. The objective remains the same as with
exploring happiness and sadness, that is to explore
the relationship between the emotions noted down
and the actual language used in the chunk of story. 

Emotion Tracking phase
This first phase focuses the reader on the emotions
that are prevalent in that first encounter with the
text. In order to capture these initial emotions, the
text is divided into manageable chunks and the
pupil is asked to respond to each chunk of text
when prompted to do so. 

Chunking text in this way has attracted opposition
as it could be argued that the natural reading flow
is interrupted and the learner feels pressure to
complete what feels like an ‘exercise’. However,
with careful choice of material (and the short story
is key to this choice), it is evident that natural
suspense and curiosity on the part of the learner to
know how the story will end prevails over any
feelings of ‘disturbance’ or ‘exercise’. It should also
be noted that pupils are encouraged to work in
pairs to respond to the first two chunks of the text
which helps them to gain confidence with the text
as well as providing a more relaxed learning
environment.

Here is an example. The first chunk of text has this
question-prompt: 

What kind of emotions do you feel here? How
would you describe them?

And then the second chunk of text follows:

Three runners from each team stand at attention. 
Mr Juma calls for silence.
‘Good luck,’ says Chris in a hoarse voice.
‘Same to you,’ I whisper as we crouch down in starting position.
‘On your marks!’
Daudi is in the farthest lane. His lips are moving in silent prayer. Kip calls him
mkiha, the last carriage of a train. Of course, Kip sees himself as the engine, the
one that always gets to its destination first.
I look past Daudi. No sign of Baba, only other parents jostling to get a better view
of their sons at the starting line.
Mami said 1 was selfish to need Baba here today, but I so want to prove to 
him and Mami that I can be a winner. If he comes just this once, I’ll never ask 
him again.
‘Get set!’

Let’s think about the first one… Fear.
Note down any words that make you feel fear.

‘…draw out the
“instinctive”
emotional responses
to the story…’

Look at these emotions in the boxes above – 
did you experience either of these when you
were listening to the story? Were you frightened
at any point? Did you feel angry?

FEAR ANGER

fighting for control

FEAR

‘…the four 
‘universal’ emotions
are central.’
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This phase moves further in investigating the
language of the story and the emotions experienced
by the pupil. The next task in this phase focuses on
an extract of the story and explores how language
can be used for literary effect. In the example below
you can see how the literary devices of
onomatopoeia and alliteration are demonstrated:

Cultural Exploration phase
The short story provides a cultural backdrop for the
apparatus to explore and this is conducted through
the Cultural Exploration phase. Continuing from
the previous phase (Language and Emotion) the
Cultural Exploration phase begins ‘linguistically’ in
that it probes the culture/geography/ history of 
the text by turning to ‘linguistic’ clues in the text.
Once one of these cultural aspects has been
introduced then the phase goes on to explore this
aspect further. 

Here is another example where the story is set in
Kenya:

This phase goes on to explore one of the cultural
elements of the story further. For example in the
extract above, the pupils may discover the name
‘Nairobi’ and start to question where it is. Exploring
this further may involve ICT resources, film or
cultural markers such as language, music, dance,
food. Images such as maps or drawings and
photographs of people in traditional costume may
also be used to encourage learning about the
culture/country presented.!

Let’s concentrate on this part of the story – as you
read through circle any words which you think
made you feel different emotions.

He’s in a cluster, but I know Kip always goes for the
flashy sprint finish. I have to catch up with him now if
I am to have a chance. Concentration, concentration,
concentration now begins.
Amid all the crowd noises, I think I hear Baba yell
‘Run, son!’
A new energy tingles from my feet, up along my legs,
loosens my hips and expands my chest. I tear past
Chris, who is panting like a horse. Uganga magic is
with me!
The cluster is breaking up. Kip is racing ahead. 
My heart hammers in my ribs. I open my mouth 
wider to take in more air. I’m catching up. I’m in the
dispersing cluster. I overtake one, two, three boys.
I’m flying, my feet almost slapping my bottom, 
half a step behind Kip.

Now get into a group of 4 or 5 people. We’re
going to make this part of the text come alive
through SOUND only. Read it through again and
circle any words that add SOUND to the piece.

Now decide who will make each sound – share
them out. Somebody in the group will read the
piece of text and each person must come in with
their sound in the right place… Have a go…

When a word sounds like its meaning we call this
‘onomatopoeia’.
Look back over the text and write down a couple
of words that sound like the words’ meanings.

When the initial sounds of words are repeated we
call this ‘alliteration’.
Look back over the text and find where two words
have the same initial sounds repeated.

In which country do you think this short story 
is set?
Can you get any clues from the first paragraph?

‘Wooyay, please with sugar cane juice,’ I silently pray.
‘Let me be one of the lucky ones today.’ Although
Kenyatta Primary Academy in Nairobi has almost four
hundred students, not many parents have showed 
up for Sports Day. I don’t care about other parents 
as long as Baba is there for me.

While the headmistress screeches something or
other on the squeaky microphone, I scan the group
standing on the other side of the track. Baba is not
among them. He’s tall and big like Meja Rhino the
champion wrestler, so you can’t miss him.

What tells you where the story may be set?

Here is a picture of a Masai woman.
Work out from the picture below:

• how many children she has
• how much money she has
• if she is married

‘The short story
provides a cultural
backdrop…’
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Discussion and Task phase
This final phase is primarily a bank of resource and
stimuli for creativity. As a continuation from the
previous phase (Cultural Exploration), the tasks
in this phase are built around the culture and
country presented through the short story. The
tasks offered are creative in that they do not dictate
wholly what should be achieved in this section,
rather as the learner has experienced the apparatus
so they will produce what they are inspired to
create. Tasks in this phase may be individual or
group tasks. They range from class projects and
discussion of ideas to individual creative writing
tasks and projects.

Behaviours and strategies encouraged in the
pedagogy are positive and pursue a personal
response ethos rather than pursuing a ‘correct
answer’ ethos. Given the theory behind the
pedagogy, namely a universality of emotion,
freedom of interpretation and personal expression
is paramount. Everybody’s voice counts; therefore
behaviours and strategies employed by the teacher
are to be inclusive and comprehensive. In line with
certain creative reading and reader-response
approaches, the teacher does not hold the only
correct answer to the text; rather the teacher
facilitates discussion and encourages varied
opinions on the text. !

Dr Emma Dawson
Department of Education, Keele University
Author of the Read Around series, published by 
CCC Press, 2007
Always interested to hear from those involved in
teaching literature from different cultures and traditions,
she can be contacted by email: emma@worldlits.com.
Emma offers workshops on World Literature as well 
as specific workshops on the implementation of Read
Around in the classroom.

‘…freedom of
interpretation 
and personal
expression is
paramount.
Everybody’s 
voice counts…’
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Context
Since May 2007, Rotherham’s ‘Drama into Literacy’
(DiL) programme has explored ways in which
drama may be used to engage, inspire and improve
pupils’ literacy progress in both primary and
secondary phases. This unit was devised to support
close reading and developed with the help of the
Year 7 Lead English teachers in Rotherham
(pictured here).

The text
‘The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas’ by John Boyne
tells the story of a friendship between Shmuel, a
young Jewish prisoner at Auschwitz, and nine-year-
old Bruno, the son of a commanding officer at the
concentration camp. The central conceit of the text
is that the story is narrated entirely from Bruno’s
viewpoint. The reader is asked to accept the boy’s
innocent assumptions about his father and share his
gradual and fatally slow questioning about the
purpose of the camp and the nature of the people
behind the wire.

This unit of work focuses exclusively on the first
chapter of the book. Bruno is shocked to discover
that, without warning, his family is leaving its
comfortable Berlin home to accompany his father
to a new military posting. Bruno must leave his
friends and his much-loved grandparents just as the
summer holidays are about to begin. Bruno pleads
for explanations and reassurance but his mother is
without influence, his father is remote, his older
sister, Gretel, pre-occupied and dismissive and 
the servants are tight-lipped and unhelpful. Bruno
is alone.

Objectives
The unit looks closely at three short extracts,
adapted slightly, from this first chapter. The
activities have been planned into three ‘lessons’
though this is merely a device to suggest
progression. There is too much material here for
the three notional lessons. 

The activities are designed to:
• allow pupils to read closely, infer meaning and

justify their ‘readings’ of the extracts,
• encourage students to make use of their own

literary and life experiences to understand the
text and to anticipate what will happen next,

• show students that narrative viewpoint is
sometimes partial and subjective,

• encourage pupils to reflect carefully on what is
read in order to establish meaning,

• encourage prediction based on deduction and
inference,

• expose some aspects of the way in which the
writer has structured and crafted this chapter, 

• allow the students to recognise how the writer
has manipulated viewpoint in the writing,

• help students to focus closely on the writer’s use
of language.

These are reading, not drama, objectives. Together
they touch on most aspects of the reading
assessment focuses in English. So what do the
drama approaches add?

Essentially the drama hands the responsibility for
meaning-making to the student(s).

In a text like The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas – a
text that is deliberately ‘incomplete’ and puzzling –
what the student ‘sees’ in the text and what
meanings are made through the drama are bound to
be personal, various and unorthodox at first. There
will be misunderstandings, misinterpretations and
wide contextual conjecture. In the English
classroom it might even seem expedient for the
teacher to ‘tell’ the pupils what we want them to
know or point out the ‘clues’ and the ‘craft’ in the
writing. But reading skills and understandings are
hardly developed by ‘telling’. The drama allows the
students to explore the layers of meaning and
authorial technique by wondering, trying, showing
and seeing. The drama relieves the English teacher
of the insistent but essentially self-defeating burden
of ‘telling’.

The three lessons are wholly practical and oral.
Each would probably start with some warm-up
exercises or drama games and finish with a
reflective or evaluative plenary. These starts and
finishes are not included here. 
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‘These are reading, not drama,
objectives. … So what do the
drama approaches add?’

Up, close and personal
An exercise in reading in drama

by Mick Connell
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Lesson 1
Orientation/Starter
Organise the students into groups of three or four.
• Sit down. Each student thinks about and

describes a time when s/he experienced
upheaval or change as a child: e.g. moving
house, moving school, moving country. How
did he or she understand the disruption? 
How did he or she make sense of what was
happening? Each student tells the story of what
happened to him or her. 

• As a group, pick a moment from one of the
stories and make a tableau of that moment.
Present and discuss. 

Reading activities
• Ensure students can see a copy of Extract A. 

Extract A
One afternoon, when Bruno came home from
school, he was surprised to find Maria, the
family’s maid – who always kept her head bowed
and never looked up from the carpet – standing in
his bedroom, pulling all his belongings out of the
wardrobe and packing them in four large wooden
crates, even the things he’d hidden at the back
that belonged to him and were nobody else’s
business.

• Take the text for a walk. Students read the text
aloud as they walk around the drama room
avoiding each other. Students should keep
reading and re-reading the text. After a few
readings, ask students to change direction every
time they reach what they consider to be a 
key word. 

• Ask students to choose and learn a key phrase;
between three and six words. Students walk
around the room repeating the phrase – talking
to themselves apparently. Carry on but now use
the phrase as a greeting with all you meet/pass.
Shake hands, give your phrase and receive one at
each meeting.

Engaging dramatically with text
a) As a full group. Make a tableau of the exact

moment when Bruno enters the room. Done as 
a whole class, the rest of the group sculpt the 
two characters into an agreed ‘best’ still
image/freeze-frame. Tell the class that this is
going to be photographed and used as a still or
poster image for a film of this book – this is 
the opening of a book. Also present … When
students are happy with the image they have
created, place two other unseen characters into
the tableau:
– The reader – Is the reader feeling closer to

Bruno or to Maria?
– The writer – Where is the writer? Whose

perspective is the writer taking or does it
change?

b) In full group. Two students sit back to back in
the centre of the circle. Assign these pupils as ‘A’
or ‘B’. A is Bruno, B is Maria. As a group the
class is going to give these ‘actors’ a script of
just three lines each. These six utterances are
going to be complete in themselves. They will 
be the beginning, middle and end of the

conversation between the two characters.
Nothing more will be said in this scene. Bruno
will speak first. What will he say? Suggest
content, suggest wording, suggest amendments
– try it out. Insist that suggestions are justified
and referenced to the text.

When students are happy with the first utterance
then go on to script Maria’s reply. It cannot be
silence. Work through the six line script in this
way, rehearsing it cumulatively so that the
pairs/actors can remember it each time. 

c) In full group circle. Now the ‘script’ actors go
and stand outside the circle. Two other students
take up the still-image/freeze-frame positions
– practised earlier – and agreed by the whole
group. When class is happy with the framing, the
actors freeze and the ‘script’ actors stand behind
their character but outside the circle and the
short scene is presented, discussed, revised. 

In preparation for the next lesson the class
discusses briefly what they think is going on and
how they think the narrative will continue.!

Lesson 1
Two ‘actors’ are scripted for
the scene between Bruno 
and Maria (Extract A).

Lesson 1
Bruno and Maria in freeze-
frame (Extract A).
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Lesson 2
Orientation/Starter
• Students stand in space. Ensure that all students

can see Extract B. Take the text for a walk as
Lesson 1 above – continue until all students have
read passage at least twice. 

Extract B
‘Mother’, said Bruno, marching towards her,
‘what’s going on? Why is Maria going through my
things?’
‘She’s packing them,’ explained Mother.
‘Packing them?’ he asked. ‘Am I being sent away?’
‘Come downstairs with me,’ said Mother, leading
the way towards the large dining room. ‘We’ll talk
down there.’
Bruno ran downstairs and even passed her on the
staircase so that he was waiting in the dining room
when she arrived.
‘You don’t have to worry,’ said Mother, sitting
down. ‘It’s not you,’ she said, looking as if she
might smile for a moment but thinking better of it.
‘We all are. Your father and I, Gretel and you. All
four of us.’
Bruno thought about this and frowned. He wasn’t
particularly bothered if Gretel was being sent away
because she was a Hopeless Case and caused
nothing but trouble for him. But it seemed a little
unfair that they all had to go away with her.
‘But where?’ he asked. ‘Where are we going
exactly? Why can’t we stay here?’
‘Your father’s job,’ explained Mother. ‘You know
how important it is, don’t you?’
(edited)

• Tell the class that Gretel is Bruno’s sister.
Answer questions about the extract but do not
answer questions that will compromise the
drama to follow e.g. the father’s occupation.
Students might speculate about what he does but
teacher shouldn’t confirm or refute any ideas at
this stage.

• The letter/text. Explain that, at the start of the
extract, Mother has just appeared in the doorway
of Bruno’s bedroom. She is carrying a piece of
paper with writing on it. In groups of three make

a tableau of the moment that Mother appears
and Bruno sees her. You need Bruno, Maria and
Mother. What is this piece of paper/text? How is
Mother holding it? Why? Do Bruno and/or Maria
know what the paper is? What is written on it? 

• In groups of three the students devise a tableau
that reflects the importance and impact of the
mystery text in this moment. Show the tableaux
and discuss what the various groups thought the
text was. What part do they think the text might
play or have played in the lives of the characters?
Teacher might record the ideas.

Engaging dramatically with the text
• Place five chairs in the middle of the room

facing in one direction. Full group of students
should stand facing the chairs. 

• Assign a chair as each of the following
characters: Bruno, Maria, Gretel, Mother and
Father. Make sure that each chair is labelled as a
character. Ask the students (or gather collective
agreement and teacher do the moving of chairs)
to move the chairs according to what we have
found out so far about the relationships between
the five characters. For instance, is Bruno’s chair
closer to Maria than to Gretel? Teacher can allow
chairs to be moved so that they face a different
direction if it seems appropriate e.g. a character
may ‘look towards’ some characters and ‘turn
away’ from others. Try to reach an agreed
configuration for the chairs.

• Split scenes. Imagine that immediately
following this extract Bruno goes to find his
sister Gretel. What would he talk to her about?
What would Mother say to Maria immediately
after this extract?

• In groups of four, students improvise these two
different and separate conversations. The pairs
should work separately at first, developing the
scenes and the dialogue between the pair of
characters: Maria and Mother, Bruno and Gretel.
When the scenes have been devised the pairs
should show the scenes to their partner pair.

• Now the students work as four and their task is
to show the two scenes happening
simultaneously by freeze framing on one scene
whilst the other scene comes to life. The students
think hard about where they make the scene
shifts. Students then rehearse their full,
interlinking scenes. Each piece should begin and
end with both pairs frozen. The finished scenes
should be performed and evaluated.

‘Take the
text for a
walk…’

Lesson 2
Reading Extract C to an
object. Up, close and
personal with a litter bin.

Lesson 2
Split Scenes. Mother gives
Maria instructions with Bruno
and Gretel in the background.
(Extract B). 
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Lesson 3
Orientation
• In groups of varying sizes: 3, 4, 5, and 6 students

construct spontaneous tableaux to represent
some or all the following themes that have
relevance to the text: Helplessness, Respect,
Confusion, Embarrassment, Responsibility,
Fear. Show as many of these as time allows and
discuss how different groups have represented
them physically and visually.

• Look at the two text extracts that you’ve worked
with so far and identify where the feelings that
have been represented are present in the text –
where the reader can infer that a character(s) is
feeling helpless or powerless, respectful etc.

Reading and engaging
• Read Extract C. Ask students to find an object in

the room and to read the extract aloud to that
object as effectively as they can. Change the
context and style of the reading, e.g. read it as a
joke, as a secret, as commentary at a football
match.

• In pairs, discuss what we learn from the extract
about the Mother, the Father and their
relationship.

Extract C
Bruno went up the stairs slowly towards his room,
but before going inside he looked back down
towards the ground floor and saw Mother entering
Father’s office and he heard her speaking loudly to
him until Father spoke louder than Mother could
and put a stop to their conversation. Then the door
of the office closed and Bruno couldn’t hear any
more so he thought it would be a good idea if he
went back to his room and took over the packing
from Maria, because otherwise she might pull all
his belongings out of the wardrobe without any
care or consideration, even the things he’d hidden
at the back that belonged to him and were nobody
else’s business. 
(edited)

Engaging dramatically with the text
• Moment before/Moment after. In pairs make

three still images/freeze frames from the film of
this extract. The first image should show the
Mother and Father frozen in the moment before
the Mother enters the Father’s office. The second
image should show the Mother and Father in the
office at the moment when the Father ‘put a stop
to the conversation’. The third image will show
both protagonists as the Mother closes the office
door behind her as she leaves. Show, discuss and
evaluate some of these.

• Full group circle. Ask one of the pairs to re-
create their second still-image in the middle of

the circle. Also present … Now discuss and
place Bruno into these pictures. Where would he
be positioned in terms of his Mother and Father?
Are there any clues in what we’ve read? When
the group is happy with Bruno the same process
should be undertaken for Maria and Gretel.
Discuss and agree the resulting configuration.
Finally add the Writer and the Reader and place
into the picture the letter/text that we
introduced and discussed in Lesson 2.

