"THE MESSAGE" (Participatory Show for 7 - 8 yr. olds) May 1985

FOLLOW UP VISIT TO THE TEACHERS

SUITABILITY

The great majority of teachers commented that the show was very well
suited to this age group. But there were times when the age group
was not kept to: the children were either younger oOr older, and this
created difficulties. It is clear that we must make it clear to
schools whenever a project is devised for a specific age group.

But in the main the work required of the children appeared to be

set at the appropriate level, stretching the brighter children;
making the children think, consider options and make choices.
Although the messages and clues were difficult for some children,
the grouping of the children and the encouragement to work co-
operatively, meant that most children were fully involved in

solving the puzzles etc.

One teacher, who normally worked with older children, said how
struck she was by how well the children were using their reading
skills in working on the messages etc.

Another teacher, pointed out how right the timing of the show was
(i.e. the fifth half term). She felt that had the show come in
earlier in the year, the children would probably not have been

as ready to cope with the demands made of them. Another said
that such group involvement was still a relatively new experience
for her children and she was surprised at how well they worked.

Teachers welcomed the device whereby the children were taken by

a character from the performance area back to their classroom at
the end of the show and having one of the company, no longer "in
role", come back and bring the visit to an end. The "calming"
effect of this was much appreciated. But there was comment that
the "what happened to Shona etc..... " was superfluous and did not
really interest the children.

Some teachers commented on how impressed they were by the over-all
level of control, which was achieved without any need to be too
dominant. There were some comments, however, that perhaps the
tables were too close together or that too malyy children were
required to work at one table. (This was not a problem in those
schools where the class group was relatively small - up to 24
children. The show proved most successful in those schools where
each working-group was 6 to 8 in number, but where we worked with
28+ children, the problem was more real.) In every case we were
appreciative of the care taken by the teacher to make each group
a successful mix with regard to the children's reading and oral
language skills and to their personalities. This always ensured
that all the messages and clues were solved, each group experien-
cing success in helping the detective solve the mystery. There
was never any sense of one group being better than another.

There was also favourable comment about the way Micky brought the
children to complete quiet and concentration after the excitement
of the argument immediately after the break, and in holding their
attention and getting their total involvement for so long.




INVOLVEMENT

There was unanimous support for this type of programme which invited
the children to participate from the beginning. Teachers commented
that children were clearly getting more from this experience of theatre
than was usually apparent with the more traditional kind of performance
where the children were an audience.

All teachers reported that they were pleased to see how the performers
successfully involved the children throughout the show. It had been
interesting to note how children, normally reticent or who sought the
background in the classroom, became more assertive in their involvement
in the show. If there were some periods when certain children were
bewildered or confused, it was often for only a brief time as other
children would help by "filling-in" and explaining.

The childrer’s involvement was so complete that they often remained
totally involved in the story during the break time, continuing to
look for clues, hypothising, explaining their ideas to each other and
their teachers, and they always returned from break full of anticipation.

The children accepted the performers very easily and related well with
them, fully accepting them "in role" although many children had seen
the company setting up the performing area. They seemed to like the
idea of one performer (Helen) appearing in class as herself to
introduce the company and then returning to the class at the end to
conclude the visit and yet accepting her totally "in role". Teachers
commented on how the children continued to talk about the characters
well after the visit.

PRELIMINARY VISIT

It was felt that the synopsis we provided was adequate for this type
of show, as a lot depended on not knowing everything about the plot.
The wordlist was found to be very valuable - it was useful to many
children to have had prior experience of the words. Some teachers
said that it was interesting to see how quickly children picked up
on new meanings e.g. idea of "key" as something to use to solve a
problem. The use of the "template" on the word-grid fascinated the
children, some showing ingenuity and tenacity in trying to make it
reveal the answer.

FOLLOW-UP

Every teacher reported that there had been considerable discussion
afterwards, but not everyone was able to do as much follow-up as
they would have liked. With Half-term coming immediately for some
schools, the immediacy of theexperience of the show had passeﬁby
the time the children returned after the break. It was a similar
experience for the classes who saw the show on Friday afternoons.

There were, however, some fine examples of children's work, which
included a lot of art work, story-writing and the making of "bOoks
of the show" and one class had its own "operations room" with the
childrens' work, together with a collection of books around the
theme of codes, puzzles, detection and mystery-solving etc.
Children were also excited by puzzles and some devised their own
codes, puzzles, word-searches etc. and compiled a "Puzzles Book".

POINTS FOR THE FUTURE

The teachers made a number of points which could be useful for our
future work:




1. A teachers' workshop prior to the tour starting to familiarise
teachers with the techniques being used; what is expected of the
children. Also, necessary to make clear what is expected of the
teachers during the show. Such a workshop could also make
suggestions for follow-up work activities.

2. With this age—-group be aware of rushing things, especially with
regard to speech.

3. It could be beneficial (especially to slower children) to stop:
"take a breather", "return to our tables" briefly in order to re-
cap, especially on essential points.

4. If there is anything essential for the children to see (e.g. in
this show, the "template" revealing the letters of the word) then
try to arrange it so that all children can see.

5. Need to plan in alternatives when a show depends on solving

a mystery/hiding things/keeping secrets etc. in order to avoid the
inevitable "leaking" of central information in cases where more
than one show will be given in a school.

6. Sample clues/messages could have been useful in advance, in order
for children to become familiar with the devices and techniques they
would meet with the "real" clues.

7. Such programmes, placing such a strong emphasis on the direct
approach to using language, in a context which completely involved
the children, are to be encouraged.

8. With the setting up of a teachers' advisory group, one of the
central questions would be how our work could most effectively
serve the overall education process.




