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29: The play’s the thing… 
 
Suitable for KS2-5 
 
Summary 
An interactive and memorable way of helping students understand the relationships 
between characters in a play or novel using a simple tableau technique followed by 
discussion. 
 
What’s the point? 
Very often students understand the relationships between characters in a text, but are not 
confident when it comes to committing themselves to articulating what they think they 
know. This route allows them to discuss options and meanings, and creates something 
that will remain in their memories for months to come (always good with terminal exams 
looming). 
 
In the classroom 
Focus on a particular scene, act or chapter. Each student is given a character, which they 
will represent. The group then works together to decide how close to each other each 
character should stand; who is higher than others and who is lower; who is further from the 
centre of the action. They then create a tableau to illustrate this moment in the text. You 
can then hot-seat students, asking them what the character is thinking at this point. Often 
the most valuable outcome is the discussion which follows. The reasons WHY Willie 
Loman is standing close to Linda, but faced away from her and towards Biff are much 
more interesting than ‘I am looking at Biff because I love my son.’ 
 
Tips and techniques 
Students may need to sit on the floor, stand 
on a chair – whatever best reflects power, 
status, relationships, importance to the plot.  
 
With classes who need to plan first, or 
where you don’t want students up and 
down out of their seats, you can do this with 
cards on a table.  
 
Reflection 
The staying power of this activity is often 
seen when the class is doing something 
else and the students refer back to it: my Year 12 class were taking photos of their group 
work one day, and one, standing on a chair, said: ‘Oh, I’m Bernard all over again’. I 
realised then how the activity some months ago still informed her understanding of that 
character’s importance in the development of Death of a Salesman. Be alert to these 
moments, so that you can grab them and help students return to the work: all it may take is 
a question like ‘Remind me, why did you have Bernard standing on a chair again?’ to set 
the memories flowing – and kick-start some effective revision. 