• Reflect on and evaluate the work on the three
extracts. !

Mick Connell
School Effectiveness Adviser – English and the Arts,
Rotherham LA

‘…read it as a joke,
as a secret, as
commentary at a
football match…’

If you would like to know more about the ‘Drama into
Literacy’ project in Rotherham please contact me
directly at: mick.connell@rotherham.gov.uk

The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas by John Boyne is
published by Oxford University Press (2006).
Sets of this title also form part of NATE’s KS3 Group
reading pack – Holocaust theme – for Year 8
(available from NATE catalogue or book shop at
http://www.nate.org.uk/index.php?page=11&cat
=13).

‘There will be
misunderstandings,
misinterpretations and wide
contextual conjecture.’

Lesson 3
Mother and Father’s
confrontation (Extract C).
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Within the curious world
of Heritage-Theme-Park
Britain, Dickens has a
very special place. From
star-studded BBC adapt-
ations to local street
festivals, from am-dram
to West End musical, the
bristling bustles and
pixie-faced urchins are
everywhere. And for
those who like a nice

family outing, there are four Dickens heritage
attractions in places associated with the man – in
London, Portsmouth, Broadstairs and Rochester
– as well as ‘Dickens World’ in Chatham with its
‘Great Expectations Boat Ride’ with Magwitch
and its ‘Fagin’s Den’ children’s soft play area.
You think I’m kidding? Go google and weep…
But whilst the mugs and mini quill pen biros
attest to his status as cultural icon, first hand
experience with the range and variety of his
novels is not something much supported in
school English classrooms. Yes, Great
Expectations is something of a classic for
GCSE, A Christmas Carol gets a pretty regular
outing and sometimes also Oliver Twist. Hard
Times might get a look-in at A Level because it’s
quite short. But what about the poor neglected
David Copperfield? 

Why teach it?
Because this is a tale of nasty fathers, abuse at
home and school, bullying, imprisonment,
financial precariousness, bailiffs and pawn-
brokers, being ripped off and attacked while
sleeping rough, exploitation, child labour,

disastrous love-at-first-sight, and also the
redemptive power of simple kindness and
unconditional love. It doesn’t take a ‘credit
crunch’ for these things to be meaningful to many
of our young people, given appropriate context-
ualisation, but for the most vulnerable, being able
to identify in fiction with a character who takes
more than his fair share of life’s punches, and still
thrives, offers a glimmer of hope. 

Because the characters are so memorable. Oh I
know there ‘isn’t time’ to spend 34 hours reading
all 716 pages in class, but so much more’s the
pity. Time and time again, in reports and news
articles and documentaries, we hear young
people, and especially those at the bottom of the
pile, talking of their dreary experience of testing
and drilling. Why? The National Curriculum is
daring you to give them Mr Micawber instead! 

Because its language and style are challenging.
That may sound counter-intuitive but we teach
Shakespeare, so why not Dickens? Indeed, if
students were given experience of a range of
texts working back from the present time to the
Elizabethan, it would not only help meet Key
Stage 4 criterion 3.4.e about the development of
English, but also better equip students for
tackling the bard. 

The 30-second guide
David Copperfield’s father dies before he is 
born. He has a happy trip to Yarmouth to visit his
nurse Peggotty’s family – Mr Peggotty, his
nephew Ham, and Ham’s cousin Little Em’ly –
after which he has to endure his mother’s
remarriage to the cruel Mr Murdstone, who

drives his new wife to an early grave and
Copperfield into a life of poverty and misery in
London. Initially he is sent to school, where he is
viciously bullied but makes friends with the
flamboyant Steerforth and the solid Traddles. He
is soon taken out of school and sent to work in a
blacking factory, an experience only made
tolerable by his friendship with the exuberant but
bankrupt Mr Micawber and his family. When
Micawber leaves the city, Copperfield is
friendless and alone, so he tries his luck with his
estranged and eccentric aunt in Dover. Cheated
out of his last money, he has to walk to Dover,
sleeping rough, starving and trying to avoid
other vagrants. His aunt treats him with great
kindness, sending him to school in Canterbury
and providing him with lodgings with her
solicitor Mr Wickfield and his daughter Agnes,
and later, articles with Spenlow and Jenkins. He
meets Steerforth again who runs away with Little
Em’ly, causing great grief to both their families,
Little Em’ly’s moral ruin, and eventually his own
death and Ham’s by shipwreck and drowning.
Copperfield falls in love at first sight with
Spenlow’s shallow daughter, Dora, marries in

DAVID COPPERFIELD
by Charles Dickens

First published in serial form 1849-1850

Key Stage 3/4 ‘Texts from the English 
literary heritage, including work by 
specified pre-20th-century writers’

‘The road less travelled’ haste, repents at leisure, but also becomes an
author. Dora dies and he eventually sees through
his grief to find love with the lovely Agnes. Her
father is facing ruin at the hands of his vicious
clerk, Uriah Heep, but Mr Micawber and Traddles
combine to save the day. Uriah gets prison,
Copperfield is remarried, Mr Peggotty and Little
Em’ly are reunited and set off for a fresh start in
Australia, as does Mr Micawber, who ends the
novel comfortable, successful and a highly
regarded magistrate.

Class reading
Below are two examples of how a sequence of
chapters might be linked to explore a particular
aspect of the plot in closer reading, rather than
tackling the whole novel in class.  (Page numbers
are from the Penguin Popular Classics edition of
1994.) There are many other possibilities:
David’s troubles with the various ladeez; the
Little Em’ly subplot; Mr Micawber’s vicissitudes.
You could select one focal point for the whole
class, or have groups working on different ones,
perhaps choosing after watching the DVD.!

DAVID’S PAINFUL EARLY LIFE

Chapter 1: Chapter 1: pp.13-22 David Copperfield narrates his birth, Betsey Trotwood’s 
I am born 10 pages sudden appearance and abrupt disappearance

Most of Chapter 4: Chapter 4: pp.47-60 After his mother’s marriage to Mr Murdstone, life gets rough
I fall into disgrace 14 pages for David Copperfield in this scene of unpardonable abuse

Part of Chapters 5-6 Chapter 5-6: pp.70-79 David is sent away to school and treated very badly
10 pages

Chapter 9: Chapter 9: pp.135-146 David is sent to work in the blacking factory, meets 
I begin Life on 12 pages Mr Micawber, and sees the same go to debtors prison
my own account,
and don’t like it

Chapter 13: Chapter 13: pp.154-163 David walks to Dover
The Sequel of 10 pages
my Resolution

URIAH HEEP’S VILLAINY

Chapter 15: Chapter 15: pp.185-192 David re-starts his education and first meets Uriah Heep
I make another 8 pages
Beginning

Chapter 17: Chapter 17: pp.215-219 David has tea with Uriah Heep and his mother
Somebody turns up 5 pages

Chapter 25: Chapter 25: pp.303-319 Uriah’s power grows and extends its range
Good and 16 pages
Bad Angels

Chapter 39: Chapter 39: pp.460-476 Heep is at the height of his malevolent powers
Wickfield and Heep 17 pages

Chapter 52: Chapter 52: pp.605-621 Uriah’s villainy is uncovered by Traddles and Mr Micawber
I assist at 17 pages
an Exposition   

‘…a
character
who takes
more than
his fair
share 
of life’s
punches,
and still
thrives…’
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character
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his fair
share 
of life’s
punches,
and still
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Ideas towards a scheme of work
Can you tell a book from its cover? 
As a pre-reading activity, present students with
images of the covers of various editions of the
novel. Use your stock cupboard and libraries for
real artefacts, or select jpegs from Amazon.
Invite students to make predictions about theme,
character, setting and plot, and record these for
future reference and comparison. 

David’s journey
David’s journey to settled adult contentment
takes him to many different places. Even with an
abridged video version, you can still get a sense
of this, and with extra passages, or gifted speed-
readers tackling the whole novel, extra detail can
be layered up. Get students working with maps to
plot his physical route to adulthood, and then
consider reasons why Dickens may have included
so many journeys. For the technologically avant-
garde, check out how to do this with Google
Maps at www.googlelittrips.org/. 

Illustrations by Phiz, Boz, Baz and Jemima
Early editions of the novel were illustrated, most
famously by Phiz (aka Hablot Browne). If you are
working with key passages, get students to
illustrate these as a way of drawing out their
interpretations. For those who quake at the sight
of a pencil or brush, put your old magazines to
use with a bit of collage. 

Little Em’ly’s story
There is much about this sub-plot that is left
unsaid. Get your fan fictions fans writing the
missing links: her seduction by Steerforth, their
flight to Europe, her escape and return to
London, how she was eventually reunited with
her father, and her new life in Australia. 

Uriah Heep – more sinned against than
sinning?
David Copperfield’s narrative point of view
colours our view of Uriah Heep very strongly –
those long clammy hands and red eyes. But Uriah
makes sense to Uriah as a product of the social
injustice he has encountered in his life, and he
explains this at some length (see especially pp
471 and 621). Try him! Does he deserve life
imprisonment?

The play’s the thing
Never mind the BBC, put on your own
adaptation. There is a published script available,
adapted by Giles Havergal for Steppenwolf
Theater, Chicago, published by Oberon Modern
Plays (ISBN 1840025700). This has parts for 15
actors, two acts and a manageable enough 126
pages.

A supporting cast of resources
The freebie
View a free electronic copy of the novel at the
Literature Network http://www.online-literat
ure.com/dickens/copperfield/. Use the search
box to help you locate aspects of the text. Want
to find every chapter that a character is in? Just
type their name into the box and up it comes. 

The class readers
For students with language support needs, there
are dozens of abridged and adapted versions
produced specifically for the TEFL market which
are graded by language demands. Try Oxford
Bookworms or Penguin Readers.

The audio
Download an audio version of the novel from
www.audible.co.uk (for a fee) – various
versions are available including the full 34-hour
unabridged reading by Martin Jarvis – a teacher’s
treat perhaps?

The movies
There are lots of different versions listed in the
Internet Movie Database www.imdb.com. For
student-friendly and star-studded go for the 2001
BBC adaptation: Daniel Radcliffe plays DC,
Maggie Smith is sublime as Betsey Trotwood,
Nicholas Lyndhurst is a particularly simpering
Uriah, and Bob Hoskins was born for Micawber.
At 179 minutes it’s do-able in a few lessons.

The pictures
This link http://charlesdickenspage.com/
illustrations-david_copperfield.html will take
you to the complete collection of Phiz
illustrations for the novel, which appeared 
in the early editions. This link http://www.
oldstratforduponavon.com/dickens.html will
take you to the postcard pictures which appear
on these pages. !

Julie Blake
Author of The Full English

‘Get students
working with maps
to plot his physical
route to adulthood…’

‘Nicholas Lyndhurst
is a particularly
simpering Uriah…’

‘Still nobody appeared to claim the youngster from
Blanderstone, Suffolk.’
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Intro blurb bit
A colleague in a more challenging school recently
reported a wicked delight in watching the Ofsted
inspector look in puzzlement from the student
profile data to the scheme of work: Year 8s doing
Chaucer, here?!! Yes, and Year 8s enjoying it too,
and in Middle English at that. This article covers
some ways of exploring The General Prologue,
Chaucer’s narrative frame device for the bigger
collection of tales that The Canterbury Tales
constitutes, but why stop there when the tales
themselves are so good? You don’t, after all, have
to do it in Middle English except at A Level. Try
the tales of the Knight, Miller, Wife of Bath, Nun’s
Priest, and Pardoner for immediate popular
appeal. And if you can only pick one, my vote will
always be with the Wife of Bath’s Tale – timeless
fairytale appeal, apparently modern issues of
gender dynamics, and a young handsome knight
who has to pay for his crimes by snogging a foul
old woman (well, it goes like that in my re-telling
anyway). What more could anyone want in a
story? And what better way to gross out a bunch
of young people?

See also the companion article in this issue of
Classroom (page 8–10) for strategies to work
with the language itself.

Why teach it?
Because the way Chaucer captures character in
a few deft strokes of his quill is a masterclass in
characterisation, veering towards caricature but
always retaining a unique individuality: the Miller
with his vile bagpipe-playing and coarse mouth;
the lusty Squire with his flowery smock; the over-
dainty Prioress and her lapdog; the Wife of Bath
and her enormous head-dress and red stockings.
Young people can be pretty ferocious judges of
character: here, they bow before the master! 

Because with a little work on context, students
start to see and enjoy the irony, and begin to
uncover the mild satirical edge in this portrait of
a vibrant but rapidly changing society. This
critical edge can open doors into students’
creative critiques of their own world.

Because Chaucer’s language is vigorous and
versatile, ranging from the ‘high art’ poetic
opener to the vernacular texture of the ‘shiten
shepherde’ and the Summoner’s ‘stif burdoun’. It
shows how much fun can be had playing around
with different styles and voices.

The 30-second guide
The General Prologue to The Canterbury Tales
opens with a depiction of the Spring that is all
vibrant surround-sound, sap-rising nature. It’s
the season for pilgrimages and at a pub in
Southwark in South London a band of pilgrims

has gathered to start their journey to Canterbury,
to visit the shrine of Thomas à Becket. They
decide to stick together and to liven up the
journey by having a story telling contest along
the way. The plan is for each pilgrim to tell four
tales, two on the way there, two on the way back,
and whoever tells the best tale to be treated to a
slap-up dinner at the end. It was a grand plan that
Chaucer didn’t live to finish writing but its design
allowed him to include all kinds of stories. In the
General Prologue, Chaucer sets up this design
and introduces us, one by one, to the band of
pilgrims, giving us a portrait of medieval society,
warts and all. 

Class reading
One way of getting to grips with the text is to
start in Modern English – and aloud. Give each
pupil one portrait to work on by preparing to
read it aloud in class with as much expression as
they can muster. This can be differentiated quite
neatly, as some portraits are very short (two lines
in the case of the Prioress’s companion nun and
three priests), and others more elaborate. You
might like to take on the opening and Harry
Bailey’s part at the end to top and tail it all. 

Ideas towards a scheme of work
Balloon debate
Make a juicy selection of a small number of
pilgrims most likely to oppose each other. A small
number might be in the region of five to eight –
whatever size group works for your class.
Allocate one pilgrim to each student in the group,
or let them select one each. Next, jigsaw-style,
put all the Shipmen together, or all the Monks,
and get them working together to develop their
understanding of their character, why s/he 
should remain in the balloon and, if there’s time,
why the other characters should be ditched. Then
re-combine the base groups, let go the rope
tethering their balloon and let the hot air 
begin! Their task? The balloon will crash unless
they ditch at least half of their number. Through
reasoned debate, they must vote off their weakest
links. 

Modern pilgrims
Chaucer presents us with a snapshot of a variety
of people with different occupations in medieval
society. Invite students to imagine who he could
write about if he were alive today. What
occupations are there in contemporary society?
Do any of the medieval occupations ‘translate’
into modern ones? What would the Knight be
doing now? What shady money-making practices
might today’s Doctor be up to? What new
occupations might be included? Which ones
would they choose to present a humorous, mildly
satirical portrait of society? Students create a
21st century portrait, with or without illustration
as time and inclination dictate; combine them in
sequence for class publication of ‘The All-New
Canterbury Tales’. 

THE CANTERBURY TALES
by Geoffrey Chaucer

Written late 1380s and circulated in manuscript
form, first printed by Caxton 1478

Key Stage 3/4 ‘Texts from the English 
literary heritage’

‘The road less travelled’ The missing pilgrim
Alternatively, for a more historical take on the
text, try writing ‘missing pilgrim’ portraits for
other medieval occupations. Extreme sport
classes or individuals might like to have a go at
doing this using Chaucer’s metre, and/or some of
his stylistic features. Here’s a list – one you can
use for a little light differentiation, with some
students first having to research what their
character actually does. If in doubt, use the
online Oxford English Dictionary.

Trading cards
For some ICT activity, get your students playing
a Chaucerian version of a well-known and
surprisingly long-lived game involving the words
‘trumps’ and ‘top’. But here’s the twist: first, they
have to make their own playing cards. Set up a
template looking something like the one below,
adapting as you like, and charge small groups
with the task of collaborating to produce a pack
of cards, each one with an image of one of the
pilgrims, as well as scores out of ten in each of
the categories. Encourage design and scoring
coherence. Some printing… some laminating…
and then each group shuffles its cards and plays
– the students will know how (get them writing
the instructions too!). Lots of close reading of
character profiles and a starting point for some
comparative analysis.!

‘…a masterclass in
characterization…’

Alewife Alnager Armourer Baker Barber

Brewer Cobbler Dragoman Fish-fag Hangman

Lavender Mercer Midwife Minstrel Scrivener

Sempster Smith Tapster Tinker Wakeman

The Miller The Miller

‘…a young
handsome knight
who has to pay…’

MORALITY: [e.g. 3/10]

HORSE: [e.g. 2/10]

WORDLY SUCCESS: [e.g. 10/10]

GOOD COMPANY: [e.g. 3/10]

COURAGE: [e.g. 5/10]
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Intro blurb bit
A colleague in a more challenging school recently
reported a wicked delight in watching the Ofsted
inspector look in puzzlement from the student
profile data to the scheme of work: Year 8s doing
Chaucer, here?!! Yes, and Year 8s enjoying it too,
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collection of tales that The Canterbury Tales
constitutes, but why stop there when the tales
themselves are so good? You don’t, after all, have
to do it in Middle English except at A Level. Try
the tales of the Knight, Miller, Wife of Bath, Nun’s
Priest, and Pardoner for immediate popular
appeal. And if you can only pick one, my vote will
always be with the Wife of Bath’s Tale – timeless
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of young people?

See also the companion article in this issue of
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Why teach it?
Because the way Chaucer captures character in
a few deft strokes of his quill is a masterclass in
characterisation, veering towards caricature but
always retaining a unique individuality: the Miller
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Young people can be pretty ferocious judges of
character: here, they bow before the master! 

Because with a little work on context, students
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a vibrant but rapidly changing society. This
critical edge can open doors into students’
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Because Chaucer’s language is vigorous and
versatile, ranging from the ‘high art’ poetic
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the way. The plan is for each pilgrim to tell four
tales, two on the way there, two on the way back,
and whoever tells the best tale to be treated to a
slap-up dinner at the end. It was a grand plan that
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in the case of the Prioress’s companion nun and
three priests), and others more elaborate. You
might like to take on the opening and Harry
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Hot off the press
As a class, produce a mock-medieval newspaper,
to explore contextual issues and themes – 
redtop or blacktop as you prefer. Some nice
opportunities for research will arise, using all
sorts of resources and for students to pick topics
that interest them. Invite students to pick a topic
area and a newspaper genre, encouraging a
range across the class. Genres might include
news, lifestyle features, celebrity interviews, 
jobs ads, reviews, cookery, sport, travel, fashion,
agony aunt – it doesn’t take much to get 
the creative brainwaves going. The following
keywords are tried and tested in Encarta but
many other information sources are available:

A supporting cast of resources
The freebie
There is a wealth of information on the British
Library website about Caxton and his first
printed editions of The Canterbury Tales. You
can read background information and see the
texts in digitized facsimile form online: the
second edition has woodcut illustrations. See 
it here http://www.bl.uk/treasures/caxton/
homepage.html.

The class reader
For lively rendition in modern rhyming verse, my
preference is squarely with the Penguin Nevill
Coghill version. What it lacks in total textual
authenticity, it more than makes up for in vivacity
and truth to the general rambunctious spirit of
Chaucer.

The audio
Recordings in Middle English by Trevor Eaton,
‘The Chaucer Man’, are available to buy on
Amazon, and if you can track him down, he 
is still performing for school audiences. 
See also http://academics.vmi.edu/english/
audio/Audio_Index.html for other recordings
of readings in Middle English. For a more con-
temporary take, see the last edition of English
Drama Media for information about Baba
Brinkman’s The Rap Canterbury Tales and/or
check his website at www.babasword.com.

The movies
There is a 1998 DVD animation of ten of the
tales, including Squire, Miller, Knight, Wife of
Bath, Merchant, Franklin or, for a looser
interpretation, the BBC modern re-workings of
the tales were good narrative entertainment with
the likes of James Nesbit and Julie Walters.

The pictures
For copyright-free clipart-style images, check 
out the nice line drawings available here http://
etc.usf.edu/clipart/searchEverything.php.
There are also many other illustrations of
characters from literature available there.

The trip
Everything about it yells ‘NO-O-O-O-O’ to an
English teacher, but the Canterbury visitor
attraction Chaucer’s Medieval Misadventures
is strangely compelling – trust me, I’ve been
there with students at least five times – as
unabashed edutainment with narrated Modern
English versions of five tales: Knight, Miller, Wife
of Bath, Nun’s Priest, and Pardoner. !

Julie Blake
Visiting Research Associate, Department of
Education and Professional Studies, King’s College
London

See pages 8–10 for a companion piece on Chaucer’s
language.

‘…the general
rambunctious spirit
of Chaucer.’

Images courtesy of The Canterbury Tales visitor attraction

‘…trust
me, I’ve
been
there…’

Pilgrims

Courtly love

Medieval Britain

The High Middle Ages

Chivalry

Geoffrey Chaucer

The Crusades

English Literature – the Middle English period

Medieval Science – astrology/astronomy,
physiology/humours

Medieval occupations – any in the General
Prologue
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The whole story
by Jo Robinson

Since writing my last article
for Classroom, I have been
extremely lucky to obtain 
an AST post in a primary
school in Dudley. St
Edmund and St John is a
wonderful inner city school,
the pupils are great, and
you would not find a 
more enthusiastic team of
people to work with.
However literacy attain-
ment has been low, so,
having got my first two
terms out of the way, I
wanted to make an
impact and start to see
real results. 

When I first started to
plan literacy lessons I
was amazed that staff
were trying to find bits
of text to fit in with 
the strategy framework
rather than gearing
their planning around a

whole text. Some teachers were spending hours
looking for a suitable text, pupils were only
getting snap shots of a book, and neither were
able to enjoy the benefits of reading and loitering
around the complete text. So first of all, aiming
to prove that this could be done in a mainstream
primary setting (I had spent over 12 years in a
special school), I introduced what we now call
whole quality text into year 3 and 6. For the
purposes of this article I’m going to concentrate
on Year 3.

In the Autumn term I introduced the class to the
book Grandpa Chatterji by Jamila Gavin. This
fitted brilliantly with ‘stories with familiar
settings’. No, I didn’t spend weeks and weeks just
reading the book, which would not only have
bored the pants off me but the pupils, too. I
ensured that we had fun. Pupils entered the room
to the sound of Indian music and slide shows
from India. Picture fans were produced so that
pupils could orally make up a sentence using

‘wow’ words and a connective. I often gave the
pupils the start, middle or end of a sentence and
in pairs they would finish it by using their
understanding of the story. I modelled this on the
board, showing the pupils how sentences could
be built up and made more complex. I allowed
the pupils to work in mixed ability groups to
investigate selected sections of the book, making
points about the plot, looking for exciting words
and phrases, where new paragraphs started or
for different punctuation. They then fed back to
each other and were encouraged to work new
language into their writing. 

Pupils became very engaged with the plot and
loved to hear about Grandpa Leicester making
the children eat runny spinach. Often I read a
small section of the story, while the pupils noted
wow words and higher level punctuation.
Sometimes we sat in a circle and completed
reading as a ‘circle of read’. The pupils really
loved this: each pupil took it in turns to read but
only to the next punctuation mark. This made it
quick and pacey, pupils couldn’t get bored and
had to pay attention as it quickly became their
turn again. Many pupils would point out a new
word or make comments on an earlier teaching
point, e.g. ‘That’s a new paragraph!’ 

What surprised me was the sheer enjoyment the
boys were having. I introduced the pupils to
many drama activities because I wanted the
pupils to be actively involved with the text. We
explored the use of freeze framing, hot seating,
sculpting (a pupil in role as a character from the
book is passively ‘moulded’ into a stance and
expression by the other pupils) and conscious
talking (once sculpted, other class members
suggest what characters might be thinking or
saying, by standing behind them and voicing
those words). These techniques really inspired
the pupils to write.!

‘I wanted to make
an impact and start
to see real results.’
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Our work on non-fiction included report writing
so I asked the pupils what they wanted to write
about in relation to the book. I had come to the
part in the story where Grandpa Chatterji took
the family for a walk and was visualising a field
of poppies. I had ideas that the pupils would want
to explore this and had lots of books ready at
hand. But no! The pupils discussed what they
wanted to write through critical skills groups, i.e.
in mixed ability groups pupils are given a
selection of roles – time keeper, note taker,
resource manager, facilitator – and work together
to choose their own. I provide labels so each
pupil feels important. Groups have a set time to
complete the work and report back – often with
mindmaps on large sheets of paper. Ideas such as
jaguars, both car and animal version (the boys
loved the fact that Grandpa Leicester arrived in
one!); comparisons between India and England;
Indian food, and many more were brought
forward for discussion. I was rather stuck for
resources and had to quickly go away and
prepare more. We made notes on visual reports I
found on National Geographic, scanned
information from other books and also
researched the Internet for ideas. Again by
working in mixed ability, critical skills groups,
pupils mind mapped ideas for chapters and
content. I repeatedly modelled writing but by
now the pupils were able to tell me how to
improve my work and were starting to be more
aware of how to ‘up level’ their own writing.

Moving into the spring term I introduced The
Iron Man, linking it to other adventure stories.
Again I used lots of visual and auditory starters.
Through this unit I needed to develop their
understanding of questions. In pairs they thought
about, then wrote questions they wanted to ask
the Iron Man onto post-it notes. Pupils love this
activity: these small bits of paper make them feel
special. After that we sorted these questions into
their different word starters.

I also embraced ‘You Tube’ and downloaded ‘The
Iron Giant’ trailer to use. This further enhanced
their understanding of the plot. We made

comparisons between the book and the short film
extract. Pupils were by now familiar with
composing questions using the 5Ws (what, who,
where, when and why) and as I was reflecting on
their work with another head teacher, she
commented on the large number of higher order
questions the pupils had composed. Very few
thought of a ‘what’ or ‘when’ question but the
sheet for ‘why’ over-flowed the page. I am
convinced the drama work had given the pupils
the ability to do this and was starting to have real
impact on their writing. 

The final unit for the spring term included shape
poems. This was easy. I actually used the NATE
publication Sharing Poems at KS2. At first the
pupils explored the shape poems through drama.
These were videoed to help us evaluate our work.
Later on I downloaded a dragon poem (by now
we were at the end of the novel) and, focusing on
the Iron Man once more, the pupils chose their
own words to substitute for the original words in
the poem. I have never ceased to be amazed at
the quality of their work. The pupils thought of
some fantastic words that really described how
the dragon made the Iron Man feel. Their work
provoked some deep emotions and showed
excellent understanding and empathy for the
characters from pupils who are aged between 7
and 8. 

Summer term brought the arrival of our final
novel – Esio Trot – and our study needed to fit
with the final fictional unit of authors and letters.
No, the book does not contain any letters but that
wasn’t a problem, I wrote them myself! The
pupils really felt for Mr Hoppy and were
completely taken in when a letter arrived ‘from
the RSPCA’. (I am very fortunate that we have
fantastic secretaries who also join in on the act!)
This formal letter explained that they were rather
concerned with an elderly, shy man buying lots of
tortoises in the Brierley Hill area and could they
please help. After that, ‘Mr Hoppy’ also wrote an
informal letter explaining that he needed some
help too. Well, I was not prepared at all for the
excited response. The pupils were convinced that
they had seen Mr Hoppy, one tried desperately
hard to copy his address down so that she could
personally write to him. I had to have a very
discrete chat with mum to personally inform her
that he was a fictional character out of a book
and not to worry. The work was fantastic; the
pupils took up the challenge with enthusiasm and
pride and used the language learned from the
delivered letters. 

I set out to improve pupil attainment but in doing
so I had encouraged the pupils to really believe in
themselves. Most of the pupils had achieved a 2
and some even 3 sub level progression in both
reading and writing by May. I’m proud to say that
some are now attaining
level 4 (I’m punching the
air in delight – it’s
working!). They all knew
what they needed to do in
order to achieve the next
level and, even more
fantastically, they just
loved to write. We did
not spend hours writing;
short, timed expec-
tations were met. Our
writing had urgency
and I strongly believe
that this is a key
driving force in the
raising of standards.

The rest of the school
now deliver their
literacy lessons with
equal passion through
the whole book
approach. The main
corridor and library
celebrate this with a
beautiful mural of
various book characters that
all the pupils have taken part in painting. I am
just delighted to be able to say that yes, I now
believe I have made an impact! !

Jo Robinson 
AST for St Edmund and St John Primary School
Dudley West Midlands
NATE Drama committee member

‘…these
small bits
of paper
make
them feel
special.’

‘I was
rather
stuck for
resources
…’

‘The pupils were convinced that
they had seen Mr Hoppy…’

‘We did not spend
hours writing.’
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Picturebooks, now widely written as one word to
convey the unity of picture and text, are an often
underrated genre of children’s literature – many
adults openly admit that as soon as children can
read they should be reading books without
pictures. Many picturebooks, however, are pure
art forms and are complex, provocative,
controversial texts sometimes dealing with
previously censored and ‘untouched’ subjects in
overt and forthright ways. 

In an attempt to find out what children’s
thoughts were about reading and responding to
picturebooks, I talked with some 11-year-old
children at the end of their last year in primary
school. Picturebooks had been read to these
children on a regular basis throughout their
seven years in primary school and they were used
to verbalising and visualising their thoughts in

relation to quite unusual, postmodern
picturebooks – some of which seemed to contain
complex, quite profound messages such as, The
Arrival by Shaun Tann, War and Peas by Michael
Foreman and The Short and Incredibly Happy
Life of Riley by Colin Thompson 

Talk is crucial 
The children were part of a community of readers
who knew their responses would be totally
accepted and considered without ridicule or
disrespect. In fact they knew their ideas would
often be the starting point for more discussion,
frequently moving off at a tangent from the
original focus of conversation onto a variety of
different responses which regularly included
drawings, writing, bookmaking, drama and more
discussion. 11-year-old Hannah stated: 

You can never be too old
for picturebooks –
Children’s thoughts about reading picturebooks 

by Janet Evans

When we start to talk about a book in a group I
love it because we start with one thing and then
end on something totally different. ….I really like
that and I always ask myself, ‘How did we get on
to this from that?’ 

I asked the children about their views and
perceptions of picturebooks as a genre. We
initially discussed, “what are picturebooks?” 
Nicole: “They are books where pictures and
words go together to tell the story.”
Stephan: “Picturebooks allow you to go into
another world, the illustrations are there for
you to look at but often when I read I float into
another visual place.”
Matthew: Picturebooks can create a more
vivid imagination because you can see the
picture and relate to the author. People say,
“Seeing isn’t believing”, but it is!
Imran: The pictures in picturebooks help you
to break up the writing so they are good for
people with a short concentration.

Promoting reading for pleasure: teachers as
readers and the power of reading 
Two pieces of research – looking at whether
children read enough for pleasure and also
whether teachers are as knowledgeable as they
might be about children’s literature – have
produced short summaries: The Teachers as
Readers: Building Communities of Readers
2007 -2008 (Executive Summary, UKLA, 2008),
and The Power of Reading: Enjoyment and
Creativity for Children and Teachers: Raising
Achievement in Literacy (Project Research
Summary 2005–09, CLPE, 2009). Both found,
among other things, that children’s ability to read
and enjoy books of all kinds for pleasure is
dependant on teachers’ knowledge of children’s
literature and their perceived awareness of how
important (or otherwise) reading is, as part of
the daily curriculum. 

The children’s views about picturebooks
After the initial discussion, the children were
asked to think about a series of questions, some
of which are displayed below. Their responses
were comprised of oral conversations, visual
images – sketched and painted– written views
and recounts, audio visual presentations and
video recordings. 

Where do you read, who with, and how?
The children talked about, then drew pictures of,
where they read, who with, and how. Their
individual personalities showed in their work,
often along with their preferred genre of books.

Adam: I’ve drawn myself in Jamaica,
reading whilst playing football (see Figure 1).

Sam: I have drawn myself reading in the
garden with a character from the book.

Cameron: I’ve drawn myself on my bed
which is where I like to read. I am reading a
book called Cameron’s adventure. Lots of
characters are present in my room; some of
the characters out of my book have appeared
out of posters (see Figure 3).

Matthew: I have drawn myself reading in no
particular place, but immersed in thought
from the millions of tales and stories I’ve read
in years gone by. It doesn’t matter where I
read, it could be absolutely anywhere in the
world because I love reading (see Figure 4).

What are your personal views about what
makes picturebooks special /different? 
A lot of discussion went on here – many of these
Y6 children liked reading novels, this wasn’t
surprising as they could read fluently and were
used to making choices about the books they
read. However they also very much enjoyed
reading and responding to picturebooks because
of the content and the ensuing discussions. 

Stefan: Most picturebooks use anthro-
pomorphism – animals doing human things.
The illustrations in picturebooks are colourful
so they stand out, they also explain what’s
happening in the writing. Picturebooks are
for all age groups, not just for young 
children. However young children do like
them because they are so short, easy to read
and they make you communicate. … Although
I like picturebooks, I prefer long novel books.

Cameron: Picturebooks are special because
they show more emotion, for example, when
the text says, ‘she begged with sorrowful eyes’
it is not as effective as a picture which you can
connect with better. …Picturebooks are
brought to life with big pictures on basically
every page, and versus novels, have much
more to talk and debate about. But I think
picturebooks are not as good as novels because
with a novel I start with a blank ‘canvas’ and
as the book goes on my ‘picture’ builds up, but
in a picturebook it, ‘SLAPS A PICTURE IN
YOUR HEAD’, which leaves nothing to the
imagination. That’s why picturebooks are
special!.

Picturebooks are for everybody at any age, not books to be left behind as we
grow older. The best ones leave a tantalising gap between the pictures and
the words, a gap that is filled by the reader’s imagination, adding so much
to the excitement of reading a book.
Anthony Browne, Children’s Laureate June 2009 

‘…their
ideas
would
often 
be the
starting
point…’

Figure 1

Figure 2

Figure 3

Figure 4
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Picturebooks, now widely written as one word to
convey the unity of picture and text, are an often
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adults openly admit that as soon as children can
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disrespect. In fact they knew their ideas would
often be the starting point for more discussion,
frequently moving off at a tangent from the
original focus of conversation onto a variety of
different responses which regularly included
drawings, writing, bookmaking, drama and more
discussion. 11-year-old Hannah stated: 

You can never be too old
for picturebooks –
Children’s thoughts about reading picturebooks 

by Janet Evans
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imagination. That’s why picturebooks are
special!.

Picturebooks are for everybody at any age, not books to be left behind as we
grow older. The best ones leave a tantalising gap between the pictures and
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Imran: I think picturebooks are special
because they open up a whole new world of
thought for the reader. People can go on for
hours talking about the illustrations and how
good they are at complimenting the writing.
Hidden clues or numerous details in the
pictures will let the conversation go to a
higher level than that with a novel. Also, the
pictures help to break up the writing, making
them ideal for people with short concentration
spans and, if the pictures are good, not many
words are needed anyway. 

When you look at and read picturebooks
what happens in your head and how do 
you feel inside? 
The children considered this question and 
made some fascinating comments about what
they were thinking whilst they read. They were
also asked how they might depict the idea of,
‘talking beyond the page’. Some very detailed
illustrations plus related text resulted.

Matthew: In my picture, I’m walking down
the yellow brick road searching for treasure.
I’m holding a map in my hand, but it is really
a book. The book guides the way, as I read
every word, the way to go becomes clearer.
Characters from many genres of story are
following me in the search, such as dinosaurs,
ghosts, aliens, characters from traditional
tales, characters from Star Wars like C3PO
and R2D2 (see Figure 5). 

Nicole: I have drawn myself reading outside
in my garden, drifting off into my own world
with all the characters from different genres
like mysteries and horror and for example,
the yellow brick road from a traditional tale,
The Wizard of Oz. When I read I think at the
same time, I think about what is happening
and I add characters to my own little world
(see Figure 6).

Stefan: I’m reading a book in my favourite
place (in the jungle) and my picture is about
different books coming together in one
imaginary world. They are all doing the stuff
they normally do in their story books, for
example, the three little pigs, Robin Hood,
Goldilocks and the three bears and Little Red
Riding Hood, but in my mind they are all
linked together in one place in one book
(Figure 7).

Rauman: I’ve drawn a character reading a
book and he fell into a dream of the past
where his mum has died from murder. There
are strangers trying to strangle and kidnap
him and animals trying to kill him and then
eat him. The ghosts and skeleton represent
nightmares. I’ve read a novel but in my mind
I have visualised a picturebook instead (see
Figure 8).

Who are picturebooks for? 
Some picturebooks are so complex and so
seemingly difficult to understand, sometimes
with subject matter that is deemed by some to be
unsuitable for children, that I have often found

myself asking who such picturebooks are written
for? Would young children make sense of them?
Would older, fluent readers dismiss them
immediately without taking a second look simply
because they have pictures? 

We need to ask these kinds of questions about
picturebooks that challenge the reader by dealing
with often censored subject matter such as sex,
death, adoption, suicide, disability etc. Two such
books are, Den Sorte Bog Om De Syv
Dodssynder (The Black Book of the Seven
Deadly Sins) by Dorte Karreboek (Alma, 2007)
and I Never Knew Your Name by Sherry
Garland (Ticknor and Fields Books, 1994). The
former shows cartoon graphics about the seven
deadly sins whilst the latter deals with the suicide
of a young male adult. 

Should such books be read alone by children or
should adults be available to respond to the kind
of questions which will inevitably be asked?
There is still much debate about whether children
should be protected from controversial issues in
books. However, sensitive and emotional issues
can be tackled if adults are available to discuss
any questions or queries which may arise. 

How can we respond to picturebooks? 
It is essential that children are given the
opportunity to talk about and respond to texts.
As educators we need to understand that:
1. The complexity of picturebooks should not be

underestimated.
2. Teachers need a theoretical foundation and

vocabulary to talk about images.
3. There are numerous perspectives that one can

bring to picturebooks.
4. Picturebooks offer a connection between

school-based literacies and multiliteracies.

Let 11-year-old Matthew can have the last word: 
You can never be too old for picturebooks. I
used to have a picturebook called ‘Giraffes
Can’t Dance’ and I loved it but my mum gave
it away because she said I was too old for it
but I think you can never be too old for
picturebooks. 

Janet Evans 
Literacy and Educational Consultant &
Senior Lecturer in Education 
Liverpool Hope University 
www.janetevans.co.uk 

For a fuller more detailed look at some of these
issues look at Evans, J. (ed) (2009) Talking Beyond
the Page: Reading and Responding to
Picturebooks London: Routledge
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Page from Den Sorte Bog
Om de Syv Dodssynder
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1. Could ‘The Da Vinci Code’ be a good set
text for GCSE or A Level Literature?
‘Could’ and ‘good’ – tricky terms, yet alone
‘set text’. Personally I’ve not read this novel,
although I love crime fiction. I got put off by
all that subsidiary cult stuff. But many texts
‘could’ be a good text , especially if used in
coursework options. My suspicion with this
novel is that it might not prove that popular
across a whole group of students, but I would
never say no if someone wanted to have a go.

I recently put Anne Tyler’s Digging to
America on a set book list because I thought
it was not just good, but superb: witty, clever,
readable, funny, touching very important
issues etc. And what happened? Nobody did it,
because The Great Gatsby was on instead. So
what do I know? 

What is interesting about set book lists, is that
they have a sort of aesthetic all of their own.
So you might only need to teach one out of
eight, but you want all eight to be good, or
great or whatever. But Dan B. won’t be on my
next list.

2. Given the differences in gendered tastes
and culture existing in any single
classroom is there still a place for teen
fiction for whole class study?
Teen fiction always bothered me when I was
teaching in schools – I found it somehow
unreadable, but it’s probably got better since
then. There was something rather grim about
reading grim books with children who had
quite grim lives themselves.

I think any whole group text runs into issues
regarding gender, culture, class, ethnicity etc,
but sometimes that can be the point of ‘doing’
the text in the first place. I don’t think reading
worthy books makes people behave better per
se, but at least talking about issues might help
somehow.

This is a really good question, though, and
maybe the questioner has answered it her/him
self. I have always found the ‘class novel’
problematic, at whatever level I have been
teaching. How do you get everyone to the
same point of basic understanding without an
endless grind through the text? And how can
you talk about important things like narrative
if they don’t know the whole story? Might it be
time to rethink the novel as a vehicle for large
group ( as apart from small group) activity?

Any English questions?
A series in which Classroom invites questions for a
different guest respondent each term. 

Our guest for this ‘Literature’ themed issue is Adrian Beard,
writer and lecturer on English Language and Literature studies,
chief examiner for A level English Literature. His books include
Texts and Contexts: An Introduction to Literature and Language
Study (2001); Language Change (Intertext) (2004); How Texts
Work (2003); The Language of Literature (2003); editor of
3rd edition of Working with Texts (2007). 

3. I recently came across a guide for GCSE
students which used the term anaphoric –
which I had to look up. Do GCSE
students need to know terms like this?
How much literary terminology is useful
to them?
Terminology should only ever be used to help
progress an argument – if it is used for its own
sake, as a supposed means of getting marks,
then I abhor it. The term anaphoric is more
linguistic than literary, and can be useful…but
only if the student knows what it means and
uses it effectively.

Personally I would abolish several terms too –
my real hate is for alliteration, which is often
spotted (sometimes in the most random of
circumstances) but never explained. The A-Z
of classical tropes, from alliteration, through
litotes to zeugma is of little real use when
studying texts these days. Much better to
know are a few key concepts like narrative,
cohesion, voice.

4. Which poets are a must do for you 
at KS3?
Dryden, Milton, Herrick, Whitman, Pound,
Motion…..no only joking, and I can’t think
why I put that last name there. I don’t believe
in musts, I’m afraid, just in enjoying poetry,
above all at KS3 for its sense of play. I once
had a parent who berated me for not teaching
Dryden, and when I asked why Dryden, he
said because he’d done it at school. And so the
canon grinds on…

5. How do you feel about ebooks?
Is there anything to feel at all? I think I am in
ebook form somewhere, but I’ve never seen
myself. I do think we read text differently on
page and screen, and that how we read such
different formats is worth thinking about. And
I suppose an ebook can be taken home and
not lost. 

As I understand it, an ebook can only be
accessed by one reader at a time. It would be
interesting to have an ebook that a whole class
could access at the same time, although there
would no doubt be complex copyright issues.

6. When you read an extended book to
children, what do you let them do?
Nothing? Sit in their places and bury their
heads in their arms if they want? Colour?
Doodle? Is it like the radio where you
have it on in the background?
Not sure I ever did that sort of reading
extensively, but class reading always presents
challenges, even at the level I now teach. How
do you get students to read so that they are all
at the same point? There really is no foolproof
answer to this. ( See 2. above)

I love listening to the radio while ironing, so
you could set up a cottage industry whereby
you read to the class, they iron, and you make
a profit for the school funds.

7. If there was one parting piece of advice
you could give to a newly qualified
secondary teacher of English literature,
what would it be?
How did this questioner know I am on my way
out? I was always a teacher of English, and
even now I teach Language, Literature,
Communication . So this is what I’d say to a
new English teacher: 

Have fun. It’s very hard work but you have the
best subject to teach and still some freedom in
how you do it. Don’t be predictable – ‘what
are we doing today Miss/Sir’ should be music
to your ears. Don’t let the statsmongers grind
you down; interested students do best. And
have fun. !

* * *
For the next issue of Classroom, our quest
respondent will be Simon Wrigley, a past Chair of
NATE and senior advisor for English teaching in
Buckinghamshire. He invites your questions on
cross-curricular thinking. Send your questions
– light or heavy, passionate or flippant – to
classroom@nate.org.uk with Classroom 
questions on the subject line.

‘I thought it was
not just good, but
superb…’

‘Teen fiction always
bothered me…’

‘I love listening to
the radio while
ironing…’

‘Personally I would abolish
many terms too – my personal
hate is for alliteration…’
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Sequential art of all kinds lends itself to cross-
curricular work within schools, colleges 
and beyond. Most typically, this draws in art 
and literature in a number of different ways, 
depending on the chosen emphasis and who the 
lead department or member of staff is. I have 
come across a range of approaches to using the 
medium and will flag up a few examples from 
around Britain in this article, but will concentrate 
in the latter part of the article on a very intensive 
‘Theme Day’ that took place at Driffield School, 
East Yorkshire (www.driffieldschool.net). 

In terms of approaching organizing cross-
curricular work with comics, the first stages 
should be locating expertise and enthusiasm 
amongst the staff and students and locating 
appropriate primary texts to stimulate the work 
developed. Students may already be engaged with 
creating their own comics on a range of themes, 
so there may be skills and interests that staff 
can draw on there. I would also always suggest 
working with the school librarian, or schools 
library service, as this will resource curriculum 
work will as well as offering scope for developing 
leisure reading collections. 
 
As one very small example of ways of working 
with and thinking about comics, a nine-year-old 
boy I met in a bookshop last weekend, pulled 
the adults with him over to a stand, so that he 
could show them Bryan Talbot’s (2007) Alice in 
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Dr Peter Venkman: ‘Scuse me 
Egon? You said crossing the 
streams was bad!...’
Dr Ray Stanz: ‘Cross the streams...’ 

Comics, manga, graphic novels and the challenge and excitement 
of cross-curricular work (with apologies to Ghostbusters [1984])

by Mel Gibson

Sunderland: An Entertainment. He announced 
that they had the book in the library at school 
and he had read it (this is a very challenging text 
aimed largely at an older audience). He explained 
that it was all about history and Sunderland  
and then outlined to the initially slightly bemused 
adults how the first few pages worked, doing 
a rather good job of it. When asked, he added  
that his class was, ‘doing a comic about the 
history of our village’, so pulling together library 
and classroom, reading, visual literacy, historical 
research, and art in one fell swoop. In offering 
Talbot’s text as an example of what could be 
done, the pupils were not daunted, but excited, 
and inspired to try and make their own vision of 
their home.
 
Such an approach is entirely possible with 
older students. My first experience of this was 
in working with a school during a themed week 
centered on Japan some years ago. This involved 
taking the entire school off curriculum. With 
Japanese culture and history as the overarching 
theme, the librarian had developed a good 
collection of manga and anime, in the latter case, 
particularly of Studio Ghibli classics. These were 
used predominantly in media classes, exploring 
cultural difference in animation (with the 
approach being close textual analysis of scenes 
from the films, comparing them to Disney and 
other key examples). However, there were also 
library screenings, with permission, and the 
creation of still artwork inspired by the films, so 
working across art and media both formally and 
informally. In addition, students taking ‘A’ level 
Japanese gave taster sessions to younger pupils 
and all of the history classes focused on Japan, 
as did geography. There were also sessions 
in the library focusing on manga, via school 
reading groups. In some senses this was multi-
disciplinary rather than inter-disciplinary work, 
but the collaboration on creating a manga about 
the week, outlining key elements of what students 
had learnt, drew all of the strands together. The 
latter was begun during the week, with students 
acting as both reporters and note-takers, but 
finished afterwards, with some working on text, 
others on illustration and production.
 
Another, smaller scale activity drawing together 
art, media, ICT and, as primary material, drama, 
involved the use of mobile technologies, Comic 
Life software (from http://plasq.com/) and 
attendance at a theatrical performance. The 
students used mobiles or cameras during the 
performance to gather the material that would be 
incorporated into their photo-stories, selecting 
and editing the material to give their version of 
the narrative and adding speech balloons that 
drew on their understanding of the dialogue. The 
software enabled them to print out and distribute 
their own versions, some of which went back to 
the theatre company.
 

A final short example, which again draws in yet 
another subject area, science, can be found in a 
project initiated by the Mixed Reality Laboratory 
at the University of Nottingham, who were 
investigating the ways in which sequential art 
could be used within the scientific method to 
communicate ideas and information between 
practitioners and with a wider audience. This 
involved a number of strands, including working 
with schools to enable them to record their own 
experiments by creating comics, again using 
Comic Life software, circulate them to other 
schools and get feedback on what they had 
done, along with developing self-assessment 
skills. This necessitated working across media, 
ICT and art, as well as science, and drew on the 
existence of lists like the following, which offers 
a short bibliography of science comics http://
cindispace.utdallas.edu/education/science_
comics.html 
 

To return to the Driffield School Theme Day, 
I was an invited speaker, so saw how the day 
worked at first hand, but my participation was 
only one element of a range of activities that 
involved the entirety of Year 7, a total of 297 
students. I had indirectly provided some support 
for the development of the day through two 
websites, both of which had provided contacts, 
information and suggestions on working with 
and promoting comics. The first was created 
through my National Teaching Fellowship, Dr Mel 
Comics http://www.dr-mel-comics.co.uk/ and 
the second was commissioned by Learning and 
Teaching Scotland as an extension of the literacy 
element of their website http://www.ltscotland.
org.uk/literacy/findresources/graphicnovels/
section/intro.asp
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Sequential art of all kinds lends itself to cross-
curricular work within schools, colleges 
and beyond. Most typically, this draws in art 
and literature in a number of different ways, 
depending on the chosen emphasis and who the 
lead department or member of staff is. I have 
come across a range of approaches to using the 
medium and will flag up a few examples from 
around Britain in this article, but will concentrate 
in the latter part of the article on a very intensive 
‘Theme Day’ that took place at Driffield School, 
East Yorkshire (www.driffieldschool.net). 

In terms of approaching organizing cross-
curricular work with comics, the first stages 
should be locating expertise and enthusiasm 
amongst the staff and students and locating 
appropriate primary texts to stimulate the work 
developed. Students may already be engaged with 
creating their own comics on a range of themes, 
so there may be skills and interests that staff 
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library service, as this will resource curriculum 
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leisure reading collections. 
 
As one very small example of ways of working 
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the adults with him over to a stand, so that he 
could show them Bryan Talbot’s (2007) Alice in 
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Dr Peter Venkman: ‘Scuse me 
Egon? You said crossing the 
streams was bad!...’
Dr Ray Stanz: ‘Cross the streams...’ 

Comics, manga, graphic novels and the challenge and excitement 
of cross-curricular work (with apologies to Ghostbusters [1984])

by Mel Gibson
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Students created model ‘dens’ for their villain 
and painted a larger than life cardboard cutout 
image of the superhero they were designing, one 
of the art elements of the day, and negotiated a 
set of physical challenges and problem solving 
exercises with it. 

There were also contextual workshops with both 
myself and Paul, the latter using websites that 
focused on the superhero in support of the design 
work, the former offering a collection of books 
and enabling a grasp of the infinite range of 
potential narratives that can be developed when 
making comics. Both allowed students to explore 
and develop ideas relating to the workshop 
themes.
 
The day ended with all of the groups working 
on a storyboarding exercise to bring their 
ideas together, based around the theme of 
a disaster in Driffield, caused by the villain, 
which had to be solved using the problem 
solving and communication skills (as well as the 
superpowers) of the hero. The intention was to 
follow this work up after the day in art lessons, 
enabling the creative work begun during the day 
to be extended. 

 This proved to be a very intensive day. It indicates, 
as do the other examples, the possibilities of 
cross-curricular work focused on comics, which 
can be wide-ranging and make unexpected links. 
The key is the initial research, an exploration 
of what work you can use as inspiration, and 
drawing your resources together, both of texts 
and individuals, at an early stage. This also offers 
the possibility of partnership working, whether 
with outside organizations such as publishers, 
creators and shops, or with students, drawing on 
their knowledge and enthusiasm for the medium. 
These events can be both small and large scale, 
from small scale work turning poems into short 
strips, to the larger ones outlined above. Whilst 
theme days offer significant challenges, and you 
may feel, like the Ghostbusters, that they may 
appear to be on a larger scale than you can cope 
with, take heart, as they also offer tremendous 
rewards, especially in the excitement and 
engagement such events can engender in both 
staff and students. !

Mel Gibson
See also Mel Gibson’s article on classics and comics, 
in Classroom no. 9, and reference http://www.dr-mel-
comics.co.uk/ for further resources.

The graphic novels and comics day was 
developed by a small team comprising staff 
from both Art and English, but came to involve 
a much wider group. Kit Hamilton, art teacher, 
was my main contact. In outlining the day to 
me he explained that the overarching theme 
was Personal Learning and Thinking Skills with 
a focus on the Effective Participators strand. 
The students worked with teachers all day in 11 
groups of around 28 students, based around the 
students’ mixed ability English groups, which 
were, in turn, split into smaller working teams 
of about four. Students moved from one activity 
to another over the course of the day, and were 
given a passport to which they added stickers 
after their participation in each activity.
 
The day began with two presentations by guest 
speakers, Paul Gravett http://www.paulgravett.
com/ and myself. We were both asked to share 
our knowledge and enthusiasm for the medium. 
Paul focused tightly on the history of Heroes and 
Villains in comics (this being a key aspect of the 
day) and I developed the idea that this could be 
quite complicated in that a figure like Dennis the 
Menace could be both a hero and a villain, as well 
as encouraging students to share their knowledge 
about comic characters. 
 
Whilst the day offered some serious topics for 
discussion, some of the students, for instance, 
analyzing the differences between the versions of 
the Joker that they were aware of (so drawing in 
notions of wider media and textual analysis), and 
a great deal of discussion about Heath Ledger’s 
performance and what it meant, there were 
also playful aspects to the event, and a healthy 
insistence on involving as many other students 
and staff as possible. This included some of the 
teachers wearing costume, the distribution of free 
comics by older students (sponsored by Traveling 
Man, a small but lovely comic shop chain) and a 
bookshop in the school foyer (again provided by 
Traveling Man). 
 
From the first talks (in effect a year assembly) 
everyone moved into a series of events, including 
three one-hour-long workshop sessions, one on 
designing a superhero, another on designing 
a villain and a third on plot and storyline. 

‘Dennis 
the 
Menace 
could be 
both a 
hero and 
a villain.’
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‘The road less travelled’

Out with the new, 
in with the old?
Thomas Hardy in the news

by Julie Blake
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If newspaper archives can help to bring a historic 
figure’s life and work into the here-and-now, they 
can do the same for their death, and in death there 
is often something strange enough to intrigue the 
most reluctant of learners. In the case of Hardy, 
the fact that his heart and his cremated remains 
were interred in different places – the former in a 
Dorset village, the latter next to Charles Dickens 
in Poet’s Corner in Westminster Abbey – can be 
enough to prompt very thoughtful discussion 
of fame and celebrity. The short article shown 
below is framed by a wealth of other detail about 
Hardy’s funeral, including the order of service for 
Westminster Abbey, a piece describing some of 
the problems of fitting Hardy’s remains in to the 
already crowded Poet’s Corner, and information 
about how to get tickets for the big event. It 
suddenly seems so close that we can almost hear 
the live commentary of a televised state funeral. 

This approach is very different in texture to the 
kinds of introductory framing offered in schools 
editions of classic texts, and in printed and web-
based encyclopaedia accounts. The sense of a 
shift into the past-present effected by facsimile 
representation and the encounter with historic 
‘breaking news’ can create a sufficiently different 
learning experience to bring fresh attention to 
curriculum content. More than that, it might help 
to prepare students for a future in which their 
ability to make meaningful use of the enormous 
digital archives currently under construction is 
likely to be of matter to their employment and to 
their own lifelong learning pleasure. 

Julie Blake
Visiting Research Associate in the School of 
Education and Professional Studies, 
King’s College London 

We might also use newspaper archives to gain 
a sense of the man and his wider interests, 
providing points of connection for students 
interested in the kind of embodiment that 
comes from biographical detail. Again, in a 
newspaper archive, that kind of detail may come 
in a first-hand here-and-now way, as below, a 
letter from Thomas Hardy to the editor of The 
Times objecting to a previous correspondent’s 
argument about cruelty and performing animals. 
The letter may have been published on December 
19, 1913, but its concerns are vividly argued and 
still entirely recognisable in both subject and 
sensibility to readers almost a hundred years 
later, in 2010. 

Exploring The Times archive, we see Thomas 
Hardy in his own time, and his work as judged 
in relation to contemporaneous literary and 
moral values. Below is an excerpt from a review 
of Hardy’s last novel, Jude The Obscure. Dated 
December 18, 1895, it is a pungent critique by 
one of the many critics who objected to it on 
moral grounds, including a bishop who publicly 
burned it.

To read in an authoritative national newspaper 
the words ‘ “Jude the Obscure” is, to speak plainly, 
a somewhat dull novel’ can be a revelation to 
students, a liberating path to finding their own 
critical voices. It might also come as a surprise 
to students that reviews of this apparently 
ephemeral kind might make a difference to the 
course of literary history: Hardy claimed that 
the negative reviews he received for Jude the 
Obscure led him, at least in part, to abandon the 
writing of fiction. 

What we also see here, side by side, is a list of 
donations to a poor-box and an account of a 
bankruptcy hearing for The Turner Pneumatic 
Tyre Company (Limited), both helping to embody 
Hardy and his work in an everyday world students 
can find points of connection with, rather than 
asking them to leap straight up into the rarefied 
air of Eng Lit, the academic subject. That rarefied 
air can also obscure the complex and often 
fragile ways in which literary works come to 
public attention in the first place, and the original 
contexts in which they were encountered. The 
Times archive gives us a window on that process 
too. Below is Hardy’s poem, ‘The Oxen’, as it was 
first published in The Times on 24 December, 
1915. It is at the bottom of the page, below a 
piece called ‘The Second War Christmas’ which 
is full of the ‘darkness and sorrow’ of a country 
engaged in a war that was supposed to have been 
over in a year. This mood is also evident in Hardy’s 
poem, and though there is more to the poem than 
that, our reading of it now is perhaps made more 
poignant by our knowledge of its context. 

‘…one of 
the many 
critics …, 
including 
a bishop 
who 
publicly 
burned 
it.’

‘…its 
concerns 
are 
vividly 
argued.’

Perhaps it is inevitable in the early years of a new 
millennium that polite public discourse is filled 
with talk of epochs and ages, and accounts of 
late twentieth century decades that history has 
caught up with. In the world of ICT, it is out with 
the age of print and in with the digital era. And in 
schools of all sizes, shapes and kinds, we are just 
beginning to understand some of the implications 
this might have for teaching and learning. 

One of these implications is that the use of 
ICT in the classroom changes space, time and 
regulative authority. Where time is concerned, 
instantaneous communication via email, webcam 
or online chat creates many new opportunities 
for the kinds of here-and-now learning that 
students are familiar with and enjoy in their out-
of-school digital lives. We can tap into that as we 
find useful, engaging students in opportunities 
that arise to email questions or comment on 
blogposts by scientists, adventurers, journalists 
and poets, or to watch live webcam streaming of 
African water-holes and New York streets. It is a 
marvel that we can do these things, but one of 
the downsides for teachers is the way this kind of 
multimodal ‘breaking news’ experience can over-
value the immediate, rendering anything old or in 
books as, ipso facto, insufferably dull. 

Take Thomas Hardy as an example. His novels 
and poetry are amongst the most widely specified 
texts in the school English curriculum, ‘classics’ 
reinterpreted by succeeding generations in 
literary criticism, film and stage adaptation. 
Teachers, librarians, government curriculum 
authorities and parents might all regard the 
study of such a writer an important part of a 
young person’s cultural formation, but given 
the expectation of immediacy and the more 
visually dynamic demands on a young person’s 
attention in a digital age, how do we get beyond 
mere dutiful submission to the requirements 
of external assessment, and into the kinds of 
personal engagement with the text that might 
instead fuel them for a richer experience of life? 

One way that we can start to bridge between these 
diverging interests is to draw on that enthusiasm 
for the here-and-now, but to shift it back in time. 
Digital newspaper archives provide exactly this 
kind of time travel. We might be looking at a 
block of plain text, written in the more elaborate 
journalistic style of the 18th or 19th centuries, 
about people long gone and events almost 
forgotten, but there is something very special 
about seeing this in a digital approximation of the 
way it appeared in its own day, in facsimile, and 
in a form – the newspaper – that we more usually 
treat as ephemeral. In the case of Thomas Hardy, 
or any other writer, he was not always ‘Thomas 
Hardy the Great Writer’. His reputation was 
something worked at and contested, his novels 
advertised not as classics but as new books 
that might or might not succeed, and reviews 
in his own lifetime new knowledge not received 
wisdom.

‘…in 
death there 
is often 
something 
strange 
enough 
to intrigue 
the most 
reluctant of 
learners.’

The Times Digital Archive 
is just one of the online 
resources available 
through JISC Collections 
for Schools. For more 
information and to 
request a free trial go to 
www.jcs.nen.gov.uk.

All images taken from 
the Times Digital Archive, 
published by Cengage 
Learning in association 
with News International Ltd.

www.gale.cengage.com/ 
DigitalCollections/
products/Times/
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Feature: Developing thinking

I have always worked on the precept that in 
order to do a child needs to know how. To 
assume knowledge is a mistake so it was a great 
opportunity to be given the chance to further 
develop my own classroom practice and focus on 
my teaching methods.

Wales is the only nation to have linked 
Assessment for Learning (AfL) with Thinking 
and, as far as I am concerned, the two do go hand 
in hand. Following a national pilot programme 
for developing ‘AfL and Thinking’ a national roll-
out* began during Summer 2009. Along with two 
other colleagues at Bryn Elian I have been part 
of the local implementation of this programme.

It is not, at present, a requirement that pupils 
have a skills-based assessment in the National 
Curriculum for English in Wales; however this 
is likely to change, building on the non-statutory 
skills framework which underpins the revised 
curriculum in Wales. We do not know the range 
of occupations we are preparing our pupils for; 

some do not even exist yet, but we do know 
that innovative and independent thought will 
help prepare our pupils for the challenges and 
opportunities in the future.

The ‘Developing AfL and Thinking Project’ is 
broken down into Planning, Developing and 
Reflecting and details how pupils may progress 
along individual principles in each of these three 
strands. To move learners along these strands 
teachers need to plan challenging lessons focused 
on developing learners’ skills and independence.

The Thinking/AfL tools do require an element of 
trust. The teacher becomes more of a facilitator 
of learning rather than the fount of all knowledge; 
guiding the pupils to construct meanings rather 
than imposing pre-determined meanings on them. 
Risks have to be taken and mistakes allowed for 
– not all the tools work in the expected way. The 
students quickly realise that mistake-making can 
be an important part of the learning process.
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Developing 
thinking
by Jane Aldridge

Being part of this programme has given me 
the opportunity to develop and trial activities 
which allow students time to think and to 
experiment with ways of thinking, offering 
constant opportunities for a range of assessment 
techniques. The initial premise of the project was 
to select three key principles and three ‘tools’ 
for trialling with a group of learners. However, 
because it’s worked so well I’ve been challenged 
and engaged to develop far beyond this initial 
remit. By experimenting with a variety of thinking 
ideas, I felt my lessons were improved and the 
pupils appeared to learn more effectively. The 
pupils gave their opinions through the informal 
graffiti wall (more of that later) and formal 
quantitative feedback. I have probably used up to 
ten ideas so far and would like to share a handful 
of the ones that the students have enjoyed the 
most. Experienced teachers will recognise most 
of these techniques – they have certainly been 
around for years – but they can become devalued 
if not given appropriate time and organisation, 
with due recognition of their power to stimulate 
and inspire discussion. The programme and 
context afforded by the project has given me 
huge appreciation of their potential and so, for 
the benefit of less experienced teachers and 
without apology, I’ll describe some of the basics.

The graffiti wall
A very simple idea shown as an example of 
good practice at the DECELLS Conference by 
a primary school colleague. A visual laminated 
wall where pupils can place post it notes during 
or after class. This has been absolutely fantastic! 
I have used it for AfL, fast informative feedback 
and ‘A’ level students have used it to present their 
different ideas on a poem! As yet, all post-its have 
been extremely positive. The pupils like the idea 
of others reading their notes and, in fact, a top set 
Year 11 group gained a great deal from going up 
to the wall during a lesson on Frost’s colloquial 
style to read what a Yr 12 group had posted about 
him in a previous ‘AS’ Level lesson. It allows for 
everyone to express their ideas publicly in a 
creative and collaborative display.

Circle time
This has proved to be a favourite with all my 
classes. I never thought that sitting a class in a 
circle would be so motivating! Pupils love the 
freedom and change the circle allows. There 
is nowhere to hide and a sense of support and 
intimacy is generated almost magically from the 
shape. Pupils seem to feel more able to express 
their ideas, thoughts and feelings, gaining support 
from one another. Their dialogue becomes more 
meaningful and of a higher quality. It is great for 
whole class debate, discussion, pair and share 
activities. Recently an inner and outer circle idea 
evolved – a sort of ‘speed discussion’ scenario 
where after a few minutes the inner circle 
rotated, allowing pupils to work with members of 
the group they may not normally have chosen. 

‘…in 
order to 
do a child 
needs 
to know 
how.’

‘The 
pupils 
like the 
idea of 
others 
reading 
their 
notes…’

As well as being great fun, it led to an increased 
insight into each others ideas.

A3 paper
One of the most noticeable side effects of using 
Thinking/AFL ideas is that pupils write less! 
Exercise books are not nearly as full. Productive 
thinking takes time and a lot of work involves 
sharing ideas; working on A3 paper helps with 
this process. I have kept a portfolio of work for 
each class to share with parents as exemplars 
of the pupils’ innovative thinking. I have also 
created A3 Robert Frost booklets for my AS Level 
group which have proved to be a great success 
for collaborative thinking, organising ideas and 
structuring their thoughts on the poems. Other 
practical considerations include the purchasing of 
felt pens, coloured card, scissors and a generous 
photocopying budget. Ideally, the classroom 
should be of a size to allow furniture to be moved 
around as necessary.

Graffiti Wall

Venn diagram
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curriculum in Wales. We do not know the range 
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The ‘Developing AfL and Thinking Project’ is 
broken down into Planning, Developing and 
Reflecting and details how pupils may progress 
along individual principles in each of these three 
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teachers need to plan challenging lessons focused 
on developing learners’ skills and independence.

The Thinking/AfL tools do require an element of 
trust. The teacher becomes more of a facilitator 
of learning rather than the fount of all knowledge; 
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freedom and change the circle allows. There 
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As well as being great fun, it led to an increased 
insight into each others ideas.

A3 paper
One of the most noticeable side effects of using 
Thinking/AFL ideas is that pupils write less! 
Exercise books are not nearly as full. Productive 
thinking takes time and a lot of work involves 
sharing ideas; working on A3 paper helps with 
this process. I have kept a portfolio of work for 
each class to share with parents as exemplars 
of the pupils’ innovative thinking. I have also 
created A3 Robert Frost booklets for my AS Level 
group which have proved to be a great success 
for collaborative thinking, organising ideas and 
structuring their thoughts on the poems. Other 
practical considerations include the purchasing of 
felt pens, coloured card, scissors and a generous 
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circles – that allows learners to review concepts 
and demonstrate their understanding. Year 13, 
12 and GCSE groups use them to help compare 
two or more things. Once again this idea seems 
to enhance motivation, help understanding and 
provide a useful basis for effective thinking or AfL 
and results in well structured written responses.

Lollypop sticks
Each pupil is allocated a coloured lollypop stick. 
I pull one out at random and that pupil has to 
answer/speak etc. It is most effective, involves 
all the class and creates an exciting learning 
atmosphere.

Emotion graph
You feel like you are teaching Maths with this one! 
A graph with emotions (can be ‘emoticons’ on 
one axis and line/page numbers on the other.) It 
is fantastic as it allows pupils to develop reading 
skills such as scanning and skimming. It really 
helped a weaker GCSE group trace tension in a 
short story, as well as a top set to examine how 
three different characters reacted in a key scene 
of Lord of the Flies. 

Thinking and Assessment for Learning belong 
together. Both encourage pupils to be active 
learners; both encourage learners to think, ask 
questions, listen and talk; both develop skills 
in summarising, explaining and understanding 
key features. The teacher and learners mediate 
the learning and go off on tangents whenever 
necessary to aid learning. This gives learning a 
sense of freedom and is particularly effective in 
teaching the more able and talented who thrive 
on being given independence in their learning.

Since starting this project I have been able to 
develop my own classroom practice. My lessons 
have felt more effective and more fun, leading 
to greater job satisfaction and less exhausting 
lessons! I am really excited about trying out a 
new batch of ideas this term. Our successes have 
since been shared with the whole school and 
every teacher is now armed with a tool box to 
embark upon the same journey.  

Jane Aldridge
For further information and report on initial pilot, 
reference the Skills Framework and the Developing 
AfL and Thinking Project at: http://wales.gov.uk/

Concept pyramids
These are simple, but extremely useful thinking 
tools used by all my teaching groups. Students 
in Year 13 found the concept pyramid a great 
way to prioritise their ideas on a novel. By 
working in pairs they were able to examine 
the way the author presented the characters at 
a given moment. This led to a more informed 
class discussion and eventual essays where the 
writing was cogent, confident and detailed. A 
top set Year 7 group used the pyramids in small 
groups, to come up with the success criteria for 
writing an effective narrative. They were told 
these pyramids would be used by another group 
to aid their understanding. This was a great AFL 
opportunity as I could see visually whether they 
had understood the key components that make 
up a good short story such as the one we had 
been studying. The pupils are excited by the fact 
that each pyramid is unique.

Priority caterpillars 
These are used in a similar way to the pyramids. 
A lower ability Year 8 group used them to 
prioritise key episodes in Skellig. This led to a 
fruitful discussion on tension and how a sense of 
suspense is created. A top set Year 11 enjoyed 
using the caterpillars in their study of Lord of 
the Flies. They traced key developments in plot 
and characterisation which again informed their 
essay work. Year 12 adapted the idea during their 
study of Wuthering Heights, selecting pivotal 
episodes from the novel as an effective revision 
tool.

Venn diagram
One of the most well established and widely-used 
forms, this has been one of my own favourite 
tools so far; so simple and incredibly useful. It 
is a graphic organiser – usually two interlocking 

‘My 
lessons 
have felt 
more 
effective 
and more 
fun…’

Emotion graph



‘Harry, pick that up, please. Now you
know where it should go, don’t you?
Well done!’

Change the child’s name and
these three simple sentences
could have been spoken by

any number of teachers or student
teachers in any number of class-
rooms. And yet a brief analysis of
them can tell us a lot about the
social function of language and what
drama can contribute to children’s
language learning. As they stand,
these sentences will probably make
immediate sense to you. You can
imagine a variety of objects the
teacher might be referring to – the
child’s lunchbox, a screwed up crisp
packet, a paint brush – all of which
would have specific places were
they belong in your own class room.
It is your familiarity with the context
– the classroom – that enables you
to begin to read meanings into
these words.

On the surface, the purpose of the
teacher’s words may appear to be
clear and simple enough – to get
Harry to put something away. But
how do you imagine Harry? How
old is he? Is English his first
language? Is he responsible for
making a mess or is the teacher just
asking for his assistance? Does he
really know where ‘it’ should go or
has he forgotten? To understand this
we need more information, not only
about Harry, his previous and
current actions and the object he is
picking up, but also about the

teacher herself. All of this we could
see or infer better if we were to
witness these words being spoken.
Is the teacher cross with Harry? In
which case there could well be a
sharpness to her tone and a note of
irony in her ‘Well done!’ intended to
inform Harry and the class that
untidiness annoys her. Is he always
making a mess? In which case there
might be a resigned note of patience
in her voice which hints to the class
that her patience won’t last forever.

The teacher won’t just be using
words and tone of voice to send
these messages out to Harry and the
class. Hands on hips accompanied
by a frown may well signal that she
is getting cross whereas arms folded,
a sag of the shoulders and a slight
raising of the eyebrows with a brief
but noticeable glance in the
direction of the waste paper bin
might clearly signal the fragility of
her patience.

Now what if I were to tell you
that these words were, in fact,
spoken by a student teacher in the
first week of a new school
placement? We can see immediately
that they could well be
communicating a lot more than a
request to a particular boy to tidy
something away. They could be part
of a self-conscious performance as
she tries out her new role as teacher.
In order to be seen as a ‘real’
teacher she must prove herself able
to communicate not only information
to children but also her own
authority. Tone of voice, facial
expression, body language: she
needs to get these right if the
children are to accept her as their
teacher, as someone who spends her
time telling them what to do all day.

We all of us have to play different
social roles in our daily lives and

these roles require us to use
different language codes, both
physical and spoken. Because of
this, we need to know when to
switch from one code to another.
If our student teacher were to
become so engrossed with her role
as teacher that she repeated these
words in the same tenor that
evening to Harry the barman when
he dropped a five pound note, she
might be more than a little
embarrassed by his response. How
I use and perform language as a
teacher differs from how I use and
perform it as a customer in a
grocer’s shop, as a friend drinking
socially in a bar, or as a professional
colleague in a staff meeting.

There is still an additional layer
of paralinguistic complexity to this
speech act, of particular importance
to our student teacher. Let us
suppose that she was being obser-
ved by her university supervisor at
the time and that he was unimpres-
sed by a perceived sharpness, even
sarcasm, in her tone, something he
makes clear in his feedback notes.
She feels that this comment is unfair,
that she was being neither sharp nor
sarcastic, just firm; and that she was
simply following advice given to her
on a previous placement, that she
should emulate the class teacher’s
own style. On making her feelings
known to the class teacher, she is
given strong support. The issue here
is clearly one of interpretation but
also of values. Language – how
we use it and understand it – is
saturated with values, and these are
enmeshed within issues of social and
cultural power. What is at stake for
the different characters in this
example is as much about whose
perceptions will be given most
credence when the student’s
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Drama, oracy and literacy

Much teaching of English from Key
Stages 1 to 3, particularly in recent
years, has concentrated on the skills
of literacy, on enabling children to
read and write. As a result, the UK’s
National Literacy Strategy, for all its
complexity, tends to favour the
secretarial or technical skills of
language. Of course, these are highly
important but the underlying
philosophy emphasises language as
a body of skills to be mastered and
deployed. As a result, many
language exercises become divorced
from context, as it is the skill rather
than the experience that is seen as
important. I have, for example, seen
children taught how to write the
instructions for constructing a model
aircraft without ever seeing one, let
alone making one. The context here
is narrowly self-referential – how to
learn a skill rather than how to do
anything purposeful with it. With
this view of learning, even speaking
and listening become similarly self-
referential, as though their chief
purpose was to support reading and
writing. Good drama creates vividly
imagined, fictional contexts that can
make language activities, including
those which are skills-based, seem
not only purposeful but even fun
and exciting to children. It also puts
speaking and listening at the heart of
language learning – as it still is in
the social and economic world,
despite the relentless march of
e-mail and the internet!

The literacy hour, for all its skilful
pedagogy, depends upon one social
register, that of teacher–pupil
exchange, ordinarily of the
question–answer model, with the
teacher knowing the answer to the
question in advance. This type of
talk is dominant in the classroom
and yet is untypical of other social
situations. Classroom discussion
tends to be restricted within tightly
boundaried topics, again with few
potential avenues for manoeuvre, as
skills-based learning objectives are
necessarily specific and clearly
delineated. Drama by its very nature
can complement this narrowness of
spoken register and learning
objectives. In the fictional worlds it

teaching is assessed as it is about
which of them is right or not. This
becomes particularly acute if we
consider issues of gender and
ethnicity. Let us suppose, for
example, that the supervisor is a
white male and the student a black
female. Do we have the same
perception of the disagreement if
the supervisor and Harry are both
black males and the student a
white female?

Drama and a social theory of
language

From the above analysis of these
three short sentences we can draw
the following important conclusions,
of particular relevance to language
learning:
1. To make sense of language,

whether speech or print on a
page, we must have a clear idea
of the context within which it is
embedded and the purpose for
which it is intended.

2. Making sense of the purpose of a
speech act goes beyond an ability
to decipher or recognize the literal
meaning of the actual words used.
It depends upon an appreciation
of particular human intentions and
relationships, many of which are
expressed ‘beneath’ the text, i.e.
as subtext.

3. Spoken language is embodied and
much of what we communicate
comes from the visual and aural
signals – facial expression, gesture,
tone of voice – that accompany
our words.

4. In order to be effective as social
beings, we must be able to select
and perform language
appropriately in the variety of
roles we play in our daily lives.

5. Much in language use is
indeterminate, not fixed or
transparent. We actively make
sense of language rather than
passively absorb it.

6. Issues of social and cultural value
permeate the meanings we
construct from and with language.

These statements effectively
constitute an argument for a social
theory of language. If we accept
their validity, then it follows that
drama, the most social of art forms,
has a key contribution to make to
children’s language learning:
1. Drama more than any other

subject in the curriculum, mirrors
life as it is lived and experienced.
In a written story, context is
defined through words alone. In
drama, however, it is actually
constructed from space, objects
and people as well as words.
Language can therefore be
experienced – heard, interpreted
and used – in contexts that seem
real to children. Because of the
concrete and physical nature of
the experience, the purposes of
the language use are more
immediate and accessible to them.

2. In drama, strong contexts make
children actively aware of
subtexts, or meanings beneath
the surface of words.

3. In drama, children are encouraged
both to read and convey meaning
through embodied language.

4. Drama can be used to present
children with opportunities both
to use language and to analyse its
use in a variety of social roles.

5. In drama children can be
encouraged to explore ambiguity
rather than find a single answer;
and to play with the richness and
suggestiveness of language rather
than always to regard its meanings
as transparent.

6. Drama can provide a space for
children to articulate different
interpretations of language events
and to explore the values that
permeate them.

Drama can be used to present
children with opportunities
both to use language and to
analyse its use in a variety of
social roles.
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creates, children can be the experts
rather than the teacher; they can
frame and ask the questions; they
can playfully practise the registers of
authority. Closely allied with this is
the nature of the important learning
objectives in drama, which often
tend to be what Eliot Eisner called
‘expressive’ rather than ‘instructional’,
focusing on those open-ended
aspects of learning, where we enrich
our knowledge by exploring
concepts through talk and action to
complement our learning of skills.

Within the framework of the
National Literacy Strategy, as in all
kinds of instructional teaching,
teachers tend to strive for
transparency not only in their
language, but also in their intended
learning outcomes. What children
are supposed to learn needs to be
clear and it needs to be clear
whether they have learned it or not.
This approach to teaching works
very well for skills but not so well
for other important areas of learning,
such as the indeterminate area of
social and moral concepts. It’s easy
to tell whether I can spell the word
‘justice’ or not and I can even be
tested on its dictionary definition. It
is, however, far more difficult to
know whether I appreciate its
significance in social affairs, let alone
whether I can be expected to apply
it or even recognize it in my own
social dealings. Here we need to
find ways of engaging children with
ideas, some of which can be quite
abstract in nature, and be more
patient, long-term and open-ended
in our expectations. As adults, we
can discuss moral issues such as
justice, self sacrifice, deceitfulness
quite readily, drawing upon a wealth
of knowledge and experience to
illustrate what we have to say.
Children not only have more limited
experiences, they also find abstract
language far more alien to their own
daily usage. This is one reason why
good stories are educationally so
important as they can help children
discuss and engage with complex
moral and social issues through the
use of more concrete rather than
abstract language.

The particular contribution of
drama to such talk, intended to

develop children’s ability to use
language to explore subtle and
ambivalent human issues, is
threefold. First of all, the imaginative
experience of fiction through drama
is more immediate than through a
written story. Children feel they have
lived through or have actually
witnessed the experience. As a
result, their talk can be situated
within the experience as well as
being reflective of the experience
under discussion. Secondly, because
the language of drama makes use
not only of words but also of visual
and other types of aural signal, it
offers more of what we might call
‘avenues of engagement’ for children
to access the human issues within a
story. Some children may read a
facial expression or a physical
gesture more readily than they
understand printed or spoken words.
Thirdly, drama does not spell things
out as clearly as a written text does,
as the narrative commentary, which
often provides access to a character’s
inner life, is generally absent. Instead
of reading about Prospero’s motives
and whether they were justified or
not, we have to work them out by
listening, watching and inferring
from what he says and does.
Similarly, if one group of children
rehearse and act out what they feel
would be a fair ending to a
particular story, the resulting talk is
anchored to physical representation
but dependent upon interpretation.
We can say, therefore, that a
dramatic text is a more open text
than a straightforward written
narrative as there is more scope for
different interpretations or different
nuances of interpretation. This
openness can be instrumental in
enriching classroom discussion.

Drama, reading and writing

Most of my argument so far has
centred around the central
importance of speaking and listening
in children’s language learning and
drama’s role within this. Many
people, teachers among them, will
still see reading and writing as the
key preoccupations of English
teaching. However, recent changes
of emphasis within national literacy

training have refocused strongly
upon speaking and listening, or
oracy, and it is now widely accepted
that improvements in reading and
writing are intrinsically related to
improvements in oracy. The last part
of this article will look closely at
purposeful ways in which reading
and writing can be integrated into
drama activities.

You may feel that the most
immediate and conventional
relationship between drama and
reading takes the form of the play
script. However, simply having
children sit in groups, sharing the
parts out and reading play scripts is
a very limited form of drama, if it
can be called drama at all. The
complementary benefits that drama
brings to English work, as argued in
this article, will only be gained if
children work towards bringing
these scripts to life. Such self-
contained exercises can be
complemented by making reading
an integral part of projects in which
drama takes a central role. The key
point, however, is that, for it to be
truly effective, reading must perform
a dramatic function and not simply
be an added-on exercise. It must
contribute in some concrete and
purposeful way to the developing
drama work.

For example, Blodin the Beast by
Michael Morpurgo and Christina Balit
is an excellent picture book for
integrating drama and English with
children between the ages of 9 and
13. It is a mythic tale of how a small
boy with the help of an old man’s
wisdom and a magical carpet
manages to destroy a destructive and
powerful monster. Its language is
rich and rhythmic, its pictures

It is now widely accepted
that improvements in reading
and writing are intrinsically
related to improvements
in oracy.
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extraordinarily bold and powerful,
and it can provide us with an
example of how to create a
performance text from a narrative
text. At the climax of the story,
Hosea is pursued by Blodin. The
page opens with the words:

Hosea woke, and it was morning.
But this morning the sun did not rise
as it should. Instead, thick black fog
was rolling in towards him across
the desert.

‘Blodin!’ he whispered. ‘Blodin the
beast has woken!’

Having read through the page
with the class, you can tell them that
your objective for the lesson is to
represent through words alone
Blodin’s pursuit of Hosea. Ask the
children to look at this opening
paragraph and select phrases that
suggest the menace of Blodin,
making these as concise as possible:
‘the sun did not rise’; ‘thick black

of music such as Holst’s ‘Mars’ or
‘Kashmir’ from Symphonic Led
Zeppelin, believe me, it can be quite
powerful! Aided by simple computer
technology such as sound recorder,
the effects can be positively startling!

The value of this work, apart from
the sense of enjoyment and
achievement it brings to children, is
the way it encourages them to linger
in language, to bathe and swim and
luxuriate in its rhythms and its
energies. There is no better way
for children to develop their own
expressive powers of language
than to have opportunities to
embody it playfully through sound
and movement.

The above example shows how
drama can be created from the
outside in rather than from the
inside out. By this I mean that the
children create performance work
from a written text as opposed to

a newspaper article, a sign in a
garden, an entry in a private journal,
a boat ticket in a foreign language, a
visiting card, a map. In each case
they mirror and hence provide
models for the social uses of print.
However, as with the letter above,
they are dramatically most effective
when they are indeterminate and
suggestive rather than precise and
transparent. In other words, they
capture children’s imaginations
primarily through what they suggest
rather than through what they
explain, when they contain a
‘creative gap’ for children to engage
with, operating as clues rather than
as reports. And it is this very gap
that can help children learn to read
texts critically as well as for their
literal meanings.

Drama will not teach children the
basic skills of reading. It is not a
good vehicle for teaching the rules
of phonics. Its value lies in the
exciting contexts it can provide to
stimulate higher order skills of
inferring meaning from text, of
critically engaging with it and, where
appropriate, of expressively
articulating it. Similarly with writing;
drama may provide contexts in
which spelling and grammar can be
seen to matter – as in the writing of
a letter to someone powerful and
influential – but it will not teach
these skills. As we have argued,
however, these skills are only a part
of the English curriculum, a means
to an end, not an end in themselves.
If the children are to become
effective writers they need to be able
to do a lot more than manipulate the
rules of grammar, spelling and
punctuation. They need to be able
to consider the effect and purpose of
a piece of writing and not only
choose appropriate vocabulary but
also appropriate registers when
they write.

I have recently been working
with primary school teachers
developing projects to integrate
drama and English work and place
them at the heart of the curriculum.
The points below are all distilled
from class teachers’ observations
on the positive effects they have
seen drama have on their
children’s writing:

Children’s vocabulary and sentence structure
was generally richer when their writing emerged
from drama work.

fog’; ‘the beast has woken’, for
example. Then ask them to study the
rest of the page with a partner to
find more phrases of this kind.
These can be listed on the board.
Choosing just one of them, you can
now explore with the class ways to
vocalise it in order to maximise its
sense of menace – through tone,
texture, dynamic and pitch – in
effect, playing with the words.
Children, in threes, can then choose
one of the remaining phrases to play
with themselves, refining it into a
rehearsed performance. When each
has been listened to and provided
with positive feedback, you can
demonstrate how different phrases
can be layered one over the other –
one with long drawn out vowels
overlaid with harsh consonants, for
example. Responding to children’s
suggestions, you are now ready to
create a performance, yourself as
conductor. Performed over a piece

progressing through a lived, fictional
experience. In this latter form of
drama, often described as ‘process
drama’ or ‘drama in education’,
various genres of written material
can intensify or deepen the work
and can be experienced as children
would experience them in the real
social world. A letter, for example,
might be used as a pre-text to a
drama, or, as a drama unfolds, to fill
in details from a character’s past, to
suggest or reveal a secret, as a reply
to an inquiry, as advice from a
mysterious stranger, or as an
invitation to a secret meeting. The
register in which it is written will
depend upon whether it is formal,
informal, written in the historical
past or the present. As such, it can
provide a writing frame for children
to reply to should the requirements
of the drama demand it.

Other genres of text for reading
can be built into drama work:
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• It motivated more children to
want to write.

• It provided more childen with
substantial ideas and experiences
so that they had something to
write about.

• Each child could draw individual
responses from the drama.
Consequently, despite the structure
of a writing frame, individual
pieces of writing were different
and reflective of the child’s rather
than the teacher’s thinking.

• Children generally wrote more and
in a shorter period of time.

• Children’s vocabulary and
sentence structure was generally
richer when their writing emerged
from drama work.

• More children demonstrated a
clearer sense of audience in
their writing.

• More children demonstrated
empathy for those whom they
wrote about.

• Some children could be seen to
have benefited from the input that
the visual qualities of drama gave
to their writing.

Drama, English and
multiliteracies

In seeing reading and writing as
fundamental to, but not the only
important aspect of literacy, we are,
in fact, recognizing and responding
to key cultural and economic
developments that are happening on
a global scale. The concepts of
critical literacy and multiliteracies are
becoming increasingly influential
globally in educational thinking as
young people are exposed to texts
in a variety of media which employ
a culturally diverse range of visual,
verbal and aural signals. Recognizing
the need for children to become
multi-literate in today’s world re-
emphasises the importance of drama
and other curriculum subjects where
visual communication and issues of
cultural value and social critique
have always been of central concern.

After many years in the doldrums,
where drama practitioners have
remained active and committed but
have often felt ignored or frustrated,
drama appears to be making a

comeback in a big way. Two recent
government publications – the
drama objectives for Key Stage 3 and
the revised guidance for speaking
and listening at Key Stages 1 and 2 –
are set officially to establish its
centrality in a rounded English
curriculum. The danger is that hard-
pressed teachers will see this as
another set of objectives and
expectations against which they will
be judged rather than as a liberating
move to encourage them to put
context, purpose, and enjoyment
back at the heart of their curriculum
planning. Nothing I have argued in
this article is new. It has been
central to good theory and practice
for years. Now, however, we have a
new opportunity to articulate these
principles with clarity and enthus-
iasm and know that the climate is
right for us to be listened to.

This article is drawn from chapters in a
new book, Drama and English at the
Heart of the Curriculum, to be published
by David Fulton in 2004.
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Alarge group of students stands in a ragged circle
around a zig-zagging chicken wire fence.
Projected onto a white wall nearby is the powerful

image of two aboriginal women, one much older than the
other. Both their faces are etched with suffering but also
resilience. Both have their hands resting on the wire of a
fence.

The image is a still from the film Rabbit Proof Fence, and
the women are depicted at a moment when they are
waiting faithfully for two young
members of their family, Molly
and Daisy, to return after a long
enforced absence. Previously in
the drama, the students, now
gathered around the
representation of that same fence,
had learnt of the young girls’
abduction to a school over a
thousand miles across the
Australian outback where they
had been assessed as to their
‘half-whiteness’ and their
subsequent escape and trek back
to their mother and grandmother,
the women in the projected
image, waiting at the rabbit proof
fence.

There is an appreciable tension
as the students stand around the
fence in silence. The soundtrack
is played as the pupils make their
way around the fence reading out
a mix of responses and biographical accounts, creating a
sound collage of 'fact' and 'fiction'. As the students
complete their readings the powerful silence falls again on
the room. The teacher reads out the last speech in the
screenplay spoken by Mr Neville, the Chief Protector of
Aborigines, a white Englishman.

A year on from the publication of several important
documents on drama, including the KS3 Drama
Objectives Bank, and the national training of all KS3
English Consultants, there is an increasing recognition of
the impact that drama can have on improving teaching

and learning, pupils' progress and the raising of standards
in English and across the curriculum. Drama is a part of
all young people's core entitlement at Key Stage 3 and 4
within the English National Curriculum and exemplified
throughout the Key Stage 3 Framework. Its impact,
however, can be felt far beyond the constraints of a
Speaking and Listening strand or a separate drama
curriculum that does not focus on the transferable
learning, thinking and language skills essential for all

students to make progress.
The next round of KS3

Strategy consultant drama
training in October exemplifies
the next step in this journey.
The use of drama to develop an
analytical approach to the text,
screenplay and film of Rabbit
Proof Fence moves our
understanding of the impact
drama has on developing
speaking and listening, reading,
writing and analytical skills
towards seeing the development
of high level reading, learning
and thinking skills, which
students can transfer to many
areas of the curriculum.

Students in the Year 9 class
described earlier analysed the
opening of the film Rabbit Proof
Fence some weeks previously.
Before the teacher models the

'reading' of the opening scene, she deliberately engages
the students in a context-setting drama activity. A
projected still from the film, showing the desert landscape
and fence stretching in to the distance, covers one wall of
the room. The class of Key Stage 3 students are guiding
each other round the room in pairs. One of each pair,
while glancing frequently at the projected image, carefully
guides their partner, whose eyes are closed, both
physically and verbally around the imaginary place. The
soundtrack from the film is being played. The activity is
structured so that all the guides provide a stream of
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information about the perceived and imaginary details of
the location they are walking through, while
simultaneously exploring the space of the classroom and
their collaborative relationship. ‘You are just coming up to
a large rock. If you touch it you will feel its cool
surface’. ‘We’re walking on an uneven surface. You can
see nothing on the horizon for miles ahead. Can you
hear the insects?’ The sophistication of spoken language
use, the listening skills and the level of engagement in
this context-setting drama activity are impressive.

The teacher now introduces the students to the
opening shots of the film. An understanding of the
context-setting process and the use of music is
immediately seen to inform the students' responses. By
defining a landscape and recognising the effect of image
and music, the students have come to a greater
understanding of the director's choice of image and
sound at the beginning of the film. Analytical skills are,
therefore, being developed.

As the work continues, the teacher deliberately uses a
combination of Drama conventions to place exacting
demands upon the critical thinking and emotional
engagement of the class. Through this process, the
students come to a greater understanding of textual
features and media and dramatic structures. Students
develop their analytical skills as well as the ability to
transfer this critical thinking to other media, texts, ideas
or issues. They are driven to seek for meaning because
they are emotionally involved and this affective impulse

leads to cognitive understanding.

Conscience Alley: echoing and analysing a
cinematic technique

A text extract from scene 39, when Molly is called to the
front to be seen by Mr Neville, is projected on to a
screen. The teacher chooses one of the students to be
Molly and asks her to stand at the opposite end of the
room, facing the teacher who will be in role as Mr
Neville. The rest of the students stand in two lines, at
each side of the room, one line facing the other, creating
two rows for Molly to walk between. The teacher
explains that, as Molly walks towards Mr Neville, her
conscience speaks to her about the various thoughts,
problems and/or dilemmas she has. The pupils are to
speak these thoughts, as Molly becomes level with them.
As the activity begins, Molly gradually walks towards Mr
Neville passing and pausing at each of the pupils,
listening to the thoughts.

An analysis of this section of the film then enables the
students to recognise how the director creates a
‘conscience alley’ effect. As Molly walks through the rows
of students at Moore River Settlement, the camera takes
up Molly's position and therefore prompts the viewer to
explore her viewpoint and her feelings as she walks. By
approaching the analysis in this way, the teacher is
actively involving the students in exploring the
techniques that are used. The teacher employs a range of
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questioning techniques, either when pupils are in or out
of role, which adds structure and helps pupils evaluate
and analyse the learning process as well as the content of
the lesson. In this way, they not only develop higher-
level reading skills but through enactment and
engagement, dependent on the context-setting activities
and other carefully layered techniques that have been
used, the students are driven to think critically about the
issues and ideas involved. They are essentially modelling,
participating in and analysing the processes of adaptation,
representation and audience interpretation.

Exploring the adaptation process

Later in the work, the teacher employs a number of
active approaches, which enable the pupils to explore
and analyse the adaptation process, as well as consider
the different aims and techniques of the writer,
screenwriter and director. The work begins with the
original written biography and focuses on the scene
when the children are taken from their parents by
Constable Riggs to the Moore River Settlement. The
teacher is familiar with the way that the 'real' events have
been altered for cinematic purposes.

After reading the extract from the biography, a number
of students have been sculpted in to position by the rest
of the class at the moment when the children are taken
by Constable Riggs. They hold the still picture, as the
teacher asks another student to be the ‘writer’. She asks
the students to place the writer in the picture where they
think she should be. Other pupils are asked whether
they agree with this positioning and then again move the
writer to where they feel she is best placed. The students
use various criteria for this, including the writer’s distance
from certain characters, the events, the reader’s view,
what control the narrator has, etc. The 'reader' is then
placed in the picture in the same way and the space
between the reader and writer is described.

The teacher finally reveals to the pupils that the writer
is in fact Molly's daughter and asks whether this
information alters where the writer should be placed. The
final placing is clearly less significant than the impressive
level of discussion and analysis that has gone before, as
the students make their decisions and justify the
positioning. By physically placing the writer and/or
reader, the students question the style, language and
authorial control as well as discuss what the reader brings
with them to the story. Such work has a direct effect on
their ability to write about this and use evidence from the
text to back up their ideas. An identical approach is used
on the extract from the screenplay. By physically placing
the screenwriter, the students question the different roles,
aims, intentions and purposes of this writer and the ways
in which screenplays differ from biographies. The same
still picture is used to consider the position of the
camera, and later the director. By physically positioning
the camera(s) in to the frozen image, the pupils have to
think very carefully about film techniques as well as
analyse the text in detail to consider the aims of the
writer and the effect on the reader and/or audience. Such

work means that when the pupils analyse the film, they
are clearly more aware of the way in which the physical
positioning of the camera and the nature of the shot
affects the way the scene is portrayed. By physically
placing the director, the students question the role, aims,
intentions and purposes of the director and the way in
which these differ from the screenwriter and writer.

The discipline of the art form is evident throughout the
work as is the sustained time needed for such work to be
developed, for without this integrity and discipline and an
understanding of the drama process, the modelling and
development of analytical skills would be impossible. The
students are developing a number of skills specific to
drama as an art form and learning to select and develop
appropriate drama conventions. What is important
throughout the work, however, is that the use of drama
conventions and the employment of the discipline is
designed and structured in such a way that enables the
pupils not only to explore the content of the material and
the media techniques or the development of drama skills
but also challenges pupils to visualise difficult concepts
and ideas and model and analyse the learning processes
involved in developing these skills. It is this
understanding of the approaches, and more importantly
the learning process, that enables students to transfer the
thinking and approach to new situations and other
aspects of the curriculum.

The approaches to texts that are used are not seen
separately from traditional essay writing and could clearly
be used to inform coursework for GCSE English or
Drama. The use of drama conventions and written
responses complement each other. The practical work
leads to a more detailed analysis and understanding of
the film and the adaptation process. The written
responses are very much informed by the practical work
and analysis that has gone before them. For English
departments who are concerned about the core
entitlement of drama at Key Stage 4, such an approach
offers a clearly defined structure. Units such as this and
Active Approaches to the AQA GCSE Anthology (NATE
Drama Packs), does more than just meet that entitlement.
As was evident in the work described above, such
approaches develop skills and lead to real progress being
made in a way that without the use of drama could not
be so easily achieved.

As the unit of work draws to an end, a piece of
chicken wire used to symbolise the fence, which has
been used throughout the work on which to record the
responses and ideas, is placed in the centre of the room.
Additional pieces of card on which are written short
accounts taken from autobiographical statements
presented to the Inquiry into the separation of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander Children from their families* are
attached to the fence. All the other pieces of card with
responses, statements, symbols and ideas, which act as a
record of all the thinking and analysis that has gone on
throughout the work, remain.

…'We have an uphill battle with these people, especially
the bush natives, who have to be protected against
themselves. If they would only understand what we are
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Drama and text: Rabbit Proof Fence

In our work, we are committed to helping teachers recognise the ways in
which Drama provides opportunities for the exploration of the structure,
purposes and effects of texts, planning structured enacted experiences which
develop analytical thinking. The KS3 Strategy has emphasised the need to
engage students effectively in learning through active and structured
approaches which make the learning process explicit and empower learners.
We believe that Drama provides a highly effective teaching and learning
approach in this context. Over the last few years, we have worked to
demonstrate this learning potential for English teachers in a wide variety of
workshops, including training for all KS3 English Consultants on Macbeth
and Louis Sachar’s Holes.

One of our current workshops focuses on the powerful Australian film,
Rabbit Proof Fence, which is based on a true story written by an aboriginal woman, Doris Pilkington, and published as
a biography. This film is interesting for its multicultural themes and origins - involving white and aboriginal writers,
artists and actors from Australia, New Zealand and Britain, and exploring Australia’s colonial past and present - but
we chose it mainly for its powerful, archetypal story about children on a journey, running from evil towards home.

The work on Rabbit Proof Fence was initiated in Australia. At a workshop at the IFTE (International Federation for
the Teaching of English) Conference in Melbourne in 2003, the writer of the screenplay, New Zealander Christine
Olsen, revealed that the film was originally intended to be a silent movie. Even in its final form, it allows a great deal
of space for teachers and learners to explore its narrative, structure and atmosphere through enacted classroom
activities. It is also a very rich resource for intertextual approaches, with its soundtrack by Peter Gabriel, Olsen’s
screenplay and Pilkington’s original book, and Philip Noyce’s cinematography, all of which can combine to involve and
engage learners in the drama work at a number of different levels, developing skills of analysis and an understanding
of the adaptation process.

The new NATE Drama Publication NATE Drama Packs, including units on Rabbit Proof Fence, Poetry in the AQA English Anthology, Much
Ado about Nothing and Starseeker by Tim Bowler, will be published shortly, available from NATE.

The film Rabbit Proof Fence directed by Philip Noyce is available on DVD. The Long Walk Home, music by Peter Gabriel, from the film is
available on CD.

Bringing them Home, the Report of the National Inquiry into the separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children from their
families, can be accessed at http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/special/rsjproject/rsjlibrary. The National Library of Australia’s oral history project
on Bringing Them Home is at http://www.nla.gov.au/oh/bth/. The Australian Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission pages on
the ‘Stolen Children’, including an education section, are at http://www.hreoc.gov.au/social_justice/stolen_children/
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trying to do for them.' The voice of the teacher in role as
Neville rings out confidently. The silence again falls as
the students read out and reflect on the responses,
standing against a backdrop of the fence. The whole
process of exploration, analysis and response is physically
and metaphorically recorded on this simple prop, this
‘fence’. As the drama draws to its conclusion, anyone
interested in teaching and learning, in developing pupils'
progress or in raising standards in critical thinking or
learning skills could not fail to argue that drama must
remain part of the core entitlement for all young people.
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In this article, we describe a personal journey we have
undertaken, over the last four years, as secondary
consultants. This journey in drama began with our
introduction to the NATE drama materials as new
consultants, and has continued on to working more
closely with authors and Secondary National Strategy
trainers, Paul Bunyan and Ruth Moore, as part of the
work of the NATE Drama Committee. As consultants,
this work has helped us to develop our focus on raising
achievement through embedding effective teaching and
learning strategies.

NATE Drama Packs

A barrier to achieving higher levels or grades is often
pupils’ ability to respond critically to texts, distinguishing
between different layers of meaning and perspective,
such as the use of the authorial voice as opposed to the
expression of protagonists’ views. This can be further
complicated when pupils are considering the different
roles – for instance in an adaptation to screen or stage –
of the novelist, the playwright, the screenwriter, the film
director, and even the audience! The NATE Drama Packs
and associated training take as a starting point the idea
that drama is a highly effective strategy for critical
exploration of text, powerfully supporting the
development of the reading and writing skills usually
associated with textual study.

One of the most powerful strategies for supporting
pupils in these critical responses to text is the use of
kinaesthetic and visual approaches to abstract concepts,
for example, ‘sculpting’ characters within a scene and
placing the writer and reader within it. This approach
enables pupils to become critically immersed in text and
able to tackle hitherto intangible ideas. In classrooms, we
have seen that this level of ownership of a scene and the
practical participation with the critical aspects of texts has
increased engagement and lively discussion. As pupils
physically experience the process of critical analysis, they
are more likely to argue their point of view confidently,
and provide evidence from the text to prove this point
and evaluate their responses. In the latter, pupils have

been encouraged to develop explicit reflection and
evaluation of their thoughts and to comment
constructively on others’ interpretations.

Embarking on a journey

We emerged from this classroom-based research with an
eagerness to be active in the further dissemination of the
NATE drama materials; and so during the last two years
we have enjoyed delivering consultant training, training
for teachers within our respective Local Authorities, and
ongoing in-class development. Feedback from teachers is
positive not only in terms of engagement of disaffected
pupils and collaborative work, but also the extent to
which these strategies impact on critical thinking,
manifesting in more analytical written work. 

Our journey began, as new consultants, at our termly
consultant training in Bristol in May 2003. Despite having
taught English for a combined total of seventeen years,
it was still with some trepidation that we entered a
conference room for the second day of the training,
which was to be on Drama in English. Nothing had
prepared us, however, for the sight of a large room,
empty except for a large circle of sixty chairs around the
outside, reminiscent of our worst childhood nightmare
on a gargantuan scale.

Building on drama basics

Coming from successful English teaching backgrounds
we were no strangers to using drama techniques to
explore texts in the classroom. Like many English
teachers, we had recognised the benefits of practical
activities encouraging creative exploration of issues
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and themes arising from texts and an understanding of
the essence of plays as they evolve into performance.

At this stage in our careers, our repertoire consisted
of teaching strategies such as role play, hot seating, re-
enactment, formal and informal scripting and conscience
alley. Whilst these were not wholly isolated experiences
within the exploration of a text, there was often little
chance to develop the drama in a more substantial
manner, unlike the layering of teaching and learning
strategies we were to discover in the work of Ruth and
Paul. To the best of our abilities, we were developing a
secure and safe environment for pupils as they were
involved in these activities in order to counteract the
feelings of anxiety and insecurity we had both felt during
our own educational experiences of drama. This was by
no means an easy task as we had not yet understood the
subtleties of how this might be achieved through
exploring the activities and approaches themselves rather
than the more obvious response to pupil behaviours.

Our rationale behind such activities was to develop a
variety of skills in pupils such as empathising, exploration
of characterisation, theme and plot, as well as to cater for
different learning styles, through group collaboration and
kinaesthetic and visual learning. Many pupils enjoyed
practical activities. It allowed them to explore ideas and
be creative through different types of engagement.
However, on reflection this approach may not have
enabled them to be focused on language or to explore
structure, authorial voice and different perspectives to
further critical appreciation.

Nonetheless, there was a genuine pedagogical
reasoning behind the planning of such activities, although
possibly less rigour in the sustainability of the ongoing
drama and its integrity over a period of time and an
awareness of how it might foster analytical thinking. 

Experiencing textual immersion

In this professional context we attended the Bristol drama
workshop with some initial reluctance. On reflection, we
both found it somewhat ironic that despite our own calm
reassurances to the ‘less extrovert’ pupil over the years,
such reassurances from the trainers did little to allay our
fears initially. We felt no more comfortable once on our
feet, in pairs, with our eyes shut, being led around the

conference room on a ‘guided tour’. However, within
seconds, the music and background hum of the guides’
voices gently transported us to the Eastern European
landscape surrounding Madame Zeroni’s cottage. At this
point, the unknown colleague became a trusted guide
and reliable source of information; a daunting situation
had become a safe, collaborative experience. This
exemplifies ways in which a sense of joint ownership can
increase levels of confidence and thus immediate
engagement. As the day progressed, we were not only
fully immersed in the narrative but also in the learning
experience through the layering of drama activities
focusing on close analysis and interpretation of the text.

With this engagement in the strategies for textual
exploration being promoted in the NATE Drama Packs,
we were willing to invest emotionally and
psychologically, whilst retaining enough objectivity to
appreciate the movement towards critical and analytical
responses. In particular, it is the concept of the ‘spectator’
that ensures that the participant is at once part of the
audience, so allowing for critical thought and objectivity,
and yet an integral part of the drama, thus maintaining an
immersion within the text. It is this that contributes to the
more seamless effect and also supports the person who
does not like ‘performing’ and is supported to act within
the drama.

Reflecting on practice

Emerging from this day there were key teaching strategies
that made us reflect upon our previous teaching of drama
in English. Subsequent classroom practice demonstrated
that significant within these strategies was that of
‘sculpting’, not only to visualise a scene or a moment
within a text but also to facilitate critical thinking and
explore tensions. Through this physical positioning,
pupils are able to grasp the abstract concept of
perspectives and how these relate to each other and
overall meaning.

Using media in drama

Another strength of the NATE Drama Packs is the
opportunity they provide to use different media to
support learning. This might be the basic use of carefully
chosen music to create atmosphere and mood, supporting
imaginative responses or the use of overhead projectors
or data projector to share visual stimulus prior to and
during the guided tour. Alternatively, media can add
another dimension to the learning process and outcomes
as in the case of the Rabbit Proof Fence drama pack
which focuses on a range of formats, including novel,
script, film and soundtrack.

At first this combination of technologies can be
somewhat daunting when considering the co-ordination of
learning activities in the classroom context, as we ourselves
found when planning a three hour workshop on Rabbit
Proof Fence for other consultants in Bristol. Between tricks
such as ‘book marking’ of DVDs and colour coding
handouts, we found, however, that it was possible to
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We were not only fully immersed
in the narrative but also the learning
experience.

The concept of the ‘spectator’ ensures
that the participant is at once part
of the audience and an integral part
of the drama.



maintain a sense of structure and cohesion. We found
mutual support to be of use in the first instance, as have
classroom teachers when we have offered consultancy
support. However, feedback from teachers suggests that
they have quickly gained competence and confidence in
juggling hardware – although we understand that the tried
and tested solution of asking a Year 10 pupil to ‘sort out
the video’ works just as well in this context!

Work in progress

We are continuing to develop this work within our own
local authorities, whilst being fully aware that we are still
learning alongside the teachers and pupils with whom we
work. Like the pupils, we are enjoying the opportunity to
explore and be creative, curious readers.
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Tim Bowler’s remarkable novel Starseeker
is being adapted for the stage for the first
time at the Derngate Theatre,
Northampton. The play will be
accompanied by workshops led by Paul
Bunyan and Ruth Moore of the NATE
Drama Committee, and authors of the
NATE Drama Pack on Starseeker

Starseeker throws itself into the hands of
any teacher wanting to enthuse a Key
Stage Three or Four class. It is compelling
and suspenseful and has proved a huge
success because of its brilliant insight into
the life of the teenage boy at the centre of
the story. As well as accompanying
workshops, Heinemann will be publishing
the play text, along with Paul Bunyan’s
teachers’ pack as an invaluable resource
for teachers to draw upon.

WORKSHOPS:

Starseeker, The Adaptation Process from
Novel to Playscript
A workshop for students and teachers led
by Ruth Moore and Paul Bunyan (NATE)
including a Question and Answer session
with Tim Bowler.
Monday 2 July 10.30am-12.00pm
Join the Author, the Playwright and the
Director for this unique event. Drawing on
techniques designed to develop students’

understanding of the authors voice
within text, the workshop leaders will
demonstrate a variety of useful and
insightful techniques. This will be a lively,
interactive workshop for teachers and
students alike. There is a show at 1.00pm
on the day, so bring your students to the
workshop and stay on and see the play in
the afternoon!

Starseeker 
A day-long workshop for English and
Drama teachers
Friday 25 May 9.30-3.30pm
Led by Paul Bunyan and Ruth Moore, this
Inset will demonstrate how the development
of critical thinking lies at the heart of good
practice in Drama and English. The
workshop is based on the Starseeker NATE
Drama Pack, a comprehensive teacher
resource, supported by the National
Secondary Strategy.

All workshops are free to schools who
book tickets to a performance of
Starseeker. Tickets for the play are
available to school groups priced £9.00.
To book seats please call the Box Office
on 01604 624811. For further
information about the workshops please
contact Alex Soulsby, Creative Projects
Manager on 01604 627566.

Starseeker
Adapted

NATE Drama Packs describe a
range of active, physical
approaches to texts which enable
active engagement and
questioning, leading to thoughtful
discussion and detailed analysis.
Each pack addresses a different
text, and there is an introductory
pack giving support for the
teaching and planning of drama.

Texts covered by the packs are:
Macbeth, Holes, Starseeker,
Rabbit Proof Fence, AQA
Anthology poems, His Dark
Materials (the play).

NATE Drama Packs
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Let Them Read Comics
Some Graphic Novels for Younger and Older Readers

Carol Fox argues that graphic novels can offer a profound literary experience, and introduces some
powerful and challenging texts which tackle multicultural themes.

Carol Fox was Reader
in English in Education
at the University of
Brighton. She has co-
edited several books
including In Times of
War, Challenging Ways
of Knowing, and
recently Re-thinking
English in Schools. She
is the author of At The
Very Edge of the
Forest. She was a close
friend and colleague of
Joan Goody and
dedicates this article to
her memory.

In the last couple of decades comic books or graphic
novels have flowered into a serious literary and artistic
medium. Writers like Marjane Satrapi, Joe Sacco, Art
Spiegelman, Raymond Briggs, Shaun Tan and Dr Seuss, to
name but a few, have extended the range and power of
this medium at every level and for every kind of
readership. These modern graphic texts are capable of
taking us into virtual experiences of war, history, politics
and other distinctly non-childlike areas in the most
personal and profound ways whilst often retaining some
of the comedy, subversion and larger-than-lifeness of
their more ephemeral and often disregarded antecedents.
Although in many countries comics enrich the literature
curricula of schools, England has on the whole been
disdainful of them and needs to catch up. The books I
want to discuss here have themes like diversity, identity,
ethnicity and displacement of one kind or another at their
heart, but they deserve to be included in school reading
for their challenging and exciting qualities not because
they will aid some multi-cultural orientation that we need
to add into the literary mix. The aim of this paper is to
introduce readers to some powerful and enjoyable texts
which also happen to tick, as it were, the multicultural
boxes.

Journeys in fantasy, imagination and culture

Most graphic novelists have worked on newspapers and
magazines (Dr Seuss, Hergé) or have produced children’s
books and versions of fairy tales (Briggs, Spiegelman)
and have had some proximity to political and war
reportage. Their work reaches back both to ‘high’ art -
like Goya’s cartoons The Disasters of War or Hogarth’s
satires of city life, or even to the picture/text
representation of the Bayeux tapestry - and to the more
lowly world of children’s comics. I like this mix as it
combines what appear to be opposite kinds of reading
experience and makes the question of readership
ambiguous. For example consider Shaun Tan’s comments
on Briggs’ The Snowman:

I could not help reading the silent snowman and small boy

as ‘temporary migrants’, discovering the ordinary miracles of

each other’s country in a modest, enchanting fashion. It also

confirmed the power of the silent narrative, not only in

removing the distraction of words, but slowing down the

reader so that they might meditate on each small object and

action, as well as reflect in many different ways on the story

as a whole.

(http://extranet.edfac.unimelb.edu.au/LLAE/viewpoint/)

If you combined a reading of Tan’s The Arrival (2006)
with Briggs’ The Snowman (1978) and The Man (1992)
and maybe added Satrapi’s Persepolis 2: The Story of a
Return (2006), you could conduct a literary journey of
migration and exile with readers of every age and reading
background, from Primary to HE and beyond. I’ve also
found in my own teaching of literature that sometimes
the texts that don’t seem to be ostensibly from ‘other’
cultures nevertheless can be powerful in addressing
aspects of intercultural understanding indirectly . That
first came home to me when I was teaching in Joan
Goody’s English department at Clissold Park School in
London in the 1960s. Joan found that children who had
come to Clissold as immigrants from the Caribbean were
very impressed that Britons had been slaves under the
Romans, which emerged from their reading of Rosemary
Sutcliff’s The Eagle of the Ninth. The Snowman and The
Arrival are not teaching readers directly about another
culture but yet explore the experience of migration
through fantasy and imagination.

Recently I discovered some old graphic novels from
German expressionist artists of the early 20C (Masereel

Modern graphic texts are capable of taking
us into virtual experiences of war, history,
politics in the most personal and profound
ways.
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1919; 1925;
Lynd
1929); they
too are
wordless
and often
involve a
journey,
like the
one in The
Arrival,
but this
time the
journey of
man
through
life. The
woodcut
plates are
exquisite
and
powerful
in these
books
which
could
never be

called comics but are nevertheless designated graphic
novels by their authors. (They are available in
inexpensive editions from Dover Press – see
bibliography).

I think Tan’s comment about the reading being slowed
down when there are no words applies to almost all

graphic texts and is
one of the reasons I
often include them
for study in my
literature classes in
HE. Slowing down
the reading is usually
the solution to
tackling the texts that
readers find difficult
to get into. I have
found graphic novels
very helpful too in
producing a certain
reflexivity, where
students can become
aware of the
processes that
happen when they
read, because the
authors are so good
at showing the text’s
construction; they
often comment on
what they are doing
as they proceed.

The Arrival

I’ll start with Tan’s The Arrival which has been published
in the UK very recently. One of the more obvious
thoughts I had about it is that it would be a perfect text
for any child from age about 7 upwards who arrives in
school in the position of the migrant in the text –
unfamiliar with the host language, spoken and written,
not knowing how anything works, lost in a strange world
where everything and everybody is new and different.
On his website Tan is at pains to point out how
important it is to anchor the surrealist elements of the
text to the real - and there is enough of the real here for
the child, or adult, to recognize. Tan talks about his
influences – old photographs of migration to New York,
Doré engravings, Vittorio da Sica’s film Bicycle Thieves
(and, if you have a mind to, you can look for other
references) - but the real impact of his work is emotional
and aesthetic. The faded sepia tones of the drawings call
back to the distant past of old photographs and
mementos of ages gone by, mostly in Europe but in other
places too, as the migrant meets fellow newcomers and
hears their stories, and this distant past will be strange to
all pupils. They will constantly ask themselves ‘Where is
this? What is that? What’s that for? Who are they?’ – and,
for the invented hieroglyphics that stand in for letters and
numbers, ‘What does it say/mean?’ as they experience the
terrifying and exciting displacement that the new arrival
feels everywhere he goes. Even the sky and the sea are
inhabited by ghosts and shadows while buildings, familiar
on one page, become exotic, labyrinthine and evocative
of ‘other’ places on the next.

Objects from the past become so meaningful that they
have a magical life of their own. The migrant acquires
identity papers, finds a place to stay, looks for a job,
makes a friend – but has no language to do these things
with and no way of knowing how to proceed, where to
go, who will help. The double page sequences of 12+
frames per page slow down the most mundane of
activities, making them anxiety-laden, tense and
complicated for both the migrant and the reader. Shaun
Tan says he doesn’t like the kind of symbolism where
one thing stands for another, and in this respect the
surreal images of his text liberate the reader‘s imagination
to make of them what s/he will; those images will be
redolent of different things to each of us and I can
imagine a very exciting and interesting shared reading of
this book in a class or literature circle.

Maus

Maus (Spiegelman 1987, 1992), like The Arrival, has a
theme that we can all recognise, the relationship between
parent and child. Up to a point this provides, especially
for young people, a universal way into the very particular
history that the book narrates, the story of Vladek, the
holocaust survivor who is Art Spiegelman’s father. What is
unfolded throughout is not, as Spiegelman puts it, just
‘another holocaust story’ but a representation of the
terrifying burden placed on the son by his father’s history
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which ‘bleeds’ into the book and into Art’s life. Vladek is
not a martyr or saint so much as a flawed human being,
made all the more so by the extremity of his suffering in
the past, and while this is often rendered through a bitter-
sweet irony (for instance Vladek’s casual racism about
African-American people) there is a submerged story of
Art’s mother Anja whose suicide is a kind of undertow
throughout the story, pulling Art, Vladek and the reader
into some very dark places.

I think Maus is an excellent text for readers of 14+ if
what is wanted is a highly personal and detailed account
of the Nazi holocaust, and for that reason alone it needs
to be on the shelves of school libraries. But it is also a
superbly explicit text for showing, literally in the
graphics, how narratives work. In Maus we have two
narrators, Vladek and Art, and several time frames – the
time of Vladek’s life before and during World War 2, the
time of Vladek reluctantly telling the story to Art in New
York in the 1970s, the time of Art’s writing his graphic
text, and the time of our reading it. These chronologies
are represented in many ways – by the arrangement and
shaping of frames on the page, by visual ‘shifters’ (Meek
1984) such as the trains which traverse pages, and by
stylistic variations like the comic which Spiegelman
places within the comic – Prisoner of the Dark Planet.
Variations in narrating voice – Vladek the elderly
storyteller, Art in conversation with Vladek, Art narrating
his inner reflections directly to the reader – and dramatic
changes in point of view, which of course can be visual
in a graphic text, make Maus an ideal text for exploring
the complexities of narrative construction. Scott
McCloud’s Understanding Comics (1993), itself a graphic
text, is very helpful in this respect for it draws on literary
theories that will be familiar to most teachers of English
and shows how comics achieve their effects.

Spiegelman has talked about the difficulty of
composing the words for his books, where what he can
say and how he says it is constricted by the speech
bubble or the small spaces available outside the frames;

Comics are very condensed thought-structures. It has maybe

more to do with poetry than it has to do with narrative

prose.

(Campbell 2004, pp12-14)

Not all the comic books I’m discussing here have the
effect of ‘condensed thought-structures’, particularly in
relation to the words – Joe Sacco’s verbal texts are often
very lengthy and read like a kind of personalised war
reportage, and the written text of Ho Che Anderson’s
King has many of the qualities of drama or film
soundtrack, conducted as it is entirely through talking
heads. The poetry that Spiegelman refers to I see as an
effect of the relationship between text and picture; the
more tightly bound together they are, the more densely
multi-layered are the possibilities for interpretation.
Leaving aside the wordless texts for the moment, I ought
to point out that graphic texts often make a very
challenging verbal read – there is no question of

dumbing-down (after
all the complete texts
of Shakespeare’s plays
are being published as
comic books).

In The Shadow of
No Towers

While Maus is a
compact, thick book
crowded with black
and white frames on
every page,
Spiegelman’s In The
Shadow of No Towers
(2004), his book about
the attack on the twin
towers on 9/11, is
produced in vivid
colour as a very tall
book, which is read
vertically between the
representations of the
ruined towers running
down the full length
of all the pages. This
framing device has the claustrophobic effect of bringing
us as readers very close to the experiences of that day, in
the sort of proximity to the towers, as they press in upon
us from the sides of the pages, that Spiegelman found
himself in at the time. In the very varied graphic styles on
each page we encounter the mice of Maus again, and
thus are invited to link
the two texts, which
certainly works in
terms of the sheer
terror of both
experiences. In The
Shadow of No Towers is
more than a personal
account of 9/11, for, as
in Maus, Spiegelman
uses the text to reflect
on his own art, linking
for us the old funny
comics of his American
childhood to the
political commentary
that he employs the
medium for in the 21st
century, and some of
these comics are
reproduced at the end
of the book.
Incidentally Michael
Chabon’s novel The
Amazing Adventures
of Cavalier and Clay
(2001) gives an
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excellent fictional account of two young New York Jewish
immigrants’ contribution to the founding of the comic
book industry in America, a history that some young
readers would find fascinating in itself, and which can be
traced through a comics compendium such as
McSweeney’s Quarterly Concern Issue No 13 (2004), a rich
anthology of extracts from American comic book art.

Yossel

There are several other graphic texts about the holocaust,
among them Joe Kubert’s Yossel (2003), a story of the
Warsaw ghetto uprising. This book is quite a contrast to
Maus in that the pictures are pencil drawings and, if I
might be allowed to make such a questionable
distinction, at the ‘art’ rather than ‘comic’ end of the
spectrum. The sharp ironies and bitter humour of Maus
are missing and in their place are delicately sensitive and
melancholy renderings of horrific events. Once you start
to read holocaust literature with students you begin to
learn how complicated a teaching enterprise it is, and
how they need more than one representation. Yossel
shows them Jewish people in the holocaust context as
resisters and fighters, not as helpless victims, and that
seems important.

King

Ho Che Anderson’s King (2005) calls itself ‘a comic book
biography’ of Martin Luther King and would appear to be
largely documentary. But in fact this is fictionalised
biography where the narration is conducted entirely
through dialogue, usually argument of one kind or
another, much of which Anderson has had to invent – it’s

done very convincingly
nevertheless. It’s a long
book and a challenging
read but an older
student who was
motivated to find out
would learn a great
deal from it and I think
enjoy the striking and
powerful graphics.
These range from bold,
rather stark black and
white pictures, with
multiple frames, to
coloured whole-page
collages of newsreel
and photographs, print
journalism, posters and
other documents of the
time with the speeches
of King or the talking-
heads dialogue
superimposed. The
effect is of modernist
artwork in the muted
blues and browns of

the cubist period of the first half of the twentieth century
when King was born.

Documentary evidence of the historical reality also
appears in Maus where Spiegelman is careful to include
maps, plans of Auschwitz and the like, so that there can
be no mistaking the story for fiction. The striking angles
given in King to buildings, streets, cars, often see from
above, give the text a heightened sense of drama and
tension, not unlike that associated with superhero comics
– the effect is revolutionary, even apocalyptic. (Looking
down from above at a great scene or panorama is
something that comics can do that prose works can’t - in
Maus, for example, the chaos of Auschwitz is seen in one
‘shot’ from above and Joe Sacco does something similar
with a refugee camp in the Gaza Strip in Palestine. Such
overhead views are important in bringing home to the
reader the sheer numbers of people involved. )

In King there is great political detail in the dialogue –
arguments within King’s Civil Rights movement, outside it
with the Black Panthers and other militant black groups,
arguments among the politicians and the FBI, arguments
with and among the white supremacists. Though forty
years on this will make demands on young readers
nevertheless it is important for them to understand the
political battles as well as the physical and moral ones,
and that King had to do much, much more than marches
and speeches. One of the most impressive aspects of
King is the author’s achievement in representing the
enormous variety of black faces and physiques in the
drawings; the racialized stereotypes that have disfigured
so many attempts to depict black people in the past have
no place in this text, which is quite striking given that this
is comic book art where simplifications, even stereotypes,
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are standard and to be expected. I think that competent
young readers, after some brief introductory
acquaintance with the main players – JFK, Lyndon
Johnson, Edgar Hoover, Ralph Abernathy, Jesse Jackson –
would acquire depth of understanding and take great
pleasure in this text.

Persepolis

It has to be admitted that comic books traditionally are
gendered, with the majority male written and male
oriented. That is one of the reasons why I have found it
difficult to get into superhero or sci-fi comic texts; they
are not for me. With the exception of The Arrival, the
books I have discussed so far are still fairly male
gendered, and some would argue that politics/war are
subjects that males are drawn to more than females. I’m
aware of the discussions about teenage boys’ need for
non-fiction texts and some of the comic books I’ve talked
about would seem worth offering to them. That said, I
don’t like the idea that comics (or any literary form)
belong exclusively to males and so was delighted to
discover Marjane Satrapi’s books a few years ago.
As I write, Satrapi is at the centre of media attention
because the film version of her first graphic novel,
Persepolis, is about to open in the UK. Satrapi has
produced three autobiographical books, Persepolis (2003),
Persepolis2 (2004) and Embroideries (2005). Persepolis,
happily, has had very wide exposure in the UK and I
know that it is one of the few graphic texts to have got
into secondary schools. The Iranian people have been
demonised in the British/Western media for many years
so Satrapi’s books are wonderful for showing the history

of her country from before the downfall of the Shah to
the rule of the Ayatollahs. Persepolis is a brilliant example
of a text which narrates this terrible and dramatic history
in a very personal and intimate way, through the eyes of
a young, rebellious and independently- minded
schoolgirl. While history rumbles in the background of
the story, and forces her exile in the end, Satrapi’s light
and often very funny narration shows Western readers
that there is much in common with any other world
culture and makes us think twice about stereotypes of
downtrodden Muslim girls. Persepolis2 continues the story
of her exile in Austria and her return to Iran. In this
book, East meets West and Satrapi takes her readers
through a dizzy experience of sex, drugs and rock and
roll which is enchanting in its humour and insouciance.
However, my favourite of the three is Embroideries which
is set back in Teheran and which consists entirely of
women’s chat as Satrapi and her female family and
friends meet at coffee mornings and the like and talk
together, again in a very funny way, about all the things
that interest women – something that is fairly new in the
tradition of comic books, and which is just as subversive
of any strange preconceptions that readers might have of
women’s lives in Muslim societies or, in some ways, any
society. For me the closest classic works to which I can
compare Embroideries 2 would be any fiction by Jane
Austen, not because Austen gives us the sheer defiance
and open rebelliousness of Satrapi’s women (though
defiance and rebellion are there in Jane Austen) but
because both authors give value to the way that women
discuss the domestic, relationship and social issues of
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From PERSEPOLIS 2 by Marjane Satrapi, published by Jonathan Cape.
Reprinted by permission of The Random House Group Ltd

EDM June 2008:EDM iss 11 June 08  9/5/11  15:53  Page 21



22 June 2008

their lives. Satrapi’s
experiences do not
represent the Iranian
‘norm’ for women, nor
does she claim that
they do, but they are
highly individual and
work not as the ‘voice’
of Iranian women but
as a life story which
has universal
resonance.

Palestine

There are many, many
other graphic novels,
biographies and works
of non-fiction that I
lack the scope to
discuss at any length in
a short article. But I’d
like to close by
mentioning a few that
readers might find both
enjoyable and

enlightening. I haven’t said much about Joe Sacco’s work
here, mainly because it is probably too politically adult to
work in school for pupils below the sixth form stage, but
I often find that my male students have read some of his
books before they arrive on our courses.

Sacco is mainly known for Palestine (2003). His usual
mode of representing political and war situations in his

books is to place
himself inside the text,
as a kind of in-depth
war reporter at the
location in which the
book is set. In this role
he dominates the text,
the narrating voice
pictured at the edge of
the page showing us
who he meets,
commenting, reflecting,
musing in an entirely
personal way. The texts
are very dense and like
King there is a lot to
read – in fact whole
sections of his text can
sometimes become an
essay with pictures.
This is not a negative
criticism because he is
careful to give detailed
accounts of the politics
of the situation he finds
himself writing about
and readers need to

have that knowledge, but it is certainly not for the faint-
hearted. Sacco’s graphics are black and white and very
impressive, particularly with faces and talking heads,
while he can also show us in the most detailed way what
conditions in Gaza or Ramullah are actually like. His take
on the situations he describes is full of irony and wry
humour and, while the books are dense with the
complexities of modern politics and power struggles, they
are also highly entertaining.

Several of his books are about the Balkan wars of the
1990s; I would recommend The Fixer (2003) partly
because the character of his fixer for his travels in Bosnia
is so extraordinary a character and entirely in keeping
with traditional comic book larger-than-lifeness, and
partly for the fascination of finding out just what is
involved for a foreign correspondent or journalist in a
war zone. Sacco’s books do deserve to be available to
young readers who have a feeling for world events, at
least in their school libraries.

The Tin-Pot Foreign General

A more simple and direct exploration of war is given in
Raymond Briggs’ The Tin-Pot Foreign General and the
Old Iron Woman (1984). Here the topic is the
Falklands/Malvinas campaign of 1982. The Falklands,
Argentina and the UK are absent from the text, which
disguises the war as a very simple children’s folk-tale.
When the book first appeared, both my students and
local teachers, not wanting to stir up a political hornet’s
nest, were very reluctant to read it in school because of
its gross depictions of a war-mongering Mrs Thatcher, the
eponymous old iron woman (Galtieri is depicted just as
obscenely). However it is doubtful whether children now
would know who the protagonists were and it could well
take its place as a powerful anti-war satire.

The most striking thing about this graphic text is the
sudden and dramatic change of tone and mood, reflected
in totally contrasting artwork, that happens halfway
through the story. While the war-mongers are painted in
lurid, savage colours which explode all over the page in
the first half of the book, the dead and injured in the
second half are drawn in ghostly grey charcoal, as though
their bodies were in the process of incineration. After the
clashing cacophony of colour in the opening pages a
silence settles on the text. This is always quite shocking
to my students who tend to become silent too.
Difference, being an outsider or a visitor or a member of
a powerless class, is a theme of all Raymond Briggs’
work, though his books are far from crusading in any
way and he may not immediately spring to mind as an
author of multi-cultural comics. His books, perhaps with
the exception of When The Wind Blows (1982), are first of
all for the pleasure of his readers.

Let them read comics

These reflections are far from complete and there are
many other graphic texts and comic books I could talk
about. These works are no longer confined to specialist
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outlets, but are increasingly available in all the major
bookshops. They are regularly reviewed in the press and
in the literary journals and, above all, there is a host of
information about them on line. Many of the books are
produced as artefacts of great originality, even beauty.
Kids in school deserve the chance to explore them and so
do their teachers.
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